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To those of us who’ve learned to wear masks, safeguarding the delicate peace we’ve built in the cracks of who we used to be, shielding it that way from the potential turmoil of the outside world.


FOREWORD


Before I say anything else, I want to express my gratitude for choosing The Pretty Savage as your next read and for giving me a chance to introduce you to this whole new world.

The idea for this book emerged unexpectedly, somewhere between the conclusion of Delirium and the start of Velvet & Sins. If you've been following me on social media, you might have heard me jokingly mention that this book marks the beginning of a new era.

While I like to believe it isn't as dark as some of my previous works, I understand that the perception of darkness in books is subjective. Therefore, I'd like to provide a fair warning that this isn't a sweet book. The characters within are not inclined to easily forgive and forget, and it is not suitable for readers under the age of eighteen.

Themes such as child abuse, abandonment issues, graphic murders, alcohol, and cigarette usage are present. It's evident that neither of our main characters is particularly happy, and are struggling with their mental health and their past.

The St. Vasili’s Academy Duet is set in a gothic environment, featuring a murder mystery and instances of bullying. Although the female main character (FMC) fights back against bullying, I wouldn’t categorize this as a typical Bully Romance. If I were to label it, I'd describe it as a dark enemies-to-lovers romance.

I sincerely hope you enjoy getting to know Adrian and Vega. If you find yourself enjoying the story, please consider leaving a review on Amazon. It would mean a great deal to me.

Happy reading!

Leila


“Death is afraid of those who pursue it.”

–Race for Glory


PROLOGUE
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Vega

My mother once claimed our family was cursed—a hollow prophecy doomed to repeat itself through the years.

Perhaps I shouldn’t have read too much into the words of a woman that was on her deathbed, destroyed by the life she was cursed to have, high on medication while cancer ate her piece by piece, inch by inch, until she let out that last shuddering breath right in front of my very eyes.

Perhaps she was right; perhaps we're all just walking tragedies waiting for our moment to unravel.

But there was something to be said about the memories a child could carry through her life, and those words, no matter how insane they were, followed me throughout the years that would come. But insanity lived in my blood, in these very veins, and I knew at that moment that there was nothing I could do to change the outcome of my life.

People talked about defeating their demons, exorcizing them from their system, but I couldn't do that because the demons were the only things I ever knew. Demons were the ones I could go back to, the only warmth I have ever known.

Maybe things would've been better if on that fateful night of my fifth birthday I had listened to my mother and stayed inside, but I was a curious little cat and sounds from the backyard drew me out. Instead of staying silent and hiding when I saw the scene in front of me, I ran, screaming into the night, sealing my destiny.

And I should have stayed silent.

Maybe if I did I wouldn't have been sentenced worse than my mother.

Maybe they wouldn't have recognized that the demon blood coursed through my veins as well.
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My eyes landed on a little girl on the other side of the street smiling up at her mom as she carried a toy that looked like a little unicorn in her arms, talking animatedly while the woman kept glancing down at her lovingly. The little girl's pigtails bounced with every step she took, those little shoes shining in the dark, illuminating the area around them, unaware that predators lurked at every corner on this godforsaken planet.

My eyes followed them until the end of the street before they rounded the corner, counting the men leering at them, their hungry eyes landing first on the beautiful woman that was simply walking with her child and then to the little girl that couldn't have been older than six. But what did I know? I had no idea what kids looked like at a certain age.

But those men… I knew them. I knew how to recognize the hungry, depraved gazes and what they wanted to do. I knew their souls as well as I knew the back of my hand. Those men, those predators, were the reason why I existed. Why people like me lived in the shadows, and why I more often than not loved what I did. Maybe if the society we existed in actually cared for the innocent people, if it protected those that needed protecting by condemning the monsters that thought they could simply take without ever paying the price, maybe I wouldn't need to dance with the shadows, while toeing the line between right and wrong.

But society rarely ever did what it was supposed to, and then it had the audacity to cry and complain about the unfairness of the situation, but only when it benefited them. I have seen it more times than I could count—the silence that would ensue when injustice would spread over our world, only for those same people that kept their filthy mouths shut to start speaking once it was too late, expressing how sorry they were, what a shame it was, and how they wished they could've done something.

I had heard those pathetic words more times than I could count, and each time it felt like a new stab in my gut because they could've done something. But they decided not to, because their own comfort was more important than the lives of those who were suffering.

And there were at least three men I saw that were hungrily drinking in the woman that was probably in her mid-thirties, and at least two other men and one woman that saw what was happening, but they decided to avert their gazes when the short man who was standing in front of a bar started walking toward the unsuspecting pair that probably only wanted to breathe the fresh air before the cold November nights made it impossible to do so.

That little ball of fury I carried everywhere I went, unfurled in the center of my chest, and moved my body even before my mind could comprehend what was going on. It took me across the street as I evaded oncoming cars, and right behind the stocky man with a shaved head, who was now following the mother and daughter.

My eyes sliced toward the woman and two men that had the audacity to look worried now, and I hoped none of them would ever have to fear for their own lives, because not doing anything like they just did, didn't make them innocent—it made them just as fucking guilty.

And monsters weren't the only ones drawing blood, but also those that stood idly by, allowing the crimes to happen.

My pace increased as soon as we rounded the corner, my eyes scanning every single person coming in my direction, but I never lost sight of the target in front of me. I never lost sight of his filthy stench that wafted after him or the fact that he stopped every time the mother and daughter did. I didn't miss the way his head kept going up and down, his eyes no doubt drinking in what he thought was his right to have. The soulless monster in front of me had no idea what was coming after him, and I was glad to be the one to show him what the true meaning of suffering and pain was.

What it felt like when you knew that there was no one out there to save you, because you simply didn't matter enough for your screams to invite a knight on a white horse, to save you from the demon that was ripping you apart. When all hope abandoned your bloodstream and you could almost taste the sweet death that was just lingering there, stripping you bare all the way to your soul.

My hands turned into fists in the pockets of my long coat when he came closer to them, just before a dark alley, and the tactical part of my brain knew what I was supposed to do. The part that took over every time I needed to plan, to be cool, to separate my heart from my mind, because only one of them could have control in these moments. But right now it was hard separating the two, with the roar in my ears announcing the little monster that lived inside my being, wanting to rip apart the threat in front of us.

My long legs ate up the pavement, shortening the distance between us. He was mere inches away from the woman, his right hand extending toward her, when I wrapped my arm around his neck, pulling him into the dark alley and far away from the eyes of the onlookers that wouldn't have done anything to help the poor woman and her child.

I could already see it, the titles in the newspapers—A tragic ending for a mother who was walking with her child late at night—as if she had no right to walk whenever the fuck she wanted and still feel safe.

"Wha—" The man grunted, trying to fight me off, but there was a reason why I was as good at my job as I was. There was a reason why my first mission commenced when I was barely eleven years old.

There was a fucking reason why I wouldn't let him go no matter how much he thrashed or how much he wanted to flee. The reason that was forever etched in my DNA. The very last gift my mother gave me, and possibly my father, whoever the fuck he was. There was a reason why I was one of the best operatives in the organization, and it had nothing to do with the fact that I could overpower men that were bigger than me.

I pulled the man deeper inside the alley, slipping into the darkness. The air smelled like snow, and with every new intake of breath, I tightened my arm pressed around his neck, reveling in the fact that he was slowly choking right in front of me. His front hit the wall as I pressed him into the cold, hard surface, holding my knee to his lower back.

My little monster paced inside my mind, bored, needy, ready to do something instead of just sitting and observing the civilians simply walking by. My skin tingled, itching from the need to be released. Maybe if he would've been taller, this wouldn't have been this easy or this boring. I've been in New York for the last seven days, collecting intel on my target before I could go in and do what I did best—make people disappear—but nothing was happening.

The man I was sent for lived like a fucking monk, which made the days long and nights even longer.

But maybe I could still have some fun.

"Did you really think it would be smart going after that poor woman and her child?" I asked, breathing slowly down his neck, keeping him hostage. "Did you think no one else would notice it?"

"You're insane!" he screeched, his voice grating on my nerves much like his entire appearance. "I didn't do anything!"

"It isn't what you did." I grinned. "It was what you were about to do, and a little bird told me you weren’t exactly going to that bar just for a beer."

His breathing quickened, his little secret spilling right into the air, rolling off of my lips easily, because predators like him never ever think they would get caught. And I made it my mission to know every single person on that fucking street. And this scum turned out to be the most interesting one of them all.

"How's that community service going, Chad?" I whispered close to his ear, letting my words wash over his skin with the knowledge that he couldn't hide it. His rap sheet was longer than the details of my mission—countless allegations of assault and battery, rape accusations, but because he was the son of a local politician, no one did a single thing.

They let him walk freely when he should be rotting in jail. And it would've been better for him if he were there, because then he wouldn't have met me.

"Who are you?" he cried out, his entire body trembling, while my monster licked its lips, smelling the stench of fear on his skin. "I didn't do anything. Those are all⁠—"

"Lies?" I asked, pressing my knee deeper into his lower back. "I think that Maria—you remember her? Tiny girl, barely twenty, with big brown eyes and long hair?" His eyes closed then, his cheek pressing deeper into the wall. "Yeah, I thought you would. She's been going to her therapist three times per week, only barely leaving her house for those appointments, because you destroyed her."

"She was fucking asking for it!" he had the balls to say. He had the balls to snicker as those filthy words left his mouth, and the calm I was holding on to snapped in a second.

I turned him around, pressing his back into the wall now, as my hand wrapped tightly around his limp shrimp dick, earning a painful moan from him. "You wanna say that again?" I seethed, increasing the pressure. "You wanna tell me how you did them a favor by using this micropenis of yours to destroy their dignity, huh? Come on, Chad!" I laughed. "Tell me. Tell me what a gift you are to society. Tell me why I shouldn't end you here and now. Tell me why your life is more important than the peace of that poor girl?"

"I-I… You won't get away with this, bitch!" He still thought he had it all figured out. He still thought he would walk away from here unscathed, only to tell this story to his daddy who would try to pull strings to bring justice for his only son. He still thought that his money or his position in this fucked-up society meant anything to me.

He fucking thought I was playing.

"Ah, Chad," I murmured, pulling out a dagger strapped to my thigh with my left hand, bringing the blade up to his rosy cheek. "You have no power here, darling."

His blue eyes widened, the realization slowly trickling into his peanut-sized brain.

"I don't care who you are." I kept the smile on my face, letting the blade bite into his skin. "I don't care about the rules of your little society, or the fact that even your parents won't feel bad that you're gone. The only thing I care about is the fact that you're an animal. A filthy, fucking animal that never should've been allowed to roam these streets. And you can only blame yourself for being here with me, because if you had kept your paws to yourself, if you only stayed put in that bar, you wouldn't be standing here now, trembling in front of me. We both know what's about to come."

"You're crazy!" he bellowed. "They will find you. You will pay. Do you have any idea who I am? Who my family is?"

"I do." I shrugged. "And I don't care."

"What's your name?" He was obviously still in denial. "I will hunt you. I will⁠—"

The words became garbled, his mouth filling with blood just as the tip of my knife ended up in his throat, and my hand pushed it deeper inside, breaking through his larynx. His blue eyes filled with tears and disbelief, and it was interesting in a way that every single time their dying moments would be followed by this shocked look on their faces, as if they couldn't believe I would truly go through with it.

I came closer to him, feeling the hot blood dripping from underneath the long sleeve of my coat and down my hand. My lips brushed over his ear, and I murmured what he obviously wanted to hear. "I am the Devil's favorite child, Chad." I smirked. "Tell him I said hi."

His hands landed on my upper arms, then on my shoulders, trying to push me away before reaching toward the hand that was still holding the knife lodged in his throat. With one simple flick of the wrist, I twisted the blade around, shattering whatever little hope he was holding on to, and pulled my hand back, wiping the blood from the blade on my pants.

He fell down on the ground, his body collapsing like a sack of potatoes, while my body brimmed with newfound energy, filling in the reserves that were slowly becoming empty over the last seven days. The garbled noises came from him, as he shared the last seconds in this world with me. The satisfaction I so rarely felt coursed through my veins, because I knew that no matter how savage this was, how fucked up some of the things I did were, I made a change.

The sound of my boots echoed around the alley just as ambulance sirens blasted somewhere in the distance, covered only by the ongoing traffic and people talking somewhere on the street. My eyes scanned the alley, searching for a place to hide the body until the cleanup crew came. The noises from Chad slowly quieted down, the indication that it was the end for him.

I could already hear Alena's voice as she yelled over this and the fact that I abandoned my post, but she would just have to understand. She was the one that sent me all the details about Chad.

Strapping the knife back to my thigh, I pulled out the phone from my back pocket and dialed the familiar number.

"It is too early for you to call me," Alena said over the line, her voice tired and laced with something else I couldn't quite recognize. "What happened?"

"I need a cleanup crew," I simply said.

An exasperated sigh left her, telling me everything I needed to know—she didn't want to deal with my shit tonight. "Of course you do. Send me your location and I'll see who's around to send there."

"I already did. You might want to tell them to hurry up. It's a busy area."

"Vega!" she admonished. "We talked about this. You can't go around and kill people wherever you want to."

"No," I chuckled. "You talked, I listened, and I decided that it wasn't gonna work for me. Besides," I looked down at Chad, whose lifeless eyes were now staring blankly up at me, "this one deserved to be taken off of the streets."

"Don't they all?" It wasn't a question, but a statement, and while I didn't know much about her past life, I knew that the horrors she had seen have shaped her into the ruthless woman she was today. "I'll send someone."

"Okay. See y⁠—"

"Vega," she stopped me just as I was about to drop the call. "I need you to come back to the command center." My frown deepened. "There's been, uh… a change of plans."

"A change of plans?" I deadpanned. "What kind of change?" Silence met me from the other side, her breathing the only indication that she was still with me. "Alena?"

"Master wants to see you."

Everything stopped.

My breathing.

My heart.

My train of thought.

Master rarely came to the command center, and whenever he would stop by it was never for anything good.

“I’ll be there,” I murmured, dropping the call and putting the phone into my back pocket quickly, as if it would burn me.
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Memories were so often the balm we needed whenever the world became too loud and when the pressure on us was too much to bear. We held on to them tightly, afraid to ever let go, because they were sometimes the only things that were tethering us to the ground. For most, the best memories were those of their first bicycle, their first pet, and that really special birthday their parents had arranged for them, but my first memorable moment was the dark hallway and the command center buzzing with activity. My first memory was an image of a woman, not much older than I was now, with her blonde hair tied up into a high ponytail and cold eyes that felt as if they could see deep into my soul. There was no warmth there, no smiles for a seven-year-old child, but it felt… right. It felt like home, no matter how fucked up that thought was.

It felt like a place I could call my own, and now, thirteen years later, I could still remember the scent of the rain that fell on that day, and the passing houses as my handler at the time drove us toward the place where anything could happen. Where I could do whatever the hell I wanted.

I could only blame myself for mistaking a prison for a home. It took me years to realize that just because someone had offered me a house, it didn’t mean that they had my best intentions in mind. The fake smiles, the feigned politeness—those were always at the forefront of my mind whenever I thought about our home base. This was the place where I met Alena for the first time, and sometimes I feared that this would be the place where I would die.

But now, as I walked down that same hallway that once brought me peace, I felt nothing but dread, because this was the first time Master had cut a mission short. It was the first time in years that he had called me into his office, and I had no idea why.

My brain kept going over every scenario from the moment I left that alley, through my red-eye flight out of New York and all the way to this morning. And I hated the unknown. I hated being kept in the dark, and to say that the call I had with Alena fucked with my head would be the understatement of the year.

"Hey, V," Thomas, one of the older operatives, greeted me the moment I stepped inside the control room, while the rest of the people turned around as soon as they saw me. You could say that I, well… I didn't exactly play well with others. Most of the operatives in our organization had partners, while I preferred to work alone.

Every single partner I had in the past had only managed to slow me down, and nothing else. But then again, most of them haven't lived in the shadows since they were kids. Most of these people joined The Schatten organization because they were fed up with the government, and because they didn't care about toeing on the wrong side of the law. Some mistook it for an organization that was actually fighting against organized crime, and those dreams would always be shattered whenever they realized that we weren't the heroes.

We were the villains.

We were mercenaries, paid by those that wanted more power, more money. Those that knew people who needed to disappear. But that didn't mean I couldn’t play with them in my own way, which, granted, got me into more trouble than anyone else, but it was worth it.

They were paying us, but I wasn’t interested in their rules—I already had mine.

"Hey, Thomas," I greeted him back, going down the small set of stairs to the center of the room where he stood. "Fancy meeting you here."

"I'm always here, kid." He smirked, because we both knew that the only time he went out in the field was when Alena begged him to do so. An ex-Navy SEAL, Thomas turned his back on everything he ever knew and joined The Schatten with no regrets—or at least that was what he always said, lying through his teeth. The truth was a lot more bitter than the lie, and you couldn't exactly wrap a pretty bow around the truth that ate you alive. "What are you doing here?" he asked instead, arching an eyebrow. "I thought you were in New York."

"I was, but not anymore."

"But the job is done?" I made a face, telling him everything he needed to know. "Oh," he murmured when I refused to say anything verbally. "Alena mentioned something."

"Yeah." Something that kept me awake and ate at my insides. "Do you know what it is about?"

"I have no idea, kid," he murmured, leaning closer to me. "But if he's here, then it's something big."

Yeah, that was what I was afraid of. Master rarely ever came to the control center. He didn't have to.

There were people that could do his dirty work, while he gallivanted all over the globe, pretending to be a perfect citizen when in reality he led one of the biggest shadow organizations in the world. I always laughed whenever I saw the photos he posted on his Storygram, hiding the monster that lived inside of him, dancing with his daughters, kissing his wife.

He had no idea that I was watching.

I’d learned the hard way that none of these people, no matter how much we seemed to care for each other, truly loved me. None of them would take a bullet for me, and I wouldn’t take a bullet for them. So I kept my enemies close, and those that seemed to be my friends even closer, because it was always those that were closest to you that would betray you if they had a chance.

"Well," I took a step back, "I'm gonna go find Alena and see if she knows anything."

"You didn't kill anyone important recently, did you?" he asked matter-of-factly, since we all knew how I was. "I mean, if you did, we could hide it together, you know?" Laughter bubbled up over my lips, spilling into the otherwise quiet room.

"Thank you, Thomas," I squeezed his bicep. "But I'm fine. I have been a good girl lately."

"Why don't I believe you?"

"Because you know me," I answered with a grin, walking backward. "I'll see you later. Hopefully."

Because we both knew if they weren't happy with me, I probably wouldn’t have been here for the meeting. They wouldn’t exactly bring me in for a questioning. No, they would’ve gotten rid of me, turning me into just another number on the board of people that were presumed missing.

If The Schatten wasn’t happy with me, I was as good as dead.

[image: ]


My mother was a monster.

A perfect leviathan that knew how to hide her true nature from the rest of the world, until she made a mistake. She was the boogeyman other mothers warned their children about, but she was still my mother. She still loved me in the only way she knew how to, and she still made sure I was safe.

But her monstrous nature always prevailed, no matter how hard she tried to fight it. Or maybe it was her fight-or-flight instinct, but often it was difficult distinguishing between monsters and victims, and I had no idea which category my mom fell into.

I guess it came as no surprise that I became a monster too. After all, genes were wondrous things, and we carried the sins of our parents in our bones, even when we tried to forget it. The generational trauma, the fear they felt, the atrocities they committed, all of it traveled with us, and we couldn’t evade it.

And for me—I was too young to even try. I never knew a life without violence. I never knew the color of carpet that had no bloodstains on it.

Maybe that was why I accepted The Schatten easier than some other people. Maybe that was why I became an agent at the age of ten, instead of eighteen like many other kids that were brought to The Schatten Estate. After the police took away my mom, the social workers huddled in, taking me to one of the homes for kids like me. But after three failed foster families within two years, and a lot of weird looks from the ladies that worked at that house, I knew I was anything but acceptable for them. The first place I lived in was nothing but bare walls and sounds of crying echoing around the walls, telling me I would never fit in there.

I still remembered the day when a man and woman walked into the room I was called to when I was just seven years old, telling me they just wanted to talk to me. Five days later I was packing what little belongings I had in the black, plastic bag I was provided and moving to the other side of the country—to The Schatten Estate.

But the sense of belonging, the sense of having a home, was something that evaded me, no matter how many times I lied to myself that The Schatten was my home.

I lied to myself that they were my fucked-up little family, even though I had no love for most of them. Perhaps because they were familiar, the only thing I truly ever knew, and no matter how much I hated this life or how much I wanted to get out, habits were a hard thing to shake off. As I searched the rooms for Alena and Master, I couldn't help but feel the fear slowly coming alive in my heart, because I didn't want to lose the only thing I knew.

And fear wasn't something we often felt.

It was our enemy, the emotion they killed in us from the moment we stepped into training. The first time my lip quivered and my hands shook, my handler slapped me across the face, making me see stars.

I wished that was the worst thing they had done to me in all my time with them.

It happened just six months after I came to The Schatten Estate, realizing slowly what was happening here. But once you were in, there was no going out, and blinded, brainwashed, and desperate for love, I accepted everything they threw at me, because I was trying to fill the void left behind by the lack of my mother’s presence.

The first time I found a bunny in the backyard of our orphanage and brought him inside, my handler took him and sliced the knife over the bunny's neck, showing me how love could make us weak.

And I only ever made the mistake of thinking about love once after that day.

I had simply pushed it all into the little dark chest in the center of my being, making myself forget about all the emotions that could not benefit me.

Anger.

Hate.

Love.

Pain.

It didn't matter what they were, when every single one of them could kill me if I wasn't careful enough.

Looking back at my time at The Schatten Estate and everything that happened, I saw that I was a perfect specimen for them. A perfect example of how your upbringing could turn you into a machine that would only ever do someone else’s bidding. My mother’s death only made it easier for them.

Elvira Bektić died on August 15th, just a year after I came to The Schatten Estate, and I was glad she had no idea where I lived by that point. I could barely recognize her, but with my handler at the time, standing in the corner of that room as I said goodbye to the only person that ever loved me, I couldn’t show any emotions. I couldn’t tell her how sorry I was, and I knew from that moment it would be something that would haunt me for the rest of my life.

I walked into the oval-shaped room where all our meetings were usually held, my eyes landing on a massive picture hanging above the fireplace that was never used, and unlike before, I let myself really stare at the visual in front of me. My steps slowed as I walked toward the massive photo framed with golden antique metal, my fingers dragging over the top of the fireplace, halfway expecting to see the dust collected on my fingertips, but of course, there was none. Alena made sure this place was spotless, no matter what. The pretenses we kept up with were what bothered me more than they should.

Saints had long excused themselves from these rooms, and the fact that the photo above was taken during Christmas had never failed to amuse me. More than fifty people stood in that picture, some smiling and some frowning, wearing our best festive clothes, but it was the eyes of every single person that pulled my attention every single time.

Empty stares and fake smiles, but you could only see it if you looked beyond the imitation of happiness we were all trying to portray.

"I always find you in front of this picture every time you come here," came a voice behind me, making me turn around, and effectively pulling my attention away from the photo. Alena stood at the threshold, leaning against the doorframe, her arms crossed over her chest and her dark auburn hair tied into a low bun—just like always. Her face held no expression, her eyes as cold as the day she arrived at the command center, but her lips turned up into a small smile and I realized that it had been months since we'd last seen each other. "You look good, Vega."

"Do I?" I asked, walking toward her. Her tiny frame was wrapped in black pants that hugged her hips with a dark red sweater tucked inside them. Looking at her you would never expect Alena to be anywhere near lethal, but I guess that was why both of us were so good at what we did. We didn't look like we could do much, and just when you least expected it, we would strike. "I feel like shit, to be quite honest," I murmured, stopping right in front of her.

My eyes scanned the length of her—the lines of her face, the tautness in her shoulders, and the black boots that mirrored my own, crossed one over the other.

"Why am I here, Alena?" I was never one to sugarcoat shit and I wasn't about to start now. She was hiding something, judging by the way her eyes dropped down, refusing to meet my stare, and she wasn't one to shy away from a challenge. So what was going on now? "Alena?"

"I'm trying to find the right way to tell you this, but I don't know how." Her head lifted up, her eyes meeting mine. "Mr. Heinrich is here, as you already know."

"Obviously, otherwise I wouldn't be here."

"Right," she murmured, straightening her back. Her arms fell to her sides, she looked casual but we were trained to notice the smallest changes in behavior, and hers screamed of someone that was feeling extremely uncomfortable. "I know this was supposed to be your last mission and⁠—"

"Alena," I cut her off. "Get to the fucking point."

"He's here to⁠—"

"Ah," the voice I hated hearing since the first time I met him said. "My two favorite girls." Heinrich Schafer stood behind Alena, wearing that smile we all hated so much. The one filled with filthiness and empty promises. The one he carried when he came into that room in the first orphanage I was in, pretending to be one of the good guys, followed by the psychologist that sold me to him.

I had no idea who he was at the time, and I wished I had. I wished someone would have warned me to keep my mouth shut, because maybe then I wouldn’t have ended up here.

I used to think he was my father, my savior, because I was too young to recognize the wolf wearing sheep's clothing.

"Master." Alena nodded at him, turning her entire body to face the monster, because one thing we had learned was to never turn your back to your enemy, and Master or not, Heinrich Schafer was our enemy.

"Heinrich," I murmured, refusing to call him by his self-imposed title—Master. Only men with egos as big as his would demand to be called Master, as if he could control all of us. It gave him the power, a sense of importance, when it was obvious that he was just a little man trying to make himself big. "It is nice to see you." I was lying through my teeth, and we all knew it.

His eyes narrowed on me, dragging slowly over the black combat gear I wore and over my long leather coat, finally coming back to my face. He hated the fact that I wanted an out, that I wanted to stop doing this, and since I brought it up a couple of months ago, our relationship had been strained, to say the least.

When I first brought it up, he laughed thinking I was joking, but he played along once he realized that I was deadly serious about my plan. I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life, but working for him wasn't what I had envisioned for myself, that much I knew. The only catch was that I knew he wouldn't let me go so easily, even though he promised I would have only a couple more missions to complete to pay off my debt. As if I had anything to pay off.

They didn't send me to school with the other kids, and while they provided me with a room, clothes, and food, none of it was mine and none of the items I had received over the years had my name on them. It was just a camouflage, arranged to lull me into a false sense of security. I was a liability, I knew too much, and I was well aware of the fact that the only way to leave The Schatten was in a body bag. But I would get myself rid of all these people that wanted to control me even if it was the last thing I did.

"You called for me," I spoke first after a minute of silence passed, all three of us assessing one another, bracing for the inevitable. Heinrich saw us as less than humans. As animals trained to fight, to serve him and his fucking organization, but he never thought about the fact that somewhere along the way, he created weapons that were capable of thinking on their own, and his hold on us was slowly slipping. His control was slowly waning.

And that was exactly where the problem was. Because he saw now that his power over us was almost nonexistent. Because he knew we wouldn't follow his orders blindly, he would resort to things I probably wouldn't like.

"Ja," he answered, staying in the same spot. "I have something very important for you."

"For me?" The last time he had something special for me was a handgun he had put in my hand and my first mission at barely above the age of ten. "What is it?"

That smile came back on his face, his eyes filled with mischief. "Let's go to my office. We can talk there."

He didn't wait for either of us to answer or to make sure we would follow him as he started going toward his office. That was how cocksure he was of his power, even as it slipped, that we would do everything he wanted us to do no matter what.

But not for long. Not for much longer.

"Calm down," Alena hissed, wrapping her hand around my upper arm as I took a step forward. "Don't let him piss you off."

"I'm not pissed," I lied. I was furious, but I couldn't let him see that. I couldn't let him see that I was looking forward to the end of this mission if only to be rid of this world. I had my own money now. I’d saved everything I could over the years, and I had enough to start a completely new life.

The problem was, I would never be able to live in peace for as long as he lived.
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The stale cigar stench slammed into me the moment Alena and I entered Heinrich's office, finding him seated behind his large mahogany desk, with his lips wrapped around the offending cigar. His eyes were firmly plastered to the two of us as Alena closed the door behind her and followed me toward the two chairs placed in front of him.

The dark brown tones that were used in the design of this office made it seem so much smaller, as did the fact that the man always kept the curtains pulled over the windows, not allowing any light to push through. This place had been making me fucking claustrophobic from that very first time I stepped in here, and with the exception of a few new books, everything else still looked the same.

"Would you ladies like to have something to drink?" he asked us the moment we sat down. Poison, maybe, so I wouldn't have to listen to him talk anymore? "Some coffee for you, Vega? You look tired."

God, I wanted to erase the smug look off his face, but instead of jumping over the table and doing just that, I gripped the armrests of the chair and leaned back, smiling at him.

"No, thank you. I would much rather get this over with so that I can go and sleep, but thank you for your concern. While we're at it," I leaned forward, feigning concern, "you look rather pale, Heinrich. Are you okay? Is it your heart again?" The color drained from his face, the cigar hanging loosely between his fingers, and a teeny-tiny triumphant dance ensued in the middle of my chest, because I wanted him to know.

He was a monster but he was still just a human, and his health… Well, let's just say that he wasn't a twenty-year-old billionaire anymore.

"If you want to, we could train together while you're here. I mean, all that extra weight around your belly cannot be healthy, right? What did your doctor say?" The tic in his jaw started becoming prominent, those beady, dark eyes narrowing ever so slightly, and we both understood what I was trying to say.

He could try and make my life a living hell. He could even try to make me disappear, but I knew things about him no one else did. I knew things because I made it my mission to know every nitty-gritty detail about his life, about his family, his two daughters, and the one son he barely ever talked to because he got a woman that wasn't his wife pregnant. I knew the shopping route his wife, Ingrid, took, and I had his youngest daughter Emilia’s schedule for her classes at the University of Frankfurt. I knew the plate number of Ilse's car, his older daughter, and I knew the code to enter her building. I knew more than he could ever hope to know about me, and the difference between the two of us was that I had nothing left to lose.

He taught us that love and family would only bring heartache and unnecessary weakness, but he forgot to heed his own advice and went and got himself stuck with a family he supposedly never wanted to have.

"I'm fine," he spat out, extinguishing the cigar in an ashtray, while the smoke wafted around him. "Thank you for your concern, Vega." Translation: you made your point, Vega. And I did. I made my fucking point and he better listen to the hidden warning in all those words.

"If that's what you want." I shrugged, leaning back into the chair. "My offer always stands. You know I always loved training with you."

"I do," he murmured, placing his elbows on top of the table. "But training is not why we're here."

Alena shuffled in her seat right next to me, but I refused to look at her. He had something for me, and judging by that self-satisfied smirk on his face, it was something big, otherwise he wouldn't have brought me here.

"This came for you." He picked up a black envelope I failed to notice earlier and threw it to the other side of the desk, close to me. "I had to pull quite a lot of strings for this, but⁠—"

"What's this?" I asked, taking the envelope in my right hand, still looking at Heinrich.

"Open it," he urged.

"What. Is. This?" I gritted out, still looking at him and refusing to open the envelope. I could feel something underneath my fingertips, engraved on the other side, but I didn't want to look. I had an inkling of what it was, because he couldn't shut up about that particular place for years when I was a kid. Only one of us ever went there, and he never came back.

"Come on now, Vega," he chuckled. "Don't be stubborn. Just open it."

I turned to my left, looking at Alena's seemingly cold expression, but her eyes couldn't lie. She knew about this and didn't have enough time to warn me. She knew how much I suffered when the only person I ever cared about in this hellhole had to go there. When Tyler, a guy that was like a brother to me, was sent to St. Vasili's Academy, only to go missing not even three months later, never to be found.

I begged, pleaded with Heinrich to send me there, to let me find him, but he refused, telling me there was nothing I could do. And besides, it wasn't as if they would just let a child waltz in there. St. Vasili's Academy was a school that was once just a church, gifted by Karel Cerny in 1170 to Heinrich der Löwe, the Prince of Bavaria, as a wedding gift to him and his new wife, Matilde.

But ten years after the Second World War, people like the Schafer family along with many other shadow organizations, thought it would be a good idea to have a school for people like me—people that were trained assassins, and people that would one day inherit their crime empires.

And Tyler—my sweet, soft, and caring Tyler—only wanted to impress Heinrich, so that maybe, one day, he would be able to join the Crimson Roses. A squadron of soldiers used by governments around the world to do their dirty little deeds. He was only eighteen when he disappeared, and he was the last person I allowed myself to love.

Neither one of us knew that The Schatten wasn’t welcome anymore at the Academy. It took me years to figure out why Tyler was sent there, when it was obvious that an invitation couldn’t have come through regular channels, but I never found out the truth.

"Open it, Vega," Alena urged me, her eyes pleading. To play along, to do what Heinrich wanted by being a good little soldier one last time and keeping my mouth shut. She didn't want me to compromise her entire plan, and I hated her just a little bit for it.

With steady hands, I turned the envelope around, seeing the golden seal of St. Vasili's Academy, with the two lions and vine leaves around them, my heart thrumming in my chest, the unsteady thump-thump echoing in my ears.

I ripped it open, destroying the seal, and pulled out a letter the same color as the envelope, unfolding it slowly. The envelope fell onto my lap as my eyes traced the white ink on the black paper, stuck on the first sentence that I kept reading over and over again.

Dear Ms. Konstantinova,

Congratulations! The committee at St. Vasili’s Academy has reviewed all the eligible applicants for our esteemed institution, and we are happy to offer you admission to the 2023/24 term.

"This is bullshit," I murmured, more to myself than to them.

"What was that, Vega?" Heinrich asked, his voice filled with false sincerity.

"I said," I looked up at him, "this is bullshit. How the fuck would they know about me?"

"Vega!" Alena admonished, but I didn't want to look at her.

"No, seriously. How would they know about me when we make it our mission to keep all of our agents in the shadows?" Heinrich fidgeted in his seat, his eyes refusing to meet mine. He pulled the strings, I got that, but The Schatten only functioned because we stayed vigilant and we were always careful not to leave any trace of any of us in the world. Not to mention the fact that they couldn’t have known that I worked for The Schatten. If they did, they never would’ve sent this.

Vega Konstantinova was the name that was given to me the moment I stepped inside this building, but she only existed in theory and nowhere else. I didn't have a social security number, medical records—nothing. So why would he do this?

Tyler wanted to go to St. Vasili's Academy, and while my thirteen-year-old brain couldn't understand why, I let him go, promising we would write as much as we could. It was a gamble, him going there, and look what that gamble got him. It sent him to an early death, because I had no doubt that his body laid somewhere at the bottom of Lake Valenheim, located just underneath the cliff that housed the Academy.

"What lies did you sell them, Heinrich? What did you tell them when they asked who I was and which family I belonged to?"

"Vega! Stop this. It's not⁠—"

"But it is, Alena," I cut her off, this time looking at her. "I did many reckless things in my short life, but we all know that going to the Academy and lying to those people is a death sentence. Come on, dude! The committee, as they so eloquently put it, hates The Schatten. It is controlled by the Zylla family."

"Exactly," Heinrich spoke, grinning from ear to ear when I looked at him. "It is being controlled by the Zylla family—for now."

"What do you mean?" I didn't like this. I didn't like it one bit.

"The Zylla family has been on top of the food chain for many, many years," Heinrich continued talking, getting up from his chair and walking toward the bookshelf located just behind him, pulling out a book with a frayed brown cover, whose title I couldn't see. "They hold too much power, too much influence in our world, and this stops now." He sat down, dropping the book between us on top of the desk. "This is their history, basically everything you need to know about them, up until today."

"I don't understand."

"Their son, Adrian, is going to be at the Academy this year, and I want to destroy them from the inside. I want Gerard Zylla to lose everything he has, all thanks to us. He thinks he's better than us, smarter than us," he kept on ranting, cursing the Zylla corporation and their entire family, and I realized that there was more to this story than meets the eye. "Vega, I wanted to tell you this sooner, but the Zylla family, their oldest son…" Heinrich suddenly looks uncomfortable. "I suspect they are the ones that killed Tyler."

His words pierced through the stitches I had arranged over my heart to stop it from bleeding out when I realized I would never get to see Tyler again. When my last connection to anything good and pure shattered, I made sure to stitch my heart well enough to withstand anything coming my way in the future. But his words…

I had spent years thinking about the things that could have happened. I went to Wolfhöle, the little town located just at the bottom of the Alps, where the Academy was located, trying to figure out what went wrong, but I never found out the truth. I couldn't pull a definitive face from the list of culprits I blamed for Tyler's death, and it bothered me more than I cared to admit.

I knew what Heinrich was playing at. He wanted to use my anger to do his dirty little job, to gather everything I could on the Zylla family, and to destroy them how they destroyed Tyler. And if it was any other situation, any other person, I would've laughed in his face. I would've told him to find somebody else to do it because I was out, because he promised. I would've killed him on the spot if he tried to deny me my freedom, but I couldn't.

I made a promise seven years ago that I would find whoever hurt Tyler. I promised him, wherever he was, that I would make sure they pay.

"What about my freedom?" I asked instead of blindly accepting the mission, keeping my eyes on the book sitting between us. "You made me a promise, Heinrich. You told me this mission would be my last one."

"And I lied." He nodded. "But I need you for this. We," he looked at Alena, "need you to do this. I have all the information here." He pulled out a brown manila file, handing it over to me. "Your past, who you are, who your parents are, where you're coming from. My friends from Russia have vouched for you and have added you to their records. This will be easy. You won't even have to stay until the end of the year. As soon as you get everything we need, you can get out of there and have your freedom."

I looked at him, then at the manila file I was holding in my hand now, along with the letter from the Academy, and then at Alena who kept on nodding slowly, trying to persuade me to accept it. We all had our reasons for why we did some things, and I knew Alena needed me to play along. She needed me to do this so we could hit the bigger shark in the end.

It was all part of our plan, but plans could change and going to the Academy wasn't a part of mine. But I had to admit, the mere thought that I would be able to find out what happened to Tyler and why it happened, made me happy.

"Okay," I nodded, hoping I didn't just sign my death sentence, "I'll do it."

And the creepy smile that erupted on Heinrich's face the moment those words tumbled over my lips was a sight I would never forget.

“You know,” Heinrich murmured. “A lot of people told me I was a fool for taking such a young child in, but I’m glad that they all were wrong. Some people carry violence in their blood, but you, my darling—you are the embodiment of violence.”

He had no fucking idea.
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You would've thought that working for a secret organization would mean that I would get to fly on a private jet with all the other perks people so often wrote about in the books Alena liked to read. Well, they were all wrong.

There were no private jets or direct flights to Munich, because Heinrich operated in a paranoid state, and he never wanted us to go directly to the places we had our missions at. Hell, most of the time I had to connect at least two or three flights just to get to the simplest of fucking places, because he didn't want anyone to figure out where we were going or where we were coming from.

It didn't matter that virtually, Vega Konstantinova didn't exist. I was a myth, a monster from the shadows, and there was nothing that could tie me to Heinrich and his little empire.

And it wasn't only me.

I was pretty sure that Alena's real identity had also disappeared the day she came into the command center, much like mine did. Azra Bektić died that November 9th, when Heinrich shook my hand and smiled, assuring me that everything was going to be fine.

But nothing ever was.

Yet here I was, still doing his dirty little deeds, but not because I didn't know any better. Not because I felt some fucked-up sense of loyalty like some of the other agents did. No, Heinrich knew what he was doing when he mentioned Tyler and the involvement of the Zylla family in his disappearance. He knew I wouldn't say no, because of that promise I made, and I walked straight into his trap.

But I didn't care. Not anymore.

As much as I hated having to fly from the middle of nowhere Massachusetts to Frankfurt, and then taking an ICE train all the way to Munich, only to take another regional train to Wolfhöle, I liked the time it gave me to go through everything. I didn't exactly have days to study the contents of the file Heinrich gave me. The moment we finished our conversation in his office, I was on the move—arranging my flight and train tickets with Angelique, my clothes, and soaking up as much information as possible about my heritage, because it was the same information the Academy had.

According to that file, I was Vega Konstantinova, the only daughter of Vladimir Konstantinov, a member of Chernaya Ruka, an organization led by the Sokolov family. My mother died when I was just a child, as per the file, and the irony wasn't lost on me, considering that my real mother really did die when I was just a child. But just like every other time I dared to think about the woman that gave birth to me, a woman that took us out of our home country when I was just a baby and fled to America, I pushed every thought, every emotion, into the little black box in the back of my mind and pretended she never really existed.

It was easier dealing with the reality than my own thoughts, and I flipped the page in the file, showing my entire family tree, from my great-great-grandparents to my parents. Heinrich and his buddies really did think of everything when they prepared this, and it was only lucky that I already spoke Russian along with three other languages apart from English, but I highly doubted anyone would try to talk to me in Russian at the Academy.

Hell, I highly doubted anyone would pay any attention to me, considering I wasn't an heir to an empire. I was simply a soldier training to become a part of Chernaya Ruka, getting ready to replace my father.

I snorted at the thought, remembering what Alena told me.

Try to be invisible. We all know you draw attention everywhere you go, but just… It might be easier if you blend in.

But even as those words left her mouth, we both knew I wouldn't be able to blend in. My mouth was sometimes faster than my brain, and one thing I hated more than anything was injustice, and I could never stand on the sidelines while somebody else suffered—somebody innocent.

God knew I was no saint. The gates of Heaven were something I would never get to see, but it didn't mean I had to destroy innocent lives just so I could have a little bit of fun. And I’d seen it happen more times than I could count.

I’d seen the effects this kind of life had on many agents when they lost their minds. When they lost their humanity because they couldn't keep their emotions switched on after committing horrific acts. After destroying the lives of the people we were tasked to kill. But I clung on to my humanity with both hands, because I refused to be just another mindless killer in the vast sea of other monsters.

I knew what my mother was from the very first time she locked me inside that closet, telling me to keep quiet while she entertained her guest. Little did she know that the closet had a hole in the door and I saw every single movement of her arm as she lifted that hammer and slammed it into his head. Maybe that was why I clung on to my humanity, because I never wanted to become her.

But just because I wanted to hold on to my humanity, it did not mean I still wasn't capable of doing things other people would frown upon, and at this moment I only had one goal in my mind—learn everything I could about Adrian Zylla and his family.

I closed the manila file that had all the information about me and pushed it inside the black backpack I carried, only to pull out another file. The one Alena handed over to me just as I was about to head out of the command center. It was thinner than my so-called heritage file, and I knew without even asking what it was.

I expected to see at least a picture of Adrian Zylla, or something that could help me to recognize him, but I forgot the Zylla family was even more paranoid than Heinrich, and there was not a single picture of any one of them. All we knew was that Gerard Zylla and his wife Wilhelmina Zylla had two sons—Dain Zylla and Adrian Zylla, and only one of them was still alive.

Dain was at the Academy at the same time as Tyler, and shortly after my best friend disappeared, so did Dain. Gerard and his minions then spread the news that Dain got killed on a mission that went wrong, and that his younger son, who was just seventeen at the time, was going to be training to take over instead of Dain.

I knew Heinrich wouldn't make this easy on me, but flipping through the pages, the only information they managed to gather were the probable places where they must have been hiding—or, well, living. No one really knew where their center was, no one knew exactly what they were involved in, but we all knew you could call only one person if you wanted to make the world burn, and that was Gerard Zylla.

My eyes roamed over the data of the assassinations allegedly performed by the Zylla family. The influence they had on the US government as well as UK and France, but none of this information could give me the nitty-gritty details of who they really were. What did they like? Did they love each other? Did they care for each other?

What happened to Dain?

None of us knew how he died or when the funeral was, but I still remembered the smug look on Heinrich's face when that information reached us. I was too devastated over Tyler to notice the shift in the air and the additional missions we were suddenly being sent on, but it was all related, and I wondered if Heinrich had something to do with that.

The hair at the nape of my neck stood up, my little spidey senses coming alive when I realized I was being watched. It was one of the first lessons I learned—always be aware of your surroundings—and while I was keeping an eye on the people that passed by me, I failed to notice him.

He must have entered at the last station, moving with the rest of the crowd entering the wagon I was in, and I reprimanded myself for failing to notice a stranger sitting on the left-hand side of me, a couple of rows over. Dark, almost black hair was shaved on the sides, while the top stayed longer, the same shade as the arched eyebrows that did nothing to minimize the harsh lines of his face. I knew girls who would kill for those high cheekbones and plump lips that should've looked too big on his face, but they somehow fit. My eyes landed on his—the dark promises living inside of them knocking the breath out of my lungs, causing a visceral reaction in my body. I straightened up, rubbing the spot at my sternum, blaming the sandwich I ate for the burning in my gut when he tilted his head, those lips pulling into a tiny smirk, while he raked those dark, almost obsidian eyes over my body as if he had any right to do so.

My cheeks flushed and the black sweater I wore suddenly felt too tight on my skin.

Now I knew what it felt like when poison slowly crept into your system, because every slow drag of those eyes, every lick of his tongue over his lips, felt like a new shot of poison, rendering me speechless. And I was rarely a speechless person, especially when it came to the male population. I couldn't care less who they were or what they looked like, they had one purpose and one purpose only—they were my very own little entertainment.

But not this guy. Oh no, this one threw me off-balance.

And I hated being unbalanced.

It only brought in trouble, and the loss of focus, which I couldn't afford. Especially not now.

But the bastard simply relaxed, observing me openly, drinking me in with hunger in his eyes, and I forgot for a minute where I was and what I was supposed to be doing.

His thumb dragged over his lower lip, the tattoos on his fingers almost looking alive underneath the dim light of the train, and I allowed myself a moment to imagine what it would be like if those fingers trailed over my body, digging into my hips while he slid his cock through my channel, driving me insane.

"Fuck," I hissed as the manila folder fell onto my lap, knocked off of the small table in front of me, and within seconds the hold he had on me was gone.

Get a fucking grip, Vega. You have a job to do.

I shook my head, trying to remove the remnants of my lust-induced daydream from my mind, but there was no use. My eyes involuntarily landed on him again, and I noticed that he wasn't smiling anymore. Oh no.

That hunger I noticed before was in full force now, pulling me into its orbit like a predator would do to its prey, and I was anything but a prey.

My eyes narrowed at the mysterious guy, my fingers pushing my dark hair with a white lock of hair behind my ear, telling him everything I thought with that one look, but he didn't budge. If anything, he seemed to straighten even more, and I knew he was tall even without him having to stand up. Those broad shoulders couldn't belong to someone tiny, and I almost drooled at the mere thought of dragging my nails over the muscles in his arms that were straining against the black shirt he had on.

I had seen hot men before. I was surrounded by them on a daily basis, but I’d never, and I mean ever, had such a visceral reaction to someone just by looking at them. What was it that Alena said one time? Lust at first sight?

That must have been it. That and the fact that I hadn’t had a chance to let off some steam in months now, ever since I came back from Japan, and it was obviously messing with my head.

I loved sex. It was one transaction I could do without having to have a relationship with someone, because all of us in this world knew that being with someone meant signing their death certificate, and I wasn't about to tie myself to someone that wouldn't be able to defend himself if my enemies came knocking at our door.

And it wasn't as if I could explain why I had to be gone for months on end and why my job required me to sometimes disappear in the middle of the night, only to come back covered in blood that wasn't mine. I mean, it wasn't as if we had some application called Killers R Us, where we could find like-minded people from the same line of work, and even if we did, who was to say they weren't working for one of the other organizations that was only looking for an in with The Schatten?

That thought sobered me up enough to move my eyes away from him, no matter how hard it was, and to look through the window, focusing on the forest we were going through. My skin still buzzed, my little monster ready to be unleashed, but not for the reasons it usually wanted to come out.

No, it wanted to play with the dark stranger in that seat on the left-hand side of me. It wanted to lick the poison off his lips, and I had to physically restrain myself from looking again at him.

My eyes closed just as the voice over the intercom announced in German that our next stop would be Wolfhöle, and I had never been more grateful for that little reprieve. I still had at least five more minutes before I would have to get up, but my suitcase was right next to me, and I slowly pushed the manila file with the information on the Zylla family into my backpack, keeping my eyes on it rather than on the man that had obviously ruffled my feathers.

I just hoped I wouldn't have to see him again.

I looked down at the small suitcase I had with me, hoping it would be enough clothes until my other things arrived. Alena had already shipped the boxes with everything I needed, but considering that the Academy might as well have been in Narnia, I didn't think it would arrive that fast. What I had here was enough for at least a week, but I had no idea what my schedule would look like or what classes I would need to take.

I didn't have time to read more about the Academy and the plan and program for the students, but I hoped the combat gear I brought would be enough.

"Der nächste Halt," the robotic voice over the intercom announced again. "Wolfhöle."

I looked up just as the stranger stood up, making my mouth dry when I noticed the strong, muscular thighs clad in black military-style pants, and the boots that matched the rest of the outfit. He saw me staring at him, smirking the entire time as he took his backpack and started walking toward me.

I pushed myself back, almost disappearing into the seat, when he leaned down, close enough to feel his minty breath on my cheek, and in a voice I would never forget, whispered, "You look good enough to eat, kitten." He pulled back, satisfied with the reaction he brought out of me, and just as he had appeared, he disappeared from my sight, walking toward the other end of the train, right where one of the doors were.

My heart hammered in my chest, slamming against my rib cage, as if it was trying to reach him. I pressed my hands to my flaming cheeks, fucking hating the effect he had on me, and I could only hope this wasn't something that would happen again. It never did before, so why the fuck did it have to happen now?

He wasn't German, that much was obvious judging by his accent, and I hated admitting that I wanted to know who he was. I fucking needed to know more than I needed my next breath, and as soon as those thoughts started flickering through my head, I squashed them down, refusing to have my attention pulled into a direction it shouldn't go to.

"Snap the fuck out of it, Vega," I gritted out to myself as I stood up, picking up my long black leather coat and putting it on. My backpack followed, and I picked up my tiny suitcase, heading toward the doors closest to me, opposite of the direction where the stranger went, ready to forget about this entire ordeal.

I was tired, that must have been it. I hadn’t slept properly in twenty-four hours, having spent more than ten hours up in the air, first flying from the little airport where our command center was located in Boston and then to Frankfurt, only to spend five more hours on the train heading toward Munich. It didn't help that everyone and their mother had apparently decided to be at the train station once I arrived there as well, and I didn't appreciate the fact that the train to Wolfhöle got delayed by more than half an hour.

So I was cranky, hungry, tired, and I chalked my out-of-body experience I just had to all those things. Once I’d had a shower and a good night of sleep, I was pretty sure I'd be as good as new and ready to tackle this motherfucking job one last time.

But as I stood at the door, waiting for the train to completely stop, I couldn't help but glance toward the other end, only to see him again, staring right back at me.
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The moment I stepped onto the train platform, a cold gust of wind slammed into me from both left and right, waking me up from whatever fucking hallucination I was going through, reminding me why I was here. What my mission was, and no guy, hot or not, would ever interfere with my life.

I promised myself a long time ago that no man would ever have that kind of power over me—never again. It was enough that Heinrich had control over most aspects of my life, I didn't need another cockfucker to screw me over. Maybe it was the daddy issues, maybe it was the mommy issues I had, but whatever it was, I could trust no guy. They often only thought about themselves, and I had seen it multiple times how good they were at hiding their true selves.

I at least knew I was a monster and I never hid it from those around me, but them… Oh, man. They were masters at pretending, making you trust them, making you feel like you could rely on them, only for the disappearing act to take effect, or even worse—for them to destroy you both mentally and physically.

So instead of looking for the stranger, I pushed the memory of him into that little black box where everything I didn't want to think of lived, and shut the lid closed, locking it permanently, before I started toward the exit, where the majority of people were heading.

I noticed snow on the mountains as we traveled from Munich to Wolfhöle, but I wasn't prepared for the view in front of the train station.

A mountain covered in snow hovered above the town, shrouding it in shadows along with the evergreen forest that engulfed the area. The air smelled like rain, while the treetops danced in the wind, and I stood there, unable to fucking move.

It was… It was beautiful.

Red, yellow, orange, and green leaves created a perfect canvas, surrounding the town, and my eyes kept roaming over it, latching on to the traces of fog pushing between the trees as it descended from the mountain. Lightning broke through the sky, illuminating the area as everyone around me rushed toward their destinations, but I stood frozen, taking in the beauty of the nature I was surrounded by.

I halfway expected to see the Academy from here, but Wolfhöle was a big town, that much I knew, and I understood that the Academy was on the other side, right above the massive lake.

The first droplets of rain landed on my face, making me close my eyes as I deeply inhaled the storm unraveling up in the sky, and instead of running toward the street where I knew my driver was waiting, I gave myself a few seconds to enjoy the stillness. I didn't have time to stay still with the job I did, and while it was exhilarating in the beginning, it became tiring way too fast, and the constant moving, the constant action, took a toll on my soul far more than my body, which was one of the reasons why I needed a break.

I needed to get the fuck away from this world before it completely consumed what little bit of a soul I had left.

"Ms. Vega?" A male voice made me open my eyes, shaking off the droplets of rain that were stuck to my eyelashes. The kind, brown eyes were what I noticed first, surrounded by the lines of time, telling me that he had lived. His gray suit jacket was visible underneath the brown coat he had on, covered with remnants of the rain, and I could only assume that the umbrella he had in his hand didn't really do its job in protecting him from this storm.

"Yes," I answered. "That's me. You must be Elias?" I smiled at him, extending my arm to shake his hand, which he accepted almost immediately. He was my height, and he almost reminded me of Diego, one of our operatives that had been a part of The Schatten for longer than I had been alive. He was often the father figure a lot of us needed, and his demeanor, the kind nature, was almost the same as Elias’s. "It is nice to meet you. I'm so sorry for keeping you waiting," I said in German, surprising him, judging by the lift of his eyebrows when I spoke.

"No, not at all," he smiled. "I arrived maybe half an hour ago, but I assumed that the train would be late. They almost always are." He took my suitcase before I could protest, and within seconds he had the umbrella over both of us. "Come on. We should get going. They're saying it will be quite stormy tonight, and you don't want to be caught out in this."

If he said so, but there was something special in every single storm. A freedom in the way nature rebelled against us, washing away the sins coating our world, and if it wasn't for Elias, I would've been standing here for much longer, feeling the rain on my skin.

"This way," he said, guiding me toward the black Audi parked at the curb between two other cars. "I didn't want you to walk too much," he added, opening the door for me. "I know you must be tired from your trip."

He had no idea, but instead of answering I sat inside the car, while he loaded my suitcase into the trunk, and within minutes he was opening the driver's side door, getting in.

"There we go." He shuddered. "It's getting quite cold nowadays. I hope you have some warm clothes with you, Ms. Vega," he murmured, turning on the ignition. "German winters are harsh if you don't know what to expect." And weren't people just the same? I thought. "Is the temperature okay for you?" he asked, pulling the car onto the road, driving us away from the station.

"It's perfect, Elias." And it was. As much as I loved the rain and simply standing there as it poured over me, I was still just a human and the cold that seeped into my bones after these little stunts of mine wasn't exactly comfortable.

But the seats were heated, helping with the chill that was racking through my body, and I snuggled deeper into the plushy leather, letting it envelop me.

"Is this your first time in Germany?" he asked, his voice only slightly louder than the soft voice of a woman singing through the radio.

"It isn't," I answered truthfully. "But it is my first time in Wolfhöle," I lied, because you never knew who could listen and who worked undercover for one of our enemies. If I wanted to sell this story of being a Russian soldier, I had to play it right.

"You're gonna love it here. It might be smaller than those big cities, but it does have its charms. And the people are nice as well. If you're looking for something to do, you should check out the Old Towne. It's not too far from the Academy."

"Oh, really?" One thing a lot of people did not know about me was that I loved history. The architecture, the stories, the fact that there were centuries behind us and there was always something new we could learn. "Is it an old town?"

"Oh yes." He nodded. "Some say that it was around since the Roman Empire, and it became really important once the Germans took over after the Empire’s fall. Its position definitely gave it an advantage against the attacks."

"I bet," I murmured, looking at the passing houses and buildings, appearing gray from the clouds that were hovering over Wolfhöle. "Are you working for the Academy or…?"

"Oh no, no," he chuckled. "They hire the drivers from our company whenever they need us. The Academy, well…" He smiled nervously. "People there don't really interact all too much with the rest of us down here."

I frowned. "Why's that?"

"There are many stories surrounding that place, Ms. Vega. Many mysteries that date back to the Dark Ages, and some of the locals say that the building itself was cursed the moment it was gifted to Heinrich der Löwe."

"But wasn't it a church first?" That much I knew.

"Yes." He nodded. "But the disappearances and suicides drove the people to close it. Until, of course, it got reopened as an academy after World War Two." If only he knew what kind of an academy it was. "I don't know." He shrugged. "I don't want to scare you, because I personally don't really believe in most of those stories, but a couple of years ago a young boy jumped from the cliff where the Academy is, dying in Lake Valenheim the moment his body connected with the water, so the rumors have started spreading that the curse is back."

"The curse." I chuckled. I didn't believe in curses. But I did believe in negative energy, and considering that Europe had a bloody history, especially in this area, I wasn't surprised people believed in that. But it was cute, in a way. "Does that mean I'm one of the cursed ones as well now that I'm going to attend the Academy?"

He looked at me through the rearview mirror without an ounce of mirth and somberly answered, "Only if you want to be."

He didn't say it as a threat, nor in a bad way that would have me preparing myself to attack, but those words… They held more truth than I wanted to admit, and the last couple of months I wondered the same thing—was I really cursed, or did I actually allow myself to become cursed?

I blamed myself for many things, and one of them was the fact that I failed to see that the monsters didn't just live outside the gates of the command center—they were inside. They were our bosses, our friends, and I’d spent years living with them, becoming one of them, because I didn't know better. I was just a child that wanted a family, someone to love me, but there was no love there and the moment that thought materialized in my brain, I knew I had to get out.

I just had to be smart about it.

"How long is the drive to the Academy?" I asked, interrupting the otherwise silent atmosphere between us.

"Just about twenty minutes," Elias answered. "Look," he pointed to the right, "that's Lake Valenheim."

My head swiveled to see it, and I agreed with the comments I saw online—pictures definitely did nothing to showcase its true beauty. It spread through the center of the town, touching the shores where a myriad of little houses stood proudly, and while the cloudy weather didn't exactly amplify its beauty, I could only imagine what it looked like during the summer.

"You can't really see it now, but the color of it is like nothing I have ever seen. It's almost green during the summer, with quite a lot of little boats going around, taking tourists from one side of the town to the other."

I had so many words on the tip of my tongue, but none of them came out. I was, for the lack of a better word, mesmerized. I’d been to many places around the world, but none have ever even come close to the beauty of this one.

"There's an old story connected to the lake."

"Do tell," I murmured, my eyes firmly plastered on the lake we were slowly passing.

"The locals call it the Lake of Tears." He laughed. "They say that a nymph called Araetha lived here many, many years ago, and she fell in love with a human man who was a soldier in the war. They thought they could defy the world and stay together, but the villagers had different ideas and they killed him, destroying their happiness." My throat closed at that. "Araetha cried herself to death, mourning the loss of the man she loved, and before the old gods brought her to them, drip by drip, those tears turned into a lake, flooding the village and destroying all their crops. It was her revenge on them."

"Jesus," I mumbled.

"I know, right? It is a fascinating story, but I guess that it is supposed to serve as sort of a reminder not to meddle in other people's lives and to just let them live and love."

That was one way to look at it, but it wasn't what I understood from that story.

Grief was a powerful tool that could be used both for good and evil, and the nymph, she used it to exact revenge on those that wronged her. That was what I could relate to.
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The skies darkened the moment we started driving up the mountain, while the anticipation slowly built up in my core, knowing we would soon be reaching the gates of the Academy.

Elias fell silent shortly after he explained where the best restaurant was in town, and it was probably my fault. I wasn't feeling like chatting with him as the exhaustion slowly took over. I could go for long periods of time with no sleep, but I was straining myself now, and it didn't help that the past few weeks were already as hectic as they could get.

I couldn't see the trees we were passing, but I knew we were deep in the evergreen forest I saw from the train station. With the lack of the light outside, I couldn't exactly see the road or anything on it. I complained at first when Alena told me there would be a driver waiting for me, because I wanted to ship my motorcycle to Germany, but I was thankful now that I relented and accepted the offer for somebody else to drive me.

There was no way I'd be able to do it without crashing somewhere, not to mention that the constant rain that followed us from the town would've made it even more impossible to drive up the mountain.

The pressure built up in my ears the farther we went up the mountain. I hated when that happened, but every time the pressure popped I felt like I could hear everything ten times better.

"Look, Ms. Vega," Elias said, pointing at something in front of him. I pushed myself to the center of the back seat, staring at the illuminated gates not too far from us, squinting to see it better while fighting against the fatigue. "That's the Academy."

The closer we came, the more I could see what a monstrosity it was.

The tall gothic-style towers loomed on the horizon, illuminated while the rest of the building was shrouded in darkness, hidden by the trees that were lined up behind the tall iron gates, guarded by gargoyles on each of the pillars, glaring at us as we approached.

A small hut stood on the side just behind the gates, and as Elias slowed the car down, stopping in front of the gates, a guard dressed in combat gear approached the car from Elias's side, leaning down as the latter lowered the window.

"Good evening," the guard greeted in a thick accent, his eyes flickering over Elias and then me. "What is your business here?"

"Ms. Vega Konstantinova," Elias said, his voice shakier than it was before. "She's starting today."

The guard's blue eyes landed on me once again, perusing me from head to, well, my waist, since he couldn't see the rest of me. "ID?" he asked, pushing his hand through the open window.

I pulled out the wallet from my backpack, took out my passport, and handed it over to him, waiting to see his reaction. His face stayed blank as he stepped back from the car, walking toward the hut he came out of, probably checking if I was supposed to be here.

"This is weird," Elias murmured. "They usually just let us through."

"Eh." I shrugged. "They have to check everything, I guess."

No sooner than the words had left my mouth, the guard was walking back with my passport in his hand, handing it over to me the moment he stepped next to the car. "You may go in. Straight to the administration building." He pointedly said the last part to Elias, and I assumed he already knew where he was supposed to go. "Good night."

Elias still seemed shaken when the gates started opening, and I couldn't keep my eyes off of the gargoyles perched above us, staring with their beady little eyes, as if they were following our every single move. I craned my neck the moment we passed the gate, seeing the guard looking in our direction, tracking our movements, and I wondered if something had happened that made them this cautious.

Their behavior made the hair on my arms stand up; I had no idea what I was about to walk into. I was heading straight into the wolf's den, and I knew what would happen if they ever found out I wasn't Vega Konstantinova, the daughter of a foot soldier in the Russian mafia, but Vega Konstantinova, an assassin for The Schatten.

It was clear to me that The Schatten and the Zylla family didn't exactly get along, and the fact that I was here, far away from our allies, did nothing to calm the nerves that were slowly coming to life. Add the teeny-tiny fact that I never had a chance to go to school with other people my age, and I knew this wouldn't be as easy as I initially thought.

My plan of getting in and getting out as fast as possible would probably fall apart, and the deeper we went into the estate where St. Vasili's Academy was, the more I was rethinking all my life choices. I understood why I chose to do this—for Tyler, for me, for my future, but I didn't expect it to feel this heavy.

Thunder roared over the mountain and before I could ask Elias how much longer it would take, he was turning right on the gravelly road, bringing us out of the thick forest that obviously surrounded the Academy and right in front of a modern-looking building. I turned around in my seat and saw it then—the old building I saw in the photos on the internet and the towers I saw minutes ago were now behind us, which also meant that they had several buildings on the property.

Elias turned the ignition off, and the dreadful feeling that’d been slowly building in my gut since we passed the gate had curled itself into a ball and lodged itself in my throat. But just like with everything else, I swallowed the panic that was threatening to erupt, plastering a fake smile on my face.

My mouth opened, the words seconds away from spilling out, but Elias beat me to it. "Are you sure you want to do this, Ms. Vega?" My eyes widened, and if it wasn't for the concern in his voice I would've thought he knew something I didn't. "This place," he shook his head, "it always left me with this sour taste in my mouth, but never like this."

"What do you mean?" I asked, careful to keep my voice even.

"There are, uh, rumors." Ah, here we go again. "I have no idea what kind of academy this is, since admission is by invite only it would seem, but lately there were talks in town that something sinister lived on this cliff. Something malicious, and my friend in the coroner's office in town told me the other day that there were a number of people missing who went hiking on the mountain. He thinks it has something to do with this place."

I wanted to laugh, I really did, but I also understood his concern. This place didn't exactly give off warm and fuzzy feelings, and I could only imagine all the stories people must have created over the years to try and explain it.

"Don't worry, Elias," I said, squeezing his bicep. "I'm a big girl. I can take care of myself."

He took a deep breath, slowly turning to me. "Look, I'm gonna give you my number. I don't usually do this, but if you ever need me, you can call me and I'll come and pick you up." He pulled out a white business card, handing it over to me with a trembling hand. "Call me at any time, Ms. Vega." My throat closed, because I wasn't used to this.

I was always wary of human kindness, because it often meant that they wanted something from me. I learned the hard way those first months in that orphanage that people should not be trusted, no matter how kind they might seem to be. I learned the hard way when they tied me to that table, taking away my choices and sterilizing me when I was just seven years old.

But instead of questioning this simple gesture from a man I would most probably never see again, I took the card from him, if only to ease his worries.

"I'll be fine, Elias," I added for good measure, but as the light illuminated the front of the administration building, revealing a tall man standing out front, I wasn't really sure if I believed it.
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I was the first one to open the door, followed shortly after by Elias who rushed to my side with an umbrella, but I wasn't focusing on him anymore.

The man I saw standing in front of the admin building slowly walked toward us, crossing over the pavement with an open umbrella and another one in his hand. I stood frozen, waiting for him to reach us, unable to focus on anything else.

The closer he came, the more I could see his face. His long legs ate the distance between us within seconds, and before I could even blink, he was standing in front of us, his dark eyes perusing me from head to toe, sending chills over my skin that had nothing to do with the cold air surrounding us.

I knew men like him my entire life—the predators, the ones you should be afraid of, and the moment he spoke I knew exactly who he was.

"Vega Konstantinova?" he asked, earning a small nod from me. "I am Andries Jansen, the dean of St. Vasili's Academy." He eyed Elias who was still standing next to me, but I stepped forward, my instincts taking over. Elias was an outsider to our world, and Andries… Well, his reputation preceded him, and not in a good way.

He might have been in his mid-fifties now, but we’d all heard stories of the man that single-handedly took down the entire lineage of the Quinn family, who used to rule over the underworld in London more than twenty years ago. People often joked that he was Satan himself, the darkness we should all be afraid of, and the way those cold eyes watched me, I understood why.

"It is nice to meet you," I answered, shaking his extended hand swiftly. I could hear Elias moving to the back of the car, opening the trunk and rolling my suitcase to me. "Thank you, Elias."

"Is there anything—" Elias started talking, when Andries interrupted.

"That will be all, Elias. Thank you for your service." Elias looked at me pointedly, nodding once as if he was trying to say something to me, but instead of saying anything I simply smiled, hoping he would never have to come back here, least of all for me. "Vega." Andries pulled my attention away from the car. "Follow me, please. It's already quite late and I'm sure you'll want to eat something and go to sleep. The trip here isn't exactly a pleasant one." You don't fucking say. "Here," he pushed the extra umbrella he had toward me, "this is for you."

The second I took the umbrella from him, he started walking toward the entrance to the building, uncaring if I was following or not. I mean, it wasn't like I had a choice, but man, he was fucking pissing me off.

My hand wrapped around the handle of my suitcase just as Elias turned on the ignition of the car, and before that more sensible part of me could talk me out of following Andries, I started walking, opening the umbrella as I went. Not that it would make any difference.

The wind kept slapping the rain all over me, and I had a feeling I was already drenched even though I'd spent mere seconds standing there without an umbrella.

The sound of the wheels of my suitcase broke through the cacophony of noises created by the wind, and before I could step through the doors where Andries went, a familiar feeling crept over my neck, lodging itself deep into the base of my skull.

Someone was watching me.

I stood there, unmoving, before I slowly turned around and looked at the dark forest behind us.

There was nothing there, nothing visible at least, but the longer I stood in front of the school, the harder it was getting to shake the uncomfortable feeling in my stomach. It was the same as… as when that stranger looked at me, but where his eyes made me feel like I was burning from the inside out, right now I was feeling as if I should run and never look back.

"Ms. Konstantinova!" Andries's voice boomed behind me. "If you don't mind." I turned around to see him at the entrance to the building. "We don't have the entire night. You can check out your surroundings tomorrow or, hell, any other day, but not tonight." Someone was definitely cranky, but I kept my mouth shut. There was no point in starting this with a fight with the dean, and besides, what was I supposed to say? That I could feel someone watching me?

Not gonna fly, that was for sure.

"Sorry," I mumbled, hating the word the moment it rolled off of my lips, and pushed myself forward, moving right next to him and into the warm foyer. "I guess I'm more tired than I thought I would be."

He huffed, rolling his eyes like a fucking child, but he didn't say another word before he started walking up the massive staircase located in the middle of the foyer. Signs were hanging on the walls, indicating where the offices were with the names of people I did not know yet, but I had a feeling that most of the faculty and staff resided here.

Andries all but ran up the stairs, and I looked down at the drenched umbrella in my hand. Well, if he could be a motherfucking dick the moment I arrived, then I guess he wouldn't mind getting his floor wet. I dropped the umbrella to the floor and started walking upstairs with my little suitcase in hand, but no matter how much I tried to focus on keeping to the story Alena and Heinrich had made up for me, I couldn't shake off the creepy feeling settling in my gut, because out there, someone was definitely watching me.
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Andries was nowhere to be found when I climbed my way upstairs and I was thankful the same signs that were on the walls downstairs existed up here as well. Following it I was able to find his office within minutes, but judging by the harsh look he cast my way the moment I stepped through and into the white room, I was still too late.

"I don't appreciate tardiness, Ms. Konstantinova," he said, opening a file in front of him. "And I would appreciate it if you could temper that little trait of yours down." My hand twitched at my side, the urge to pull out the dagger I kept strapped to my thigh stronger than ever before.

But Alena's words rang in my head, and instead of attacking, which was always my first instinct, I pushed it down, nodding as I closed the door behind me. "It won't happen again, Mr. Andries."

"Jansen," he mumbled. "You may call me Dean Jansen. Have a seat." He pointed toward the two plushy sofa chairs in front of his table, and without another word, I left my suitcase by the door and walked toward them. "We were expecting you hours ago, but I guess that this is okay as well. Classes are starting tomorrow, so I'll make this swift. One of the students will come to take you to your dorm, and if you have any questions you can ask them. Unfortunately, you have missed the general assembly we had two days ago, on Friday, but I'm sure you'll manage." A snake-like smile spread over his face, and I had a feeling he was one of the snobs that thought only people who were from important families should be here.

I mean, he himself was from one of the said important families, so it didn't really surprise me that he had such a cold welcome toward me.

"Don't worry, Dean Jansen." I smiled as well, crossing my legs as I relaxed in the chair. "I am pretty resourceful. I'm sure I'll be able to figure out things even without the general assembly."

He bristled at my words, narrowing his eyes ever so slightly as he went through the documents in front of him, but he didn't say anything else.

Which was fine with me. After this trip I did not want to listen to yet another entitled motherfucker who thought the sun shone from his ass.

I could almost feel the warm water on my skin once I took my shower, and as if on cue, my stomach rumbled, reminding me that a shower wasn't the only thing I needed.

Andries looked up at me with an arched eyebrow, and with each passing second I started realizing why no one really liked this man. Don't get me wrong—I didn't exactly play well with a lot of other people, but Andries Jansen officially surpassed even my level of unfriendliness.

"You will find all the information about the Academy and your classes here," he said, handing over what looked like a booklet with a black cover and the golden emblem of the Academy. "The first class starts at seven in the morning," he said pointedly, almost waiting for me to groan at the fact that I would have to get up that early.

But the joke was on him—I rarely ever slept in, so waking up in time for classes wouldn't be a problem.

"The cafeteria is open twenty-four hours, and once we're done here, you'll be taken there to eat. If you have any questions or concerns, your floor handler will be able to help you with those. You'll find all the necessary information about that inside as well."

"Awesome," I murmured, taking the book in my hands.

I felt his eyes on my face as I flipped through the pages that contained the history of the Academy, the location of the admin building, dorms, the fighting pit, and the main building on campus, and just when I thought he would keep his mouth shut, he started talking.

"You know," he murmured, leaning back in his chair, "it is quite curious that they would let someone like you attend this place." I looked up at him, my eyebrow arched, and I prayed to all that was holy that he wouldn't say something idiotic—again. "You don't exactly have any experience." I almost laughed at that. "You're just starting out with your father, and yet, you're here. Why's that?"

"I don't know," I shrugged, smirking. "Maybe I'm a natural talent."

"I highly doubt it," he mumbled, straightening up. "Look, I'm gonna be frank with you, Ms. Konstantinova." And here we go. "I take my job seriously, and the people who come here, they take their duties even more seriously, which is why this institution has been able to withstand the time and all the politics messing up our world. I won't allow anyone to destroy what we have so carefully built."

"Are you threatening me, Dean Jansen?" I smiled sweetly, resting my elbows on the desk. He might have been scary in his time, but he should've known not to underestimate anyone, especially not me. I could understand why he might try to, given that he had no idea what I was capable of, but that was the mistake many people made when they first met me.

That was the mistake Christian Michaels made when he picked me up on the street nine years ago, thinking he could use me just like he used all those other kids that had disappeared. But the joke, as always, was on him.

He was my first mission.

My first kill.

There were moments after my assignments when I would feel guilty over the life lost and this game I played, but I never felt remorse over the death of that man. That fucking predator.

Andries stammered, taken aback by my sudden change in behavior. Alena's words were well meant, but they wouldn't help me to survive this world.

"Listen." I chuckled, looking down at the files he had spread around, most of them about me and my heritage. "You don't know me, Andries."

"It's—"

"No." I shook my head, interrupting him. "Your name is whatever the fuck I want it to be, you get it, right?" I looked him straight in the eye, slowly removing the smile from my face. "You might think you know me. You might think one look at those little papers in front of you is going to give you the full picture of who I am and what I'm capable of, but I can tell you now," I leaned over the table, standing up, the tone of my voice dropping, "I am capable of things you could only dream of, old man." His eyes widened, and I assumed that not many people spoke to him this way.

Hell, I was terrified of being here, because I didn't want to screw up, but more so—I didn't want to let Tyler down. Then this idiot in front of me had to go and open his big, snobby mouth, pissing me off when I was already tired and cranky.

But I wouldn't let anyone, least of all some washed-out, pathetic man, talk to me this way. Judging me before knowing me, just because I don't have some fancy last name.

"You know better than anyone that underestimating your opponent could only bring both a world of pain and slow agonizing death."

"A-Are you threatening me?" he asked, taken aback.

"Me?" I feigned innocence, sitting back in my chair. "I would never, Dean Jansen. I am just here to learn so that I can help my father and finally become a part of his world."

But that calculating look in his eyes told me he didn't believe a single word that came out of my mouth just now. I mean, why would Alena and Heinrich make it seem like I had no experience? I had been training for this since I was seven years old, far longer than most of the people here, and it would be obvious the moment we started with our combat classes. If their angle was to make me seem innocent and dainty, then they had the wrong girl, but hey—I guess that plan was out the window now, because I was pretty sure that meek and dainty little princesses did not speak this way.

"Now." I clapped, smiling brightly. "Do you have anything I should sign, or…?"

"Uh, yeah," he answered skeptically, looking at me as if he was seeing me for the first time. In all honesty, the picture they had attached to my profile that was made in one of their fancy programs looked like I puked rainbows on a daily basis. The smile, the sweet glint in my eyes, the tied back hair without the visible white lock, it definitely did not look like me. To make matters worse, I was wearing a pink shirt in that picture, and maybe that was why Andries Jansen expected someone a lot less, well, combative.

He pulled out three different papers and placed them in front of me, explaining what each of them was, but his eyes never left me. Unlike before, he was being careful now, and I hoped I hadn't already blown my cover. If I had, both Heinrich and Alena would kill me.

Unless someone at the Academy killed me before they could.

"Sign here." He pointed to the blank field at the bottom of the document explaining that I understood the risks and agreed to partake in any and all activities here at the Academy. "And here." He pointed to a different piece of paper that was a copy of a contract I had already received. I was not allowed to talk about anything that was happening here to anyone that wasn't part of the Academy, not even my parents. It was almost comical that they wanted to keep the semblance of some normalcy here, when this place was anything but.

I was filling out the emergency contact details, just in case, when a soft knock at the door pulled my attention away to the person standing at the entrance.

"Ah, Yolanda." Andries stood up, rounding the table to go toward her. "I'm so glad to see you." I bet you are. "Come in, come in," he said way too cheerfully, and I smirked, happy with the knowledge that he was obviously terrified of being all alone here with me. "This is Vega Konstantinova," he said, pointing at me. I dropped the pen down on the desk and stood up, coming closer to where he stood in the middle of the room.

The girl that had arrived couldn't have been much older than me—maybe twenty-one or twenty-two—and where my black hair and black clothes along with the permanent scowl on my face screamed to stay away from me, her bright smile, blonde, perfectly tied hair, and clothes so colorful it looked like a unicorn had threw up all over her, screamed that she wanted to be everyone's friend.

And yay for me, she was apparently the person that would show me to my dorm.

"Vega, this is Yolanda Engström," he said blandly, and I wondered how it was possible that no one had ever tried to kill this man simply for being an asshole. "She's going to be your floor handler this year, and as luck would have it, you're also on the same floor."

Before I could say a single thing, Yolanda shrieked, hugging me and enveloping me in the scent of jasmine and something else equally as sweet and equally annoying. "It is so, so nice to meet you!" Her voice was already annoying me, and she hadn't even spoken properly yet. "I'm really glad you're here," she said excitedly, while I stood there in her embrace, as stiff as a statue, waiting for the torture to finish.

I wasn't exactly… a cuddly person. I hated people touching me, unless I really liked them. I did not like strangers in my personal space, and this girl wasn't just in my personal space—one step forward and she would be a part of me.

"I think we're gonna get along just fine," she announced as she took a step back, her hands still tightly holding my shoulders. “I just love your eyes,” she kept on blabbering. “I have never met someone with heterochromia.” I guess one thing The Schatten really disliked about my appearance are my different colored eyes. With one emerald green and the other one brown, I was not as forgettable as they would’ve liked me to be, but it wasn’t like I could change it.

I fought the urge to shake her off, and I didn't miss the gleeful way Andries was looking at me. He was enjoying my discomfort and it was obvious.

"Well, ladies, it is so nice to see that you're going to get along." As fucking if. "Vega, are you done with the emergency contact information?"

"Yes," I answered stiffly, thankful when Yolanda took another step back, waiting by the door.

"Perfect. This one has your key and all the access cards, as well as the Wi-Fi code." He placed a black envelope into my hand, and I was at least thankful that I wouldn't have to stay in his company any longer. "Welcome to St. Vasili's Academy, Vega." He smiled, but we both knew his smile was as fake as mine.

"Thank you, Andries." I smirked when his gaze thundered. "I'm so glad to be here."

And in a way, I was glad to be here, even if I had to listen to Yolanda's annoying voice every single day and see Andries's smug face. I was glad, seeing that this was the first step I needed to take to fulfill my promise. To find out what happened to Tyler all those years ago and to finally get the revenge I’d been looking for.
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I needed to find an off button for Yolanda, since she had not shut her mouth from the moment we left the dean's office until now, and the walk that was most probably only some ten minutes or so, felt like hours.

"…and so I told her, you cannot throw a party just because it's the beginning of the year. It is not allowed. But did she listen? No." And so on and on she went, to the point where I actually had no idea what she was talking about anymore. And I didn't want to know.

I was too busy drinking in the areas we passed, but I didn't miss the fact that we completely sidestepped the main building to go to our dorm building.

The rain had stopped by the time we left the admin building, but the stormy skies still thundered above Wolfhöle, creating a symphony of anger with each new crash. It made it easier to turn off the rest of the world and my chatty new companion and just focus on my surroundings.

I hated feeling paranoid, but since my arrival just earlier this evening and that feeling of being watched, I kept my eye out to see if there was anything out of the ordinary. But I couldn’t notice anything, and it was fucking pissing me off.

The smell of fresh soil wrapped around me like an old friend, pushing me into the muddy waters of memories I would much rather completely erase, but erasing them meant erasing the last parts of who I truly was, and I couldn't do that. I refused to do that when I had already lost so much of myself. The Schatten made sure that the memories I had as a child were nothing more than figments of my imagination, but I knew the real truth.

They were real.

They lived inside of me, and while they might not have been the best memories a child should have, they tethered me to reality, to the fact that once upon a time I too belonged somewhere.

Crows cawed somewhere in the distance, adding to the little mountain of emotions that was slowly rising in my chest, while I fought against the current that was trying to take me under. That was what the last two years had turned into—an endless misery filled with violent waves, reminding me over and over again that I wasn't meant for this life. That just because my mother turned into a monster, I didn't have to be one too.

"Vega," Yolanda's voice pulled me back from the dark abyss I was standing over, and for a moment I was thankful for that distraction. God knew I didn't need to think about my life before my mother packed our bags and moved us from Bosnia and Herzegovina to the United States of America, trying to find a better life—or at least that was what she said. As the years passed by I couldn't help but wonder what was the truth and what was the lie in all those things she had told me, and how many of those things did I actually imagine. "Are you okay?" Yolanda asked, her eyes filled with something akin to worry, but I knew better than anyone not to trust her or anyone else for that matter.

"I'm fine," I murmured, tightening my hold on the handle of my little suitcase. "Just tired." Which wasn't a lie—not exactly.

My body was slowly shutting down. It felt as if someone had dragged superglue over the inside of my eyelids, and every single step felt as if I had crossed a mile, when I knew we weren't walking for all that long.

"Oh, you poor thing," Yolanda said, her voice hiding any ill intentions I was ready to face as soon as this mission was thrown at me. "I wanted to show you something, but now that you're saying⁠—"

"What did you want to show me?" That woke me up. Maybe it shouldn't have. Maybe she wanted to show me the motherfucking view of the town or something, but something in her voice, something in the way her eyes sparkled when she said those few words, had me curious.

She looked around us, as though she was checking if anyone was in our immediate vicinity, before she stepped closer to me, bringing us flush to each other. "Okay, I probably shouldn't be telling you this since you have just arrived."

"Yolanda," I groaned. "Just spit it out or don't. I'll find out whatever it is one way or another." Her eyes widened the moment the words spilled out of my mouth, but I didn't have time to sugarcoat anything. I wanted to get out of the Academy by January, and if becoming friends with some more people guaranteed that I would get to meet the infamous Adrian Zylla, then so be it.

His file showed that he was at least five years older than me, which was what made me even more curious as to why he needed to be at the Academy. The majority of us were in our late teens or early twenties. Those of his age rarely ever came here because they didn't need to.

Unfortunately, the vague information I had on the Zylla family made this job so much harder than my other ones, but I would manage. All I knew was that he was already here at the Academy and that we would most probably see each other, but that was it. And maybe befriending Yolanda wouldn't hurt.

"Come on, Yo." I smiled, putting all my effort into making it seem natural. I couldn't remember the last time I had smiled for the sake of it, but I could do it. I was a good actress, or at least that was what everyone in the organization thought, and maybe being a social butterfly would get me where I wanted to be. "I promise I won't tell a soul." I lacked that natural inclination to mingle with people, mainly because I didn't like being surrounded by strangers, making small talk and pretending I was enjoying myself, but years of observing others had taught me how to do it if I ever needed to. Granted, none of my past jobs had me working with people my age, which was why I had to change tactics.

I was giving myself two months at most to get the information Heinrich was looking for, and to get rid of my target.

"Okay," she huffed, but her eyes sparkled with excitement. "But you really, really cannot tell anyone."

"I won't." I plastered a grin onto my face, and wrapped my hand around her elbow. "Come on," I pushed. "Tell me. What do you want to show me?"

"Well…" She bit her lower lip, looking up at me. "It might not be what you think it is, but only select students get to go there, and well, I have two invitations for tonight."

"Yo, I wanna know," I said all too cheerfully, mentally face-palming myself, because even to my own ears my voice was annoying. But it worked, for whatever reason, and just as we started walking again toward the dorms, led by Yolanda, she started talking.

"Shortly after the Academy was established, some of the students thought it would be a good idea to create, well, a secret society." She chuckled, while I promptly listened. "It is a public secret of sorts, but only select students get an invite every year, and I finally got mine."

Finally? "What do you mean finally?"

"Oh, silly me." Yolanda started laughing, increasing her pace. "This is my third year at the Academy. You know we spend only a year at the Academy, and I’ve already failed two times, so," she shrugged, "here I am again. And this year they were giving us passes for a plus-one. The people we think would fit with The Brotherhood." Well, shit, maybe she would be a lot more useful than I initially thought. Not to mention that I had no idea there was a secret society here, and I was pretty sure The Schatten had no idea either.

While she kept walking, I allowed myself a second to contemplate what I should do. But it didn't take me long to catch up with her, and to put on the mask I would have to wear during my time here at the Academy.

"I wanna know all about it, and I definitely want to go."

"Really?"

"Oh, yes. I had no idea that a secret society even existed here." Which wasn't a lie. "And I'm sure all those hot guys I've heard so much about are gonna be there."

"Oh man," she chuckled. "You have no idea. Oh my God, and guess what?" she exclaimed.

"What?"

Time stood still as she looked at me, grinning from ear to ear. "Adrian Zylla is back at the Academy."

A-fucking-mazing.
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As much as I wanted to just jump on the opportunity and head straight into the secret lair Yolanda was describing, she had a point when she said that I should probably change or at least see where my room was going to be.

Albeit, calling it a room was the understatement of the year, because the size of this place was more of an apartment than a room. The moment we arrived in front of the dorm building, I understood that whoever had designed this place, most definitely wanted to keep up with the original design of the main building where most of the classes were being held. The building was created in a gothic style, from the tall arches on the windows to the pillars and the gargoyles looking down at us high from above, and I once again couldn't shake off the motherfucking feeling that someone was watching me.

The hair at the nape of my neck stood up, and my hand immediately went to the little dagger strapped to my thigh, hidden by my long coat. But when I looked around as Yolanda went on and on about the history of this building and the idea behind the design, I couldn't see anyone. But not seeing a threat meant nothing in my world, and if someone was observing me from the moment I came here… Something in my gut told me this wouldn't be an easy job.

That uneasy feeling spread all over my body, tightening around my heart, and I almost missed the beauty of the viridian walls in the common area, which was the first thing I saw the moment we stepped through the massive doors.

The tones of dark green and black spread throughout the foyer, leading toward the sitting area, or the common area as Yolanda had described it, and I didn't miss the curious looks of the two girls and one guy that were sitting on one of the sofas as we entered.

Yolanda paid them no attention as she led me toward the grand staircase located just next to the common area, while their eyes followed us. I had a million questions, but I had the feeling I wouldn't get any answers—at least not right now. It was obvious the building we were in wasn't as old as the Academy itself, regardless of the design and darkness clinging to its walls. There was so much history here, so much pain, but I didn't dare speak and instead I let Yolanda lead the way in silence.

There were no other people on the stairs or the hallway we had passed, but I had a feeling that even with this silence, the ghosts of the past lingered in these halls, screaming for us to hear them, and I wondered if Tyler had walked through these same hallways. Had he been mesmerized by the beauty of this place, so much so that he had missed the obvious dangers lurking from every single corner?

"This is you," Yolanda had announced as she stopped short in front of the large mahogany doors, with the number 1303 written on the panel right next to them. She fidgeted in her spot, looking anywhere but at me, and I couldn't have her questioning her decision to take me to their secret little party tonight.

"Yolanda." I touched her elbow with my free hand, plastering a smile on my face. "Thank you for showing me the way. It is nice having a friend in a new place."

"Yeah." She smiled weakly. "A friend. Uh, listen, about the⁠—"

"If you don't want me to come, I don't have to." Oh, I had to, but I didn't want to spook her. "I understand."

"No, no." She quickly shook her head. "It's not that. It's just… I'm afraid to go alone, but they are very strict, and I'm afraid I shouldn't be bringing you in with me if they haven't invited you."

"But they gave you an invitation for two people, correct?" Who the fuck were these people she was so afraid of? "I mean, you're just doing what they asked you to do, right?"

"Yeah… I don't know. I have never met them, you know? The letter appeared in my room two days ago, and up until today I had no idea if I should go or not. We've all heard stories about them, about the things they've done throughout the years, and I'm not sure if I want to be a part of that."

I wasn't sure if I wanted to get myself entangled in something like that either, but what other choice did I have? I had no information about Tyler and what he did during his time at the Academy, and I didn't even know what Adrian Zylla looked like, and if he was going to be there, then I definitely had to go.

"Is this an initiation?" I asked.

"I guess." Yolanda shrugged, her eyes downcast, shoulders slumped, and I knew I was slowly losing her.

And I couldn't lose my one connection to that place.

"Look." I took a deep breath, unsure of how to deal with a girl that was obviously terrified. "I'm not gonna lie, but I would be afraid too."

"Really?" She beamed at those words, and I had a feeling Yolanda wasn't somebody who would often hear that from another person. "I mean, you look like you're not afraid of anything." If only she knew. "And my older sister often says I'm afraid even of my own shadow."

I wasn't going to lie and say I knew what that felt like, because I was trained not to be afraid of things that lurk in the dark. Because I was one of those things. My fears had nothing to do with the real world and the monsters walking among us. I was terrified that I would wake up one day and regret every single decision in my life.

I was terrified I would just go through the motions, the habits, and I would realize that everything I did, everything I thought was a good thing, would be just another lie, just like everything else I had uncovered in the last couple of months.

I thought The Schatten was my home, my family, that one place where I wouldn't have to pretend, but the lies I had uncovered that brimmed underneath that seemingly perfect surface were what had me rethinking my entire life. I didn't want to kill people for a living, whether they were good or bad. It wasn't our job to determine who deserved to live and who deserved to die, and it was a constant battle deep inside my bones where I had no idea what to do.

On one hand I wanted to punish those that had wronged the innocent ones, like that man from the alley, because I knew law enforcement would do jackshit to put him behind bars. He didn't deserve to win, but those same thoughts didn't make me better than anyone else. They just made me seem like someone that was playing God, and I wasn't so sure I liked that version of myself.

I loved the thrill, the chase, the fact that I could perhaps do something good with the skills I had, but out there, in the real world, where people lived freely, completely unaware of the fact that darkness existed in every single pore of our society, I was a nobody.

And I fucking wanted to be somebody.

Someone that mattered.

Someone that loved.

Someone that was loved.

Someone that could go out on her balcony early in the morning and drink that first sip of coffee and light up that first cigarette, without having to look at the people passing down below on the street and think the worst of them.

And I had no idea if I would ever be able to train myself not to think that way. I had no idea if I would ever be able to look at another human being without starting to analyze their moves, their speech pattern, their ticks, and the little things they thought no one else saw. I had no idea if I would ever be able to go out for a coffee with somebody else without trying to uncover the skeletons existing in their closets.

And the saddest thing was, every single one of us, no matter how good or bad we were, had those skeletons. There was not a single person who could say they were a saint throughout their lives. The guilty had to pay for their crimes, but what happened when the guilty didn't deserve to die?

"Earth to Vega." Yolanda pulled me back from my reverie, and for a moment there I didn't want to be back. I didn't want to be at the Academy, where every single wall, with every single picture hanging, and every single word that came out of Yolanda's mouth had reminded me this was the place that destroyed what little semblance of innocence I had left.

Tyler was the only person that brought it out of me, because even as a child I was aware of the shadows dancing in the periphery of my eyes, calling my name, beckoning me into their cold embrace, and when he had died, I stopped fighting them. I stopped trying to be better, trying to look at the situation objectively.

No, I became one of them. I became the weapon The Schatten was training me to be. The ruthless killer with no remorse, and only recently had I started thinking about all those lives I had destroyed, and I would never know if they were truly guilty of the crimes The Schatten had shared with me.

"Sorry." I smiled, trying to shake off the fog from my mind. "I think traveling for as long as I did has started messing with my mind."

"Oh, I totally get that. I remember when I had to fly from Australia to Colombia, and that was not fun. Like, at all."

"No, I can imagine it wasn't." Silence descended on us as I took a good look at her. Her blonde hair was tied in a low ponytail, and the innocence still shining in her eyes told me she wasn't as cut out for this life as her family was forcing her to be, but sometimes we didn't have a choice. Sometimes those choices were taken away from us even before we were able to say our first words, and being born into certain families meant our destinies were decided for us whether or not we wanted them to be.

And Yolanda was most definitely one of those people that was born into the wrong family.

I had no idea why, but maybe it wouldn't be so bad to have a friend here. Even with all my pretenses and all these masks I would have to wear, it would be good to have someone to talk to, to pretend I was a normal twenty-year-old with typical boy problems and whatever else it was that the girls my age usually talked about.

"Look, Yo," I started. "If you're not feeling comfortable with me going tonight, I really don't have to. The last thing I would want is for you to get into any sort of trouble, and I have a feeling that they aren't people who forgive all that easily. Besides, you've only just met me, so it is understandable why you would feel like you cannot trust me yet."

"Oh, no." She frowned. "That's not it at all."

"It isn't?" I was getting confused.

"No, silly." She chuckled. "The moment we shook hands in the dean's office, I felt like I had known you my entire life. My mom says our family has this gift, or whatever, where we read energies even when we're not aware of it. I know you're dangerous, Vega." Her face turned serious. "I don't need a file on you or to know your last name to know that you might as well be one of the most dangerous animals on these grounds." Wow. "It's in your eyes, you know? It's the blank look, the coldness, the way you've been checking your surroundings the entire time while we walked here. I didn't miss the way our dean looked at you when you got up, or the evident fear in his eyes, and that is the man everybody else around here fears. I know a monster when I see one, Vega." Ouch. "And you know why I know?"

"Why?" I rasped, unable to say anything else, when there was nothing to be said.

"Because I grew up surrounded by monsters."

"And you still want me to go with you?"

"I do." She nodded. "Because there are two types of monsters." She came closer to me, lowering the tone of her voice. "Those that kill for pleasure," she looked over my shoulder at something, "and those that kill because they have to. It's up to you to decide which one you are."

If she had hit me I would've been less shocked than I was now. Yolanda Engström may not have been a monster, not like the rest of us, but I had a feeling that her upbringing made her more perceptive than most people, and that could be a useful tool—but also a curse.

For the first time since she showed up, resembling a unicorn with her bubbly personality, overly bright clothes, and that blonde hair, I saw her in a different light.

"You know what, Yolanda?" I smirked, shedding off the mask I kept wearing around her, thinking it would help. "I think we might become really good friends."

The bright smile that took over her face just as she extended her hand toward me could probably brighten this entire campus, but I would never say that out loud.

"I think so too." She beamed. "And I'll see you downstairs in an hour. We're going to do this thing even if it is the last thing I do."

She didn't wait for an answer from me before she started walking backward, going toward the grand staircase we came from.

"Let's just hope it won't come to that," I mumbled as I fished out the key I was given, unlocking the door in front of me. Let's hope this party, or whatever the fuck it was tonight, wouldn't be the last thing either one of us would do.
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I thought I was ready for winter in Germany, thinking it would be the same as what it was back in the States, but I was so fucking mistaken. My teeth chattered as I stood by the side of our dorm building, waiting for Yolanda one hour after she left me to my own devices, freezing my fucking ass off.

The coat I always wore did nothing to protect me from the vicious wind blowing from all sides, and I had a feeling it was even colder now that the rain had stopped. I knew we were technically located just at the bottom of the mountain, but God, did it really have to be this cold?

I was usually okay with every type of weather, but I had to admit that in the last couple of years I didn't have to worry about extreme cold temperatures since most of my jobs were located in areas where I didn't have to dress up with ten layers of clothes so that I wouldn't freeze. And this annoyed me.

The air smelled like snow now, the cold, unforgiving bitch of a wind blasting into my face every second. I looked up, toward the dark mountain looming above us, and I wondered how much history this place had seen. What little I knew about this place was that it had been around far longer than most other places I’d been to, and with history, especially European history, always came the knowledge of a darkness so great it had a tendency to suffocate those that had managed to survive through it.

And this place had more ghosts than the haunted asylums in America.

I wrapped my arms around myself, regretting not taking my scarf with me, but I had no idea what we were about to walk into, and any piece of clothing that could be used as a weapon against me was one big no-go. I was pestered enough about my long hair and the fact that my enemies could use it against me, but I was also grateful that The Schatten didn’t force me to cut it off.

I guess it was my one rebellious act when I was still too young to even understand what being a rebel meant, but my hair was something I took great pride in, and no one was going to touch it unless I allowed them to. The only thing I ever did to it was the white lock on the right side of my face, contrasting against my dark hair.

Deep inside I knew there was more to it, to me not allowing anyone to touch my hair, and that something had everything to do with my mother, but I didn't allow myself to think about her for more than a few minutes every other month. If I had to start thinking about Elvira, my mother, I would never stop, and that was a black hole I didn't want to touch even with a ten-foot pole.

I stepped out of the shadows where I was standing, looking at the entrance to the dorms, but Yolanda was still nowhere to be found.

"Seriously," I bit out to no one in particular, huddling closer to the wall as I stepped back, trying to make myself as invisible as possible. Not that I had seen a lot of people walking outside at this time of the night, but still. You never knew what lurked in the woods that surrounded the place and I didn't forget the prickling sensation when I'd just arrived, and again walking to the dorm, of someone watching me.

Our senses were our greatest allies, and if we failed to listen to them, we were as good as dead. Especially with the kind of jobs I was tasked to do.

I relied on my instincts, on the spidey senses, as Alena called them, more than my heart, and I was never wrong. Yolanda joked that she could read energies, and maybe that was what it was, but I always somehow knew. I always had a feeling about people.

Looking at them felt like looking into their souls. I caught on to the way they said things, the way they breathed in and out, the way their eyes flickered from one spot to another and the way they smiled. I caught on to their little gestures and the way they behaved with strangers, or the way they looked at kids, women, and other men, and each one of these things helped me to create an image of every single person I had met, and I was never wrong.

I wished I could say this place gave me warm and fuzzy feelings, especially because it was built for people like me, but it didn't. If anything, every single nerve ending in my body screamed at me to get the fuck away from here. It wasn't safe, it was haunted by the past and by the future that was looming ahead of us, but I couldn't. Not right now.

Not when I was so close to finding out what happened to Tyler. He was as close to a brother as I would ever get, and it ate me piece by piece all these years that I could never say goodbye. I never saw his body. I was never able to see his coffin lowered into the cold ground. I spoke to the wind, imagining it was him, hoping he would somehow get the message.

I cried a river of tears over a boy that could've been great, that could've been a savior. From the first moment I met him, I knew he had good in him. He was better than any of us, and there were more kids in that orphanage than I wanted to think about. Some survived, others didn't, but he was the only one I wanted to keep in my life.

When everything else is taken from you, you cling to the things that make you feel good, no matter how silly it might seem.

And Tyler… Tyler was that one thing for me. He was the anchor that kept me grounded. He was the one who washed away the blood of that first person I killed. He was the one who gave me my very first gift on my birthday, and he was the one that scraped together pennies to buy me a T-shirt with Stitch on it that The Schatten didn’t allow.

We weren't allowed any personal artifacts, nothing that would separate us from other kids, but he went out and did it. He gave me the best gift I could have ever asked for, and it didn't matter that I couldn't wear it. It didn't matter that for years and years it had to stay hidden underneath those floorboards, or that it was far too small for me to wear when I finally got my own place.

It was the first real gift I ever got, and it still traveled with me, no matter where I went.

It felt surreal entering my room earlier, or well, it looked more like an apartment. The common room wasn't the only area that was decorated in a gothic style, but where the green in it was lighter, the one in my room reminded me of the forests I used to run through when I was a child, when life was a lot less complicated. The warm brown and golden tones covering the wooden surfaces in the room created a perfect contrast to the rest of it, and while it shouldn't have worked, it did.

It worked perfectly.

And unlike everything else in this place, that room felt like mine.

The massive king-sized bed located in the center of the room, with its headboard pressed against the wall between the two windows overlooking the front entrance, could easily fit at least three people. The soft duvet cover and the black blanket that was thrown over it almost made me fall asleep right there and then, but instead of laying down on that bed, I took a shower and washed my hair, drying it with the hairdryer they had left for me.

If I didn't know better, I would've said I was in a five-star hotel. They thought of everything—tiny chocolates on my pillows, the bathroom amenities, the minibar that was stocked with a little note saying all of it was for me, the massive wardrobe that had several different outfits with another note expressing I should use those for my day-to-day activities on campus. A map was placed on the nightstand, with a welcome letter from the asshat I had already met—the dean, Andries—and looking over it, I figured I would need some time to figure out where everything was. My schedule was printed out on thick cream paper, with my first class tomorrow being offense tactics, which meant at seven in the morning we would be introduced to our first instructor.

But I couldn’t spend too much time pondering over the room’s décor or everything they had placed inside to welcome me. Instead I unpacked as fast as I could, pulling out the files Heinrich and Alena had given me, and found just the perfect spot where I could hide it. I dropped down on my knees, checking out the floorboards right next to the bed and as one of them moved with my hands, I pulled it open, revealing a small compartment just underneath. Perfect to fit the two files in it.

I was lucky enough that the semester technically hadn't started yet, and I had managed to arrive here just in time for classes to commence. But not knowing the names of my instructors in any of my classes left a bitter taste in my mouth, because I liked knowing things. I liked being prepared, and everything about this situation threw me off my usual trajectory.

"There you are!" Yolanda's high-pitched voice echoed around me and as I turned around, I saw her standing a few feet away, just at the corner of the building, wearing what could only be described as the brightest pink outfit I had ever seen.

I went with black combat boots, black leather pants, and a thermal long-sleeved shirt, but her… Let's just say there was no way I would be able to lose her in a crowd.

"You're late," I grumbled, closing the distance between us. "We said one hour."

"I know." She frowned. "And I'm sorry. One of the girls on my floor had an accident and I realized I didn't have your number to let you know I'll be a few minutes late."

"Yo, a few minutes is maybe five minutes. I've been standing out here for close to half an hour." My ears were close to falling off, my nose was leaking, and my eyes had stopped watering up at least ten minutes ago, and had started freezing along with the rest of my body.

"I'm sorry," she murmured. "I really didn't do it on purpose, but she really did have a minor accident with a razor, and she needed my help. Everyone else had already left for the party." Which meant we would be the last ones to arrive.

"Is this the only dorm on campus?"

"No." She shook her head. "There's another one on the other side, with the majority of the guys living there, but this one is pretty mixed."

Why would they separate them from us and why was it guys only?

"Is there a reason why there is one mixed dorm and one where only guys reside?" I couldn't help but ask.

Yolanda started chuckling at, probably, my expression, but when she saw I wasn't exactly joking she stopped. "Wait," she hissed. "You don't know?"

"No fucking clue. Remember, I just got here."

"Yeah, but most of us know things about the Academy from our parents. At least I did."

"Well," I shrugged, "my mother is pretty much dead, and my father?" I snickered, thinking of my fake daddy who was supposedly a Russian enforcer, "Let’s just say that our bonding didn't exactly entail history lessons. He taught me how to throw knives, but not how to read history books about the Academy."

Her eyes widened just as the light came on at the front entrance, and without thinking, I pulled her into the shadows where I hid.

"Hey, what was that for?"

"What if somebody sees us?" I asked, looking over her shoulder to see if someone would pass.

"Vega," she chuckled. "The party we're going to is a public secret of sorts. I told you a bit about it, didn't I? Almost every single person at the Academy knows about it, and those that aren't going either don't have an invitation, or they already managed to screw up their chances of ever meeting The Fallen."

"The Fallen?" I frowned. Honestly, with all these names I was bound to get a headache. "What the fuck is The Fallen?" More like, who the fuck was The Fallen.

"It's The Brotherhood, dummy," she laughed. "The secret society I was telling you about?"

"And they call themselves The Fallen?"

"Well," she smirked, "when you see the way they move, you will call them The Fallen as well. Come on." She took my hand and started walking toward the main building. "There are way too many things I need to teach you before we get to the party, and we don't have too much time."

The Fallen—seriously? Who was that cocky to call themselves The Fallen? Did they think that they were fallen angels or something like that? Even Heinrich, the cockiest motherfucker I knew, would never dare to call himself something like that. Hell, I was good—really good—but I would never bestow such a name to myself.

The Fallen—I chuckled as Yolanda started talking about the history of the Academy, but I already knew that part. I already knew how it came to be, who built it and why it was created. What I was interested in had nothing to do with the building construction but with these supposedly elite warriors that existed in this school.

And I would find out.
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By the time we had taken a turn toward the main building, I found out that Adrian Zylla, Dante Bernardi, Jax Astoria, Ethan Rhodes, and Arseniy Morozov were legends on campus, and three of them—Adrian, Jax, and Dante—were this year's instructors as well. I already knew which families they came from, and with the exception of Adrian Zylla, the other four were well-known in our circles.

Everyone knew they would inherit the criminal empires their fathers and in Ethan's case, uncles, were leading right now, but everyone wondered why the three of them came back to the Academy and what their plan was. Truth be told, I was curious as well, but the last thing I wanted was for Yolanda to notice my curiosity. Instead of asking questions, I kept my mouth shut and walked quietly next to her as she went on and on about how perfect they were, and how her sister knew them when they went to the Academy a couple of years ago.

All of them were older than us, with Adrian being the oldest one at twenty-five, which meant they attended the Academy after Tyler ever came here. But Adrian's brother was here at the same time as Tyler, and the things Heinrich had said still rang in my head. That wasn't a coincidence, and if there was one thing I had learned over the years, it was that nothing was ever just a coincidence.

I also found out that the guys' dorm existed because it housed only those from the prominent families, while the common dorm existed for the rest of us—the peasants, as Yolanda so eloquently put it.

Adrian and his four musketeers were the ones that started calling themselves The Fallen, and I still wanted to laugh at the sheer audacity. I would need to contact Alena to see if she could dig up something about The Brotherhood, but until then I was stuck here with no information and no knowledge as to why they existed in the first place.

I wished the information Yolanda had shared with me had more meat on its bones, rather than her simply gushing about the three instructors on campus and how hot they were, but I had to be thankful even for what little information she had shared.

Yolanda was the youngest daughter of a Swedish tycoon who dealt in real estate on paper, but behind closed doors he was involved in arms deals, human trafficking, moving drugs from one city to another, and he basically held the entire country of Sweden in the palm of his hand. I didn't miss the sad look on her face when she shared that tidbit of her upbringing, and the fact that her father was planning to marry her off soon, which was why he didn't expect her to ever graduate from the Academy.

She was here to find a husband, or at least that was what her father had instructed her to do, and creating connections was bound to secure his future as the Zylla of the north. I didn't have to be a psychic to recognize that she wanted nothing to do with it, but she had no other choice.

"We're almost there," she announced just as the lights started getting more and more visible. "Are you excited?" Yolanda asked, her voice wavering as she said the words. She was obviously still pretty much terrified about tonight, but knowing what her father wanted her to do and how he saw her future made a lot more sense as to why she even wanted to attend this thing.

There was no way she would ever agree to go to something like this if it wasn't for that, which, as selfish as it sounded, worked well for me, but something in my gut pulled at me, at the heartstrings I was pretty damn sure were already dead, telling me I needed to protect her.

Yolanda wasn't raised the same way I was. Hell, she probably wasn't raised as most of the people attending this place were, which was obvious if she had to retake her exams year after year. I guess I was lucky enough to at least know how to defend myself, but if Yolanda ended up with some guy that would be capable of harming her and the kids she might have one day, then she needed to learn how to defend herself.

And I was going to teach her.

"I am excited," I answered, thankful we had started walking. The wind still slammed into us from all sides, and the trees that were surrounding the pathway we took did nothing to minimize the impact, but it was better than just standing in one spot freezing to death. I couldn't feel my toes, but at least the rest of my body did not feel like it was dying anymore. "And I'm not completely frozen anymore, so that's a plus."

"You would think that living in Russia would have prepared you for this kind of weather." If only she knew. "Isn't it cold there?"

"It is," I agreed. "But it's not like I'm living on a mountain in Russia, and this fucking place is pretty much on a mountain. I mean, we get pretty sharp winters, but nothing like this. At least it isn't this windy." I was lying out of my ass. The last time I visited Russia it was hot as hell since it was mid-August, and I never had to go there during the winter. "But I'll get used to it." Or I’d fucking die, and since I pretty much wanted to live through this ordeal, that second option wasn't really an option at all. "Holy shit," I breathed out when the main building of the Academy came into focus.

I thought the architecture of our dorm and the admin building was magnificent, but this… I had no fucking words to describe the massive structure right in front of us.

The lights on the ground were upturned, illuminating every arch, every column, window, and the massive doors at the entrance. I had no idea if they had renovated it throughout the years, but it felt as if I was transformed into a completely different year as we stood there, as I stared at it.

"It's pretty cool, isn't it?" I could only nod. Words failed me even when Yolanda kept talking, going on and on about the architectural style and the years each part of the main building, which once used to be a cathedral, was built. "They changed quite a lot of things inside to make it fit the Academy, but you'll see—it's as magnificent inside as it is outside. Apparently it took them years to build it up. It's such a shame this beauty will never be admired by millions from around the world, since most people don't even know it exists."

But, wait… "Isn't it visible down from the town?"

"A little, but not all of it. The people that created the Academy made sure to erase the existence of the rest of the buildings from the books, so no one really knows what's up here, apart from this main building that used to be a church. If you ask the people from the town, they will tell you that these grounds are haunted." And I actually couldn't agree more. "St. Vasili's Academy operates on three pillars." She swallowed thickly as she looked up at the building. "Honor, revenge, and," she looked at me, "death. That last one was a constant during those early years. Failure wasn't an option, and if someone like me had gone to this place all those years ago, I wouldn't be here telling you this story. I would be dead. Gone. Poof. You know what Spartan mothers used to tell their sons?"

"Come back with your shield—or on it," I murmured, slowly realizing what they used to do.

"Exactly. So, if you weren't good enough to graduate, you were as good as dead. That lake underneath these cliffs is a fucking graveyard, and if The Brotherhood gets their way, it will become one again."

"What do you mean?"

She looked at me and slowly started walking to the right side of the building, looking back to see if I was following. I caught up with her, walking side by side, when she started talking again. "They were created shortly after the Academy opened its doors."

"Yeah, you told me that earlier."

"I did, didn't I?" She smiled weakly. "What I didn't tell you is that they were created to preserve the purity of the Academy. To preserve what it stood for. They couldn't allow weak men and women to leave here and go out into the world. You were either the best or you were dead, Vega, and they're still trying to do it now."

"Seriously?"

"Oh, yeah. Which is why I have to graduate this year. There's no other option for me."

"But, is no one doing anything to stop them?"

"They would if they knew who the actual members were. They don't even know who's leading it. They don't know who's orchestrating everything, and let me tell you something," she lowered her voice, "there's something in the air this year. People are antsy, and I know I kept on gushing about the three of them being here, but there's a reason for that. Some say they are the ones leading The Brotherhood, while others think they are just bystanders because of who their families are."

"And what do you think?"

A second passed before she took a deep breath. "I think that I'm gonna be in a lot of shit if I don't manage to find a husband this year. Dying slowly is better than dying by the hand of somebody that doesn't really care about me. At least if I get married to somebody I'll be able to live my life, no matter how restricted it might get. It might not be the best option, but it is my only one."

And if that didn't crack my heart a bit, I had no idea what would. The lost look on her face made me want to do something I never did—not since Tyler. I wanted to hug her and tell her she wouldn't have to live that life. We didn't really know each other, but one thing I hated more than Heinrich was the fact that some had to live in fear while others feasted on the stench of it, controlling every single aspect of the victim's life. And Yolanda was just another name on the long list of names I knew, where somebody else controlled everything she did in her short life.

She was far too young to be thinking like this, to be resigning herself to a fate worse than death, but she wanted to live. I could see that, and she had so much to give if only she’d had the luck to be born into a different family. I guess in a way we were more similar than I initially thought.

I had no other choice but to follow the rules The Schatten had set up for me, and she had no other choice but to follow the rules her father had set out for her.

A storm brewed in me, anger at the world, at the unfairness of it all threatening to suffocate me as we walked to the side of the building, while neither one of us spoke. And what was there to be said? I couldn't tell her what my life was like and that one day she would be able to be free, when I myself wasn't free. At least not yet.

The freedom I so desperately craved was at the tips of my fingers, becoming more and more real with each passing day, but I still couldn't grasp it. I still couldn't breathe in without thinking about the next assignment, the next fucking mission. I still couldn't relax when the phone rang, because I knew that meant The Schatten needed something. I had no friends and no family, no one to miss me if I were to disappear one day, and the possibility of that happening was bigger than I wanted to think about.

People in my line of work disappeared for knowing far less and Heinrich was aware that I knew way too much to just be let go. He knew the information I had could cost him everything he had, which was why he held me on a leash, still controlling everything I did. We both knew I was a loose cannon. I didn't like the rules they set out for me. I had nothing left to lose, no one I loved, and it was my fault for opening my big fucking mouth and demanding to be let go.

I was careful not to share any of my weaknesses, wishes or dreams with them, but that one slipup, one little sentence, and my destiny was sealed until he decided to set me free. But I was tired of waiting for things to happen, looking at life as some bystander while everybody else got to experience things I could only dream of.

Maybe my heart wasn't made for love and my life wasn't suitable for someone far more innocent than I was, but I wanted to experience that. To know what it was like when someone looked at you as if you were their whole world. When they held you in their arms and the only thing you felt was peace and happiness, because you finally found your person. You found someone worth dying for.

Yolanda pulled out an envelope from her pocket, her hands shaking as she extracted the invitation sent on a black piece of paper, while the wind started picking up, making me burrow into the thin coat I had on. I should've worn something warmer—I really, really should have, but now it was too late to turn around and go back to my room to change.

My new friend stared at the paper in her hands as if it could give her all the answers in this world, and maybe, in a way, this was her ticket to get away from her father. But at what cost? She was going to go from one prison to another just because she thought she wasn't strong enough to fight against the current.

"I'll do the talking," she murmured, her voice muffled by the sound of the wind. "I honestly have no idea what to expect, you know? I've heard bits and pieces about these gatherings over the years, but I've never attended one, so if I look a bit lost, don't worry about me." As if that was going to happen. I was going to follow her around like her own personal shadow, whether she liked it or not. "But one of the girls last year said it was fun, so we will see, right?"

Yolanda had a tendency to ramble whenever she was nervous, at least that much was obvious from the short interactions we'd had today. Whereas I preferred to keep quiet and observe my surroundings, she obviously found solace in talking, and I wasn't going to hold that against her. I had to admit, when I first met her I wanted her to shut up and let me think in peace, but now… I guess she was growing on me.

She started moving suddenly, and I followed, looking around us to make sure no one was around. I didn't care that it was a public secret that The Brotherhood existed, I still wasn't taking any chances and at places like these, like the Academy, enemies lurked at every single corner. Perhaps mistaking cruelty with benevolence was what cost Tyler his life, and I wasn't going to make the same mistake.

We slowly descended toward the old stairs placed right next to the building of the Academy, and if it wasn't for Yolanda knowing where we were supposed to go, I never would've even thought to look for this place. The pathway was narrow, and as we descended farther down, I realized we were coming closer and closer to the edge of the cliff—and I did not like it.

Not one bit.

Heights weren't necessarily something I enjoyed, and every time I had a mission that involved anything related to them, I bit my tongue until blood spilled into my mouth, reminding me I was still alive. I could do this. I was Vega Konstantinova and not the little girl that stood on top of our house when my foot slipped and gravity pulled me into its embrace, only to end up with a broken leg and a broken arm.

I pressed the palms of my hands to the wall, just like Yolanda, noticing the little stones tumbling down into the abyss covered by fog, and just like before, I bit down on my tongue, letting the burn distract me from the fact that we were walking down the stairs of death.

"I think we're almost there!" Yolanda yelled out, her voice barely audible even though mere inches separated us.

This wasn't what I had in mind when she said we were going to go to this little gathering.
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I was pretty sure that somewhere, while going down the stairs of death, I died. My foot slipped from the stair, and the panic that took hold of my body, freezing me to the spot, would've sent me to my death if it wasn't for Yolanda's grip on my arm holding me in place.

But the moment we came to solid ground, at an entrance of some sort, I keeled over, taking a deep breath and calming my erratic heart down, before I straightened up, glaring at my new friend.

Her face scrunched, the apology evident in her eyes, when she said, "I didn't think it would be that bad." And I admit, I couldn't exactly blame her for leading us down here, but fuck—the descent felt like a century had passed, and when I pulled out my phone, I realized it couldn't have been more than maybe ten minutes.

"I know," I grumbled, not wanting to upset or scare her. "I just hate heights."

"I could see that," she mumbled. "Do you want me to give you another minute or⁠—"

"I'm fine," I bit out. Because I was. I was in one piece, standing, breathing… It didn't matter that my heart was still racing, catching up with the reality that we were okay, at least for now. "We should get going. It's already getting late."

If I thought the light on the stairs was bad, it was fucking brilliant compared to the almost pitch-black darkness we started walking into after I glared at Yolanda when she opened her mouth to probably say something idiotic, like that I looked pale. I probably looked like shit, and the sweat that broke out on my skin as we walked here made my hair stick to my neck, but she didn't have to mention that. I didn't want her fussing over me.

So instead of saying anything, she walked toward the entrance of the cave, with me at her heels, straight into the darkness. Barely lit wall lamps turned on as we walked in, illuminating the path as much as they could, and it took me a moment to notice the door at the end of what I could only describe as a hallway, nestled between two massive pillars that were carved from the stone of the mountain.

While I loved history and architecture, I couldn’t focus on the writings on the pillars to recognize the style, but I had only ever seen something similar once before when I allowed myself to be a tourist in Athens, where I went to one of Athena's temples. The carvings on the pillars of the temple were almost identical to the ones here.

My eyes drank in the barely illuminated carvings on the wall, the foreign-looking runes becoming larger and larger the closer we came to the massive door looming in front of us. Yolanda approached slowly, her hands visibly trembling, holding on to the invitation she pulled out of that envelope, and before I could suggest that we should probably turn around and go back, she knocked three times, the sound of her knocks echoing around us.

I had a bad feeling in my gut about this, and I hated having bad feelings when there was no way out. We were doing this whether I liked it or not.

The sound of the door opening sent chills down my arms, the creaking sound burrowing itself deep in my mind, reminding me of the anguished cry of a woman I once heard while on a mission in Bucharest. A dim light barely illuminated the place where Yolanda stood, and on instinct, my hand went to the knife pressed against my thigh, waiting for an attack from whoever opened the door. But instead of an army of people that would kill us for being here, a short, stocky man appeared, much older than our barely twenty years of age, looking up and down Yolanda’s form before his dark, beady eyes landed on me, narrowing at my frozen arm and the place on my thigh I was touching over my coat.

"Name?" he barked, his raspy, heavily accented voice doing nothing to appease the nerves wreaking havoc in my body, but his eyes never left me.

"Yolanda," she answered. "Yolanda Engström," she repeated proudly, with a small smile touching her lips, and I knew what a defense mechanism was when I saw one. Yolanda hid her true emotions behind fake smiles, trying to appease the masses and show them she was as harmless as they came, and that was exactly where her strength lay.

"Not you," he barked, scowling. "Her." He tipped his head in my direction, his predatory gaze dragging down my body in a way that had the hair at the nape of my neck stand on end.

"Vega Konstantinova," I said loudly, letting my voice echo around the cave, seeing confusion wash over his features. "It is nice to meet you, but⁠—"

"You're not on the list," he grumbled. "She's on the list, but you're not."

"She's my guest," Yolanda piped in, stepping closer to me. "I got an invite for two people and it says I can in⁠—"

"No," the motherfucker said. "Not on the list. If she's not on the list, she cannot enter."

"But—"

"No, Ms. Engström. Rules need to be followed. Not on the list. Not accepted. She cannot⁠—"

"Let them through." My head swiveled in the direction of the door, trying to see the person that spoke. His deep voice sent a shiver of fear through me, and my eyes narrowed, trying to see him better as he stepped into the light, his eyes on us.

Dark blue eyes landed on Yolanda first, his eyebrow arching at the shivering girl standing next to me, while I took a moment to really look at him. The dim lighting he stood in did nothing to cover his stunning features, or eyes that reminded me of a tempest above the sea, threatening to destroy everything in its path. His dark blond hair was styled haphazardly, the curls falling onto his forehead, but if anything it amplified his beauty. He reminded me of a model I saw on the cover of a magazine not too long ago, and when my eyes moved to poor, unmoving Yolanda, I realized he wasn't only drinking her in—she was doing the same.

A short-sleeved T-shirt tightly hugged his chest, straining against the muscles in his arms, and it made me think of that one time when I tried to put on the shirt I used to sleep in when I was just a child, but it wouldn't fit anymore, almost tearing due to my much bigger body at the time, and I started laughing.

Yolanda's wide eyes landed on me, the panic she was obviously experiencing amplified by my little outburst.

"I'm sorry," I chuckled. "But it's just hilarious that someone would send you an invitation, tell you to bring a plus-one, and when you do, they don't let your plus-one enter."

The tall man standing at the door frowned at the gatekeeper whose face was becoming visibly paler.

"I think we can let them both enter tonight, don't you, Maurizio?" the blond giant said, his voice hard and face set in stone as he glared at the short man.

"But, sir, the rules⁠—"

"The rules were made to be broken." The giant smirked, coming closer to us. He looked ginormous from a distance, but the closer he came the more I could see that he towered over both Yolanda and me, and neither one of us were exactly short.

Yolanda wore heeled boots, but the top of her head barely came to his chin. He stopped in front of her, and like watching a movie in slow motion, he lifted his hand carefully taking hers and lifting it to his lips. He paid no attention to me and it was obvious he didn't care who I was or what some rules said, but it was also obvious that he was powerful enough to ignore them as well.

Yolanda's loud gasp penetrated through the cave as his lips pressed against her skin, and I hid the chuckle that was threatening to erupt when I saw how red her cheeks were.

"I apologize for Maurizio's rudeness," he murmured. "I hope you can forgive us."

"I-I—" she stammered. "Yes, of course. It's not a problem."

I could've stayed here the entire night as the two of them gave each other those little heart eyes, but I still had no idea who he was and I wasn't about to spend the next couple of hours standing here, when I wanted to know what was happening inside.

"And you are?" I asked, breaking the little bubble they were stuck in. "I mean, don't get me wrong, I would love to stand here the whole night and freeze my ass off while you try to charm my friend," I murmured sarcastically, "but I would much rather get inside and see what all the fuss is about."

His stormy eyes connected with mine, all pleasantries he had etched on his face for Yolanda completely gone now. If I were a lesser woman I might have lowered my eyes and let fear slither into my veins from the strength of the annoyance he was exuding, but I was surrounded by people like him on a regular basis, and I wasn't about to show him my belly just because he looked at me like he wanted to kill me.

"Vega Konstantinova," he mumbled, stepping away from Yolanda. "I have never heard of you." Ouch.

"If you've never heard of me then that means I'm very good at my job." I smirked. Two could play this game and my name wasn't something I wanted these people to know. There was a reason why I worked for an organization that was called The Schatten, which quite literally meant The Shadow. There was a reason why I was the best at what I did.

No one ever suspected a girl like me could kill men twice her size and disappear without a trace. They took one look at me and put me into the ‘damsels in distress’ category, when I was anything but.

"Really?"

"Yes, really." I took a step forward, extending my hand to him. "So, let's try this again, shall we? My name is Vega." My eyebrow lifted when he just stood there, letting my hand hang between us. "Vega Konstantinova. And you are?"

Yolanda's eyes volleyed between the two of us, and judging by the look on her face, this situation was anything but welcome. But I wasn't going to allow these people to intimidate me. I wasn't gonna let them treat me like a lesser being just because I didn't have a fancy last name or because my parents weren't mafia royalty.

I shook my hand in the air, my eyes slicing through him, and if looks could kill, I would've been dead at least five minutes ago. But as the saying would have it, if you show them your strength and that you're not afraid of them, bullies usually step down and start treating you like an equal.

His long legs closed the distance between us and his long fingers wrapped around mine, tightening their hold as if to show me the dominance he already had in spades. I didn't need him to remind me of his strength, nor did I want to make an enemy of someone who was obviously powerful, but a girl had to do what a girl had to do.

I tightened my hold on him and his left eyebrow reached his forehead just as the corner of his mouth lifted up, smirking at me.

"I think we're gonna be good friends, Vega."

"I highly doubt it," I said, shaking his hand for longer than usual. "But I'm willing to participate in that little fantasy of yours."

"Vega!" Yolanda exclaimed, trying to hide the smile erupting on her face. "Play nice."

"This is me playing nice," I told her. "But he still didn't tell me his name, and I cannot be friends with people who are so unwilling to tell me who they are."

"This is—" she started, only to be interrupted by the intriguing man standing in front of me.

"Jax," he said, smiling widely. "Jax Astoria." And it was time for my eyes to widen. "Welcome to The Pit, Vega." The devilish look on his face told me everything I needed to know.

I was standing at the entrance to hell.
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Both Yolanda and I kept quiet as Jax led us inside, and I had to admit—the interior of this place was nothing like I imagined.

Jax's words kept echoing in my head, the name he so aptly used for this place really did fit, but where I expected blood-soaked floors and sacrificial altars, black marble spread throughout the hallway we were led down, mixing with blood red stones that were covering the floor in the main room, right where the massive ring was placed.

The same inscriptions that were on the walls outside were placed on the walls inside as well, and whoever made this place also made sure to keep the walls of the cave intact. I lifted my head toward the painting-covered ceiling, most probably not from this century, showing a fall of angels, and wondered what this room was initially made for, because there was no way something like this existed before they opened the Academy.

"There are more than a hundred tunnels underneath the Academy," Jax informed us, bringing my attention back to him as we walked toward the tall table placed just on the right side of the entrance to the main room. "We have never been able to explore them all."

"And they were used during the Second World War, right?" my little geek, Yolanda piped in, her eyes sparkling with interest as she looked at Jax. "I've read about it. About the time when this was just a cathedral, used for refugees and the partisans."

"Yes." Jax looked over his shoulder, smiling at her. "They were the ones that used them, but the tunnels were here long before them, and no one really knows if they were created when the church was built or if they were always here. But whatever their history is, they proved to be useful."

"So, there's an entire maze of tunnels around us?" I asked, taking in the people standing around, their backs turned to us, and from the elevated point where we were standing, none of them could really see us. I could see the massive staircase leading down toward the pit, and I guess that was where the name came from.

"Yes," Jax said, stopping to the side of the table, taking something from its surface. "I'm afraid you'll have to put these on if you want to participate." My eyes latched on to the two white masks in his hands that were The Phantom of the Opera style.

"Dramatic much?" I said, taking one from him. The material was softer, much softer than it initially looked, and while it covered half of our faces, it couldn't hide who we truly were.

"Just a little bit," Jax chuckled, handing the second mask to Yolanda. "We're just keeping up with the tradition."

"Tradition, right," I grumbled, taking a step back. I placed the mask between my thighs, holding it as I bent down, letting my hair fall over, just to tie it into a high ponytail. There was no point trying to style it with the mask on, and it wasn't like I cared if one of these people would find me hot or not. I was here to see what the purpose of this thing was, not to mingle around. "The next thing I know, you'll be sacrificing virgins and offering us eternal life if we join some secret club."

"We just might," he said, "but I'm afraid the sacrifices stopped somewhere in 1985. Too much blood, you know?" I fought against the smile threatening to erupt on my face as I tightened my hair tie and straightened up, just to see Yolanda struggling with her mask.

"Do you need help?" I asked, but before I could do anything, Jax stepped behind her, tying the strings connected to the mask at the back of her head, letting his hand drag down her pale hair. "Okay then, I guess not," I murmured, placing my own mask to my face and tying it at the back. "What now?" I asked, placing my hands on my hips, anticipation building in the center of my chest.

"Now, little Vega." He smirked, looking at me. "You go and play."

I had way too many questions for him, but I never got to ask any one of them because the moment those words tumbled from his mouth, he picked up another mask from the table, with the same design as ours but in a pitch-black color, and went down the stairs, getting lost in the crowd.

Yolanda looked at me as if I had all the answers as to what we should do next, but I had no fucking idea. I was good at following orders, most of the time, and I was good in situations I previously was aware of, but this was as new to me as it was to Yolanda.

"Don't look at me like that," I mumbled, coming closer to her. "I have no idea what we're supposed to do now."

She cast a glance at the crowd standing around a ring when the loud notes of a piano broke through the murmurs of people talking between each other, silencing their voices. I had no idea what the name of the song was, but as it went into the chorus, male and female voices mixing together, the epic sounding music following their words stirred something deep in my soul.

A violin slowly took over just as the beat increased, and I found myself moving closer to the stairs, looking over everyone down there. My coat suffocated me, and before Yolanda could ask what I was doing, I took it off, draping it over my arm. The same feeling I had when I'd just arrived at the Academy took over my body.

Someone was watching me.

My eyes flickered over the people milling around, but none of them paid any attention to me. My blood came alive as the female voice started hitting the high notes, her angelic tone a complete contrast to the rest of the song, but it fueled me, made me feel more powerful than I maybe was in this very moment, and without waiting for Yolanda, I started walking down the stairs, trying to find the culprit that kept watching me.

The dimly lit space made it almost impossible to recognize anyone or what they were doing. There was a couple just at the bottom of the stairs locked in an embrace, with her head on his shoulder and his arm tightly wrapped around her waist. But they paid no attention to me as I passed them, lost in their own little world.

My chin lifted as the sensation of being watched became stronger, and as I looked to my left where what looked like a bar illuminated the area around it, I saw him.

The mask he wore was nothing like mine or even Jax's. The horns coming out of the top, curling at the very end, had my mouth opening, but it was the skeletal design of the mask that made me stop in my steps. His eyes were on me, dragging down my body and back up, all the way to my half-covered face.

He tilted his head as his lips curved into a devilish smirk, and I felt it in my very core. He stood with two other men and I recognized one of them as Jax, thanks to the mask, but I had no idea who the stranger was. My heart thundered in my chest, pushing me to go closer to him, but I had no intention of doing anything like that.

There was something wicked in that gaze, something poisonous with promises of pain so severe I would never recover from it. I met wickedness when I was just a child, but this man… This man was something entirely different.

I thought myself to be a villain, but I was an angel compared to the energy I could feel radiating even from this distance.

He straightened up, bringing the rocks glass in his hand to his lips, sipping at the amber liquid as he watched me, and there was nothing innocent in the way he dragged his eyes over me as if I was something he could own. I knew possessiveness, I’d seen it before, but I had never felt the insane need to know who he was even if it cost me my life.

I could get lost in the darkness swirling in that dark gaze, and even though I couldn't see his eyes properly, I had no doubt they held promises of unholy proportions.

A hand wrapped around my upper arm, and without thinking, I twirled around, knocking the person to the floor, wrapping my hand around their throat, just as a loud gasp came from them.

"What the fuck, Yolanda!" I screamed over the loud music, releasing my hold on her as her wide blue eyes stared up at me, filled with a fear I didn't want to see. "You can't just fucking sneak up on me like that."

"I-I'm sorry," she stammered, still laying down on the floor. My coat fell somewhere next to us, and I closed my eyes, willing myself to calm down.

This wasn't like me. I wasn't someone that would get easily rattled by some stranger that meant nothing to me.

You're fine.

Breathe.

You're Vega Konstantinova.

You're a shadow.

"I'm sorry, Yolanda," I yelled out, hoping she could hear me just as I took her hand in mine, pulling us both up. "I thought you were someone else."

She was still obviously rattled, her entire body locked up tight, but she didn't take a step back. Her tear-filled eyes bothered me and I hated that I was the one to cause that.

"I really am sorry," I said, leaning closer to her ear. "Forgive me, please?"

"It's okay." Her smile was shaky. "Where, uh—" She cleared her throat, before leaning down to my ear. "Where did you learn to move like that? You were so fast!"

"Back home." I smiled, happy to see that her usual chattiness was coming back. "I can teach you."

"You can?" she exclaimed. "Really?"

"Yes." I nodded. "Really. I can teach you how to defend yourself. You never know when you might need it."

"But I'm not a very good fighter."

"You don't have to be." I shrugged. "But you do need to be able to defend yourself from anyone and anything. The world we live in isn't exactly the prettiest one, so…" I trailed off, rubbing a hand over my neck, hoping that the feeling of his eyes on me would disappear. "We can schedule something, just the two of us."

"I would love that." She grinned, clasping her hands together. "Do you want to drink something?" she asked, looking over my shoulder, and I really, really didn't want to go where he stood.

His presence unsettled me, and I hated feeling like this.

"Uh…"

"Come on." She grabbed my hand just as I lifted my coat up from the floor. "It'll be okay."

She turned me around, facing the bar now, but when my eyes landed on the spot where the stranger stood, he was no longer there. Something akin to disappointment came to life in my chest and before it could spread through my body, I squashed it down, unwilling to even think about it.

Yolanda marched to the bar as if she owned the place, and for a second there I saw the true Swedish mafia princess, used to getting whatever she wanted, at least on the outside. I didn’t think she even realized how thick her armor was and how much it distorted the real picture of who she was, but I guess the only way to survive in this world was to wear a mask in front of those that were the enemies, and much like her, I wore mine every day.

The only difference was, I had no one and nothing and I often forgot that my mask wasn't who I truly was.

I tuned Yolanda out as she ordered the drinks for us and looked around, trying to recognize the people walking around, but with their masks on, even with only half their faces showing, it was impossible to identify them. The file Alena gave me contained information on almost every single student that attended the Academy, both past and present, along with their pictures and any additional information we could get our hands on, which I was grateful for.

I loved knowing what I was getting myself into, and while Alena and I were not exactly friends, she knew how I preferred things to be done. Coming to the Academy was already fucking with all my plans, but I would endure.

I always did.

There was no other way for me.

"Here you go," Yolanda said, giving me a glass filled with red liquid and enough ice to freeze my vocal cords.

"What is this?"

"Vodka cranberry." She smiled. "I didn't know what you would like to have, so I went with the safest option."

"And vodka was the safest option?" I asked, arching an eyebrow at her.

"Well…" The smile slipped from her face as she tried to find the words. "You are Russian, aren't you?" And here I thought that maybe the people in this place wouldn't be filled with the same prejudices as the rest of the world.

"I am," I said. "But not all Russians like vodka, and not all of us are okay with the stereotypes going around."

"Oh my God," she gasped, covering her mouth with her hand. "I'm so sorry. I didn't mean it like that. It's just⁠—"

"I know," I said somberly, before letting the laughter I was keeping tightly locked in erupt from my chest. "I'm just joking with you. I do love vodka cranberry." Not like I drank on a daily basis, but it was one drink that was basic enough and with the amount of ice they used in these things that managed to water it down, I was able to mingle and still stay sober enough to maintain my control. "Cheers." I knocked my glass against hers and took a sip of the drink.

The alcohol was barely noticeable with the taste of cranberry exploding in my mouth, and I was thankful she pushed me to take this.

There were not many situations where I got to relax and enjoy myself, and allowing myself this one moment where I could do something like that reminded me why I was doing this. Why I accepted the mission when I could've said no, or at least, I could've disappeared.

The art of hiding in the shadows wasn't something everyone got to master, which was why Heinrich desperately clung to me all these years when I showed I could do it better than most.

"Cheers!" Yolanda laughed, shaking her head at me and taking a sip of her drink.

"What is that?" I asked, pointing at the pink concoction in her hand. "It looks like fucking poison."

"It's a French martini," she giggled, licking her lips. "Wanna try it?"

"Oh no, thank you." I stepped back. “I prefer this.” I lifted my glass.

"But this is tasty." She frowned, taking another sip. "You really should try it."

"Oh, no, thank you." I was a creature of habit. While I liked trying some new things, I mostly stayed in my own little lane, where I was perfectly safe, and I wasn't risking food poisoning and stomach pain. Besides, safe was good. It kept me alive all these years, and I would rather be called boring than six feet under the ground because I decided to be reckless once in my life.

"Suit yourself." Yolanda shrugged, focusing on the growing crowd in front of us, her eyebrows pinched at the sight of everyone gathered. "There are so many people," she almost whispered, and the only reason I was able to hear her was because she kept leaning toward me, talking directly to my ear. "I swear I didn't know we have this many people at the Academy."

"Not all of them are from the Academy," a feminine voice spoke from our right, and both of us turned to see a stunning brunette leaning against the bar with a bored look on her face. Unlike us, she had no mask to hide her true identity and I couldn't recognize her from any of the photos I had seen so far. "Sorry." She grinned, showing a line of perfectly white teeth. "I couldn't help but overhear. I'm Gabriela," she said, pressing the palm of her hand to her chest.

The black dress she wore hugged her curves, with a dipping neckline revealing a snake tattoo on her sternum that said everything I needed to know.

There was only one family that used that snake as an emblem and none of them were attending the Academy—at least not officially.

"It is nice to meet you," Yolanda chirped, sidestepping me and getting closer to Gabriela. "I'm Yolanda. Yolanda Engström. And this is⁠—"

"Vega." I threw in a little wave at her, but I already knew that I needed to be wary.

Gabriela Barone.

The Black Widow.

A twenty-three-year-old assassin from the Barone family. She was a mafia princess, guarded by at least three men at all times, as if she needed them at all. Her father, Domenico Barone, was a legend in our circles, and while I rarely had to deal with the Italian mafia, I knew who she was.

Hell, everyone knew who she was.

She single-handedly took down the Greco family in the south of Italy, after they dared to attack the funeral of her late father. I had no idea what she was doing here, but there was no way someone like her would need to attend the Academy. And there was also no way that her being here was just a casual social call.

No, Gabriela Barone never did anything by accident, and I'd be lying if I said I didn't admire the woman that managed to fight against all those chauvinistic prejudices against women in this business and ascend to the throne that was rightfully hers.

"Are you attending the Academy as well?" my poor, innocent Yolanda asked, chatting with Gabriela as if they were old friends.

Dark eyes landed on me, narrowing slightly when she saw that I was already looking, before she smiled at Yolanda. "No," Gabriela answered. "I was summoned," she said bitterly, returning her focus to the crowd in front of us. "But I'm not gonna lie," she chuckled, straightening up, "I'm glad I'm here." She looked at me again, taking a step closer. "I have a feeling that tonight is going to be fun."

There was a deeper meaning to her words, but I didn't know enough about The Brotherhood and The Pit to dissect all she said and try to figure it out.

"I honestly don't know what's going to happen tonight," Yolanda said. "But I'm excited to see it all."

"You'll see." Gabriela chuckled, lifting a champagne glass to her lips. Her long, manicured nails caught my attention and I wondered how she managed to keep them so long, considering what she did.

Many underestimated her for being a woman, but Gabriela wasn't someone you wanted to fuck around with. She didn't need her bodyguards to protect her or to do her job. She was more than capable of bringing grown-ass men to their knees, and woman or not, she was fucking good at what she did.

Which was why many wished to see her fall. They wanted to see her on her knees, but something told me that wasn't going to happen.

The music suddenly stopped, letting the room fill with the murmurs of the crowd, their voices becoming louder and louder until one of the men that had stood with the stranger earlier entered the ring, his mask in the old Venetian style, his lips set in a permanent grin as he looked over us as if we were peasants waiting for his instructions.

And maybe we were, but one glance to Gabriela at my side told me she knew him. Her face was set in stone, her eyes firmly plastered to the man in the ring, but there was no softness directed toward him. If anything, her features were filled with so much hatred that I could almost taste it on my tongue.

"I hope everyone is having fun," the man spoke, his deep voice penetrating through the air. "And we all hope you're ready for the rest of the night."

The crowd cheered, expressing how happy they were to be here, but the three of us stayed silent, looking at everything unfolding in front of us.

"Some of you already know what's going to happen next," he said, just as Gabriela murmured, "Here we go."

"But we have some newcomers," he added, his words slicing straight through me. I did not like this. I didn't like it at all. "And those of you that have been here before, I hope you’re ready for a spectacle!"

The crowd went insane, yelling and screaming, and it took me a moment to figure out what they were all chanting.

Offerings.

They were calling for offerings.

"That's right, soldiers!" he yelled out. "We're ready for the first fight of the night." Fight? What fucking fight?

"What's happening?" Yolanda asked no one in particular.

"This is the next part, Yolanda," Gabriela said. "If you want in, you have to fight for it."

One look at Yolanda and I knew she did not expect this. Her already pale complexion became whiter and whiter until she resembled a ghost. Her eyes locked with mine and the thousand emotions she was trying to hide reflected there.

If she had to fight she wouldn't survive it.

"Our first offering for the night is…" the man kept talking, and I prayed to whatever force there was that he wouldn't say Yolanda's name. "Aisling Brennan!"

The crowd cheered for her and as I looked at the stage, a girl not much taller than me stepped inside the ring, grinning from ear to ear with her arms lifted up high, pushing the crowd to go wild for her.

"Many of you already know who Aisling is," the dark-haired man chuckled, keeping his spot in the center of the ring, "and this is her one chance to become a part of something bigger. Something the history books would talk about." Oh, come on, give me a fucking break. "Are you ready for the next offering?"

These people were insane.

We all knew by now that not every single student at the Academy had the skills needed to win in battle, and while some that came here were already trained to become the lethal weapons their families needed, others weren't, and something told me Yolanda wasn't the only one here that didn't know how to fight even after a couple of years at the Academy.

"They will fight to the death," Gabriela said, her words chilling me to the bone.

"Oh no," Yolanda whimpered, downing the contents in her glass faster than she should have. "I'm gonna be sick."

"You'll be fine," I said. "You'll see."

"I'm gonna die, Vega," she cried out, her eyes pleading with me. "We both know I'm going to die if I go up to that ring."

"You won't die." Over my fucking dead body.

"And our next offering!" He laughed loudly, but it didn't matter anymore. If they called Yolanda's name I would go up. I had to go up.

There was no way I was letting this poor girl die tonight.

"Yolanda Engström."

Yolanda almost fell down to her knees, and if it wasn't for Gabriela holding her up, I had a feeling she would've tumbled down like a sack of potatoes.

"You don't have to go up," Gabriela said, her eyes searching Yolanda's pale face, but even as she said that, I knew not going up there would mean a destiny worse than death. "You can say no."

"I can't," Yolanda cried. "We all know I can't."

I didn't wait for another second to pass, because I knew Yolanda would go up there even if it ended with her dead. She couldn't fight, but I could.

I gave my coat to Yolanda and pushed through the crowd gathered around the ring and jumped up, going through the ropes, blinking fast against the blinding light hanging above the ring.

The man that was speaking over the microphone lowered it down, his dark eyes narrowing at me. "You're not Yolanda," he stated.

"No." I shook my head. "I'm not."

"I don't think you know how this works, little girl."

"I know exactly how this works, old man." If we were going to call each other names, then he might as well get his own. I didn't think he was much older than me, but well… They obviously thought being called a little girl would offend me in one way or another. "You want to have a show, don't you? You want to see which ones of us are worthy." He stood silent in front of me, wondering whether or not he should let me do this. "Well, I am the best you have here."

"Are you now?" He smirked, obviously thinking I was bluffing.

"Oh, I am." I smiled, taking off the mask I had on my face. I wasn't going to hide myself or risk getting more hurt by this contraption on my face. It fell down to the floor, right next to my feet, and I kicked it in his direction. He bent down, picking up my mask. "Are we going to do this or what?"

The crowd became silent as the man in front of me considered his options. He turned around, showing me his back, and it took me a second to figure out who he was looking at.

The tingles raced over my skin when my eyes connected with the eyes of the stranger that knocked me off of my feet earlier. He looked murderous, not so happy to see me up here, but eh, I wasn't exactly happy to spend my evening like this, but doing what had to be done and all that other shit.

He nodded at the man in front of me, and that one small action propelled the rest of the evening.

"Well," the condescending fucker in front of me smiled, "I guess we're doing this."

"Good boy," I chuckled, earning another one of those deathly glares he had. But if they could call me names, so could I.

"What's your name?"

"Vega Konstantinova," I said proudly, keeping my chin held high.

He brought the mic closer to his lips. "We have a change of plans, everyone." I dared to look at the stranger one more time, seeing him with his arms crossed over his chest, glaring at me with the promise of death in his eyes. I winked at him, tightening my ponytail and rolling up the sleeves of my shirt as I took a stand in the opposite corner of Aisling who was looking at me with curiosity in her eyes. "Vega Konstantinova!"

The moment he roared my name, the crowd went wild, chanting with him and cheering for me. But just like every other time, I locked them out from my head.

Their screams.

The sound of my name.

The stranger whose eyes burned brightly on my skin.

And as I opened my eyes, I looked at my opponent, tilting my head to the side.

They wanted a show? I was about to create a whole-ass circus in this ring.
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Black dots danced in the periphery of my vision as I swayed on my feet, looking down at the groaning girl at my feet. I lost count after the fifth offering, as they so eloquently called them, stepped inside the ring, while my ears still rang from the hit I received from the lanky guy I fought against just before that fourth girl.

From the moment our host, or whatever the fuck he was, announced my name, the crowd didn't stop shouting. I’d been trying to tune them out, to ignore the noise and the fact that I had no idea what I was fighting for, but with each passing opponent it was getting harder and harder staying on my feet, and I had a feeling I wouldn't be able to do this for much longer.

The bitter taste of blood filled my mouth as I dragged my hand over my lips, thinking it was sweat I was wiping, but the red streaks on my hand told me the hit the girl that was now at my feet graced me with broke my skin. Or something.

Somewhere in the distant corner of my mind I knew I would pay dearly for this night and that I wouldn't be able to function for at least two days while I recovered, but surrendering wasn't an option. I didn't dare look in the direction of where I'd left Yolanda, but I couldn't let her fight. There was no way she'd be able to survive the viciousness some of these people possessed.

Viciousness that shocked even me when they started fighting with no honor, no fucking pride, trying to find the weak spots on my body. My left side turned numb a long time ago from the amount of punches I got there, and I was pretty sure the sound I heard coming from my right shoulder didn't indicate anything good.

"Are you sure you want to keep going?" the man that called Yolanda earlier and tried telling me I couldn't do this asked, standing close, and I didn't miss the worried look on his face when his eyes landed on me. Did I really look that bad? "We can st⁠—"

"I'm fine," I gritted out, smiling widely at him. "We can proceed."

His face shuddered as he took a step closer to me. "Vega," he murmured, keeping the mic away from us. "You need medical attention, ragazza, not another fight."

"I'm fine." And I was as stubborn as a mule, but I could do this.

Maybe it was idiotic standing here and pushing myself to the max, when I could already feel the weakness in my thighs while fatigue slowly circled around me, waiting for the perfect opportunity to attack. But there was no way in fucking hell I would let these people win, especially not in a fistfight.

There were not many rules as we got ready to fight, apart from one very simple one—do not die. Which, I had to say, confused me since I was under the impression this was a fight to the death, or at least that was what Gabriela had said. But I wouldn’t have been surprised if they had decided to change it at the last minute.

I guess whatever the reason for these fights was, they didn't want us dead. They needed us for something, every single one of us, and I wasn't as idiotic as some of the others were. They were testing us, seeing who could withstand the fight and who would be good enough for them.

For, no doubt, an army they were creating. I just had no idea what for.

"Piccola," the man started speaking again. "Listen to me, please. That fire in your gut can only take you so far. You're going to kill yourself."

My head swiveled to the side, my eyes connecting with his. "Bring. The. Next. One," I pushed out through gritted teeth. I didn't want to listen to him anymore or to all the reasons why I shouldn't be doing this.

It started as a way to protect Yolanda, but now that I was here, surrounded by so many people who did the same thing as me for a living, I felt… free? For the first time I could let go and let instinct take over. I didn't have to follow the rules set by The Schatten.

I’d been trying to remember the last time I felt this free, this unbothered, without the suffocating noise in my mind that was always there, no matter what I did.

The host, as I called him in my head since I didn't know his name, took a step back and then another one, going into the corner opposite of where I stood, while two guys entered the ring, going straight to the groaning girl. My eyes latched on to the splatters of blood on the floor, a stark contrast to the white surface, and I missed the newcomer that stepped into the ring, passing by the host and coming straight toward me.

I thought he looked imposing and dangerous when he stood next to that bar, but that was nothing compared to the furious energy emanating from his body when he crossed the ring, taking a hold of my upper arm, only to start pulling me toward the corner where our host stood with a smirk on his face.

"You're done," the masked stranger, whose touch felt like a scorching fire on my arm, gritted out. "Dante!" he yelled, while my brain tried connecting the dots and figuring out what was happening. "Find another one. She's done."

Done? Done with what?

And then it dawned on me.

"No!" I thundered, pulling away from his grasp and stumbling backward. His arm shot out, steadying me on my feet, while his dark eyes narrowed at me, making me squirm in his hold. "Let. Me. Go." I bristled, hating the unsteady tone in my voice and the tingles erupting all over my body from one simple touch.

"Are you trying to kill yourself?" he asked, and for the first time, I fucking hated the mask he wore. I wanted to see his face, to bury myself in the scorching heat he was offering so freely. In an eternity of darkness he felt like a blinding light, and I hated it.

This wasn't what I needed, this stranger. There was no doubt in my mind—I had to stay away from him.

"Maybe." I grinned, taking a step back from him. "It's none of your business."

"Jesus Christ," he groaned. "Dante!" The host, whose name was obviously Dante, rushed toward us. "There's blood on her teeth."

"I know." Dante nodded, grinning from ear to ear. Gone was the concern he displayed for me earlier, replaced by something I couldn't quite put my finger on. "She's a fighter. She's gonna be⁠—"

"No," the fucker replied. No? What did he mean, no? "She won't do."

"Excuse me?" I exclaimed, feeling the chill seeping into my bones, just as Dante said at the same time, "Why not?"

"She's not pure." The fuckface looked down at me as if I wasn't worthy of his time. "Just look at her." Just. Look. At. Her.

His words bounced around in my head, catapulting me back into a time I thought I had forgotten. I wasn't a twenty-year-old anymore, but a six-year-old girl, standing in front of the nun from an orphanage as the family that took me in just a few months prior explained that I wasn't a good fit.

I wasn't good enough.

I wasn't happy enough.

I wasn't fucking pure enough.

A rage like no other started from the tips of my toes, spreading through my body like a wildfire, burning down the memories I tried not to think about. My body moved of its own accord, ignoring the blinding pain from my left side and the strain in my shoulder. I’d read about an out-of-body experience before, but as I moved faster than ever before, looking at my hands as they turned into fists, I realized I didn't care.

No one, and I mean no one, spoke to me like that. Never fucking again.

A roar tore from my lungs just as my fist connected with the cheek of the asshole who obviously thought he was better than me just because he belonged to some fancy family and had a fancy last name. A crack sounded somewhere in my mind and I knew that I fucked up my hand even before the pain started settling in, but I was too angry, with adrenaline coursing through my veins, for it to register immediately.

Dante stepped back, his eyes wide, bouncing between me and the motherfucker that simply stood in front of me, holding a hand to the cheek I attacked. My chest rose and fell with deep breaths, my eyes locked on the skewed mask that was almost hanging off of his face.

"Fuck. You," I said calmly, letting it wash over me, but I knew I had to spend this extra energy somewhere, and he was as good as the next person.

His movements were slow, methodical, as he removed the mask, throwing it at Dante who managed to catch it at the last moment, moving away from us.

Dark brown eyes landed on me, the anger I was feeling evident in the dark abyss staring back at me. But it wasn't the eyes that made my heart skip a beat. It was the face I couldn't forget even if I wanted to.

"You," I spat out accusingly, remembering the moment when he first looked at me. Did he already know who I was and where I was heading to?

The stranger from the train whose gaze made my blood sing stood in front of me, making me angrier and angrier by the minute. The tingles dissipated from my body, replaced by a deep loathing for the self-absorbed asshole that was glaring at me.

He looked the same as before, dressed in black, just like on the train. I didn't miss the fact that we wore similar outfits, both of us glaring at each other while neither one of us moved.

"You don't want to do this, Bambi," he grunted, his hands fisted at his sides, while the promise of pain rushed through his eyes. "You really, really don't want to do this."

Bambi? "My name isn't fucking Bambi, you ass. It's⁠—"

"I know what your name is, Bambi." He smirked, tilting his head to the side. "Had I known who you were on the train, I wouldn't have looked twice. My people simply don't mix with your kind." Each word felt like an arrow through the very center of my being, and I fucking hated that he knew which buttons to push to throw me off-balance.

It was a secret I carried hidden somewhere behind my ribs, in the darkest parts of my heart. The knowledge that no one wanted me kept me awake for so long, that when The Schatten finally came to take me, I embraced it open-heartedly because I stupidly thought they would be the family I so desperately wanted.

It was the weakness I hated most—the fact that I yearned for someone to love me, to want me, to need me in their life. It was the weakness I locked behind iron gates, pretending I wasn't just another orphan looking for her place in the world.

And he destroyed those gates within mere seconds.

I rarely cared about the opinions of other people, but something about him, something about the way he said all of that, had awakened the parts of me I thought were gone. The little girl that cried for her mom when they took her away in that police car still wanted to belong somewhere, and it fucking sucked.

But I wasn't going to let him disarm me like that. I wasn't gonna show him how much those words had shaken me to the very core.

So instead of lunging at him like I wanted to, I straightened, leaving myself open to an attack. He already knew too much, and I wasn't going to jeopardize my mission just to prove to some pompous ass that I was worthy of their time. He didn't matter.

Nothing about this night mattered except for my new friend Yolanda and her survival.

"What's the matter, Bambi?" He smirked. "What happened to that courage you had five minutes ago."

"It's still here." I grinned once again. "I just don't want to waste my energy on men like you. I have better things to do."

"Do you now?" he murmured, taking a step closer to me. "And what are those things, if you don't mind me asking?"

Wouldn't he like to know? "None of your damn business, darling." I dragged my eyes over his body, feigning disinterest and swallowing down the desire that swirled in the pit of my gut, because the man definitely did look like a wet dream. Too bad he was an asshole of epic proportions.

The black dots started becoming bigger, appearing right next to his pretty fucking face, and I knew I had to move. I had to do something, otherwise I'd end up on the floor, defenseless against these people.

"Are you gonna keep staring at me the whole night or am I going to fight? You're wasting my time, pretty boy."

"Pretty boy?" His eyes flashed and a small smile appeared on his face. "I'm flattered you think I'm pretty. I wish I could say the same for you."

"Oh, it wasn't a compliment," I deadpanned, enjoying the sight of that smile wavering. "Where I come from, pretty boys are only good for one thing."

"And what is that?" he gritted out.

"Wouldn't you like to know?" I smiled widely, hoping, praying he would just get the fuck out of the ring, but just like everything else tonight, his actions shook the foundations I was standing on.

He appeared in front of me within seconds, his long fingers wrapping around my throat, squeezing ever so softly, only enough to warn me. "Bambi, Bambi, Bambi," he murmured, dragging his nose over my cheek. "The moon always knows what the sun hides," he whispered. "Remember that, Bambi."

"Why the fuck are you calling me Bambi?" I dared to ask, ignoring the well-laced threat he directed at me.

He moved back slightly, keeping his hand around my throat, his eyes blazing with something I couldn't decipher. "Because just like the cartoon Bambi, you're an orphan that no one ever wanted."

The anger that was simmering deep in my gut blazed through me, and before he could open his filthy mouth again, I pushed his hand away from my neck, surprising him momentarily, but it didn't take him long to regain his footing.

He stood tall, much taller than me, my neck craning as I looked up at him. "I'm not an orphan. I have⁠—"

"You have nobody," he bit out, slicing through my very soul with those words. You have nobody.

And I didn't.

I only had myself and I had to remember that.

I rushed at him, ready to fight even if he didn't want to, but I underestimated what a fucked-up state I was in and how much energy I would need to fight against someone like him.

He evaded my punches, and when my fist connected with his hard abs, his hand shot out, wrapping around my neck once more, and before I could try to push it away from me again, he had me in the air, slamming me shortly after to the floor, cutting off my oxygen.

My legs thrashed, hitting him from any angle I could get, but he wasn't letting go. The black spots started taking over, becoming bigger and bigger, and I had to know. "W-Who are you?" I struggled against him, but I needed to know.

"Can't you hear them?" He smiled, showing me two rows of perfect teeth, dripping venom with every word. His words registered in my mind, focusing on the wild crowd outside of the ring.

"Zylla, Zylla, Zylla, Zylla!" they all shouted, and my mind took a second too long to connect the dots.

"Y-You're⁠—"

"Adrian Zylla, Bambi," he murmured, crouching above me effortlessly, his hot breath washing over my ear. "And you've fucked with the wrong guy, schatz."

Fuck.

Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck…

The last thought as I looked into the darkness swirling in his eyes wasn't that I would most probably die. No, it was the knowledge that this man, this fucking monster in front of me, could destroy every wall, every barrier I worked so hard to create.

His hand lifted above my face, something akin to regret passing over his handsome features, and before I could move or do anything to evade the hit, his fist connected with my cheek, sending me into the pits of darkness that I welcomed with open arms.
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VEGA


Snowflakes landed on my face as I stepped outside of the house my mom was renting for the past couple of months. My tongue darted out, catching them on its surface, just how Mama showed me the other day. A giggle almost slipped through my lips, swallowed by a loud gasp when I heard the crash of something coming from the backside of the house.

Mama told me to always stay in the house if she wasn't there, but I had to go out to catch the snow. It looked magical, the white snowflakes landing softly on the ground, creating a fairy tale out of our world. Mama was going to be angry, but I had to see the snow. I had to catch it.

But now that the shout of a man cracked through the night, I felt something squeezing around my heart, something my mama called fear.

I went down the porch, looking left and right to see if any of our neighbors were out, but no one was here. The house on the left side of ours was shrouded in darkness, and I knew Mrs. Jackson who lived on the right side of us went to sleep early at night. She told this to my mom when my mom asked her to watch over me one night because she had to work.

I took a deep breath, putting on my big girl pants, as my mom so often said, and started walking by the wall of our house, going toward the back, when my mom's loud, distressed scream made everything stop for a second, and then I ran.

I ran toward her, toward the area where she most probably was.

My mom was in danger.

She was all alone.

She said, she said… Something about help if anything like this happened. But I could help her. I was a big girl now. She also told me to stay inside, but I couldn’t leave her alone. She didn’t like being alone.

"Mama!" I yelled out just as I stopped at the clearing behind our house, seeing my mom on the floor with a huge man on top of her, pinning her to the ground.

"Mama?" The man on top of her asked, his face doing that funny thing like my mom's when she didn't understand something. "You stupid fucking bitch," he spat down at her, keeping his hands wrapped around her throat. "You were pregnant when you ran?"

My mom looked at me, while tears streamed down her face, her head shaking from side to side, as if she wanted to deny his words.

"Did you?" the man roared, making me jump on the spot. "You stole his child?"

Whose child? I didn't understand what he was trying to say. I was the only child here. Mama didn't steal anything.

"Let her go!" I yelled out, rushing toward them, just as my mom belted out, "Ne!"

I stopped, looking at her with confusion. But he was hurting her. I just wanted to help her.

"Come here, little one," the man above her cooed, his pale eyes looking like ice. "I won't hurt you."

"You're hurting my mom." My lower lip wobbled, and I didn't want to cry, but he was hurting my mom. I didn't like that. I didn't like people that were hurting my mom. "I don't like you."

"It's okay." He smiled, but it wasn't a nice smile like the ones my mom had. It looked strange, ugly. "I can take you to your dad."

"Ne! Azra, ne!" my mom yelled again, her eyes round, filled with fear. We rarely spoke in Bosnian, only when it was the two of us, and I knew this wasn't a good situation. Not like when her boyfriend would come and bring me chocolate and play with me. This man wasn't a good man.

"I don't have a dad," I said, taking a step back. "I only have my mama."

The man looked down at my mom, glaring at her before his eyes came up to me. "You have a dad, and he would like to meet you."

"No! You're lying. I don't have a dad!"

"Azra, slušaj me," Mama started speaking, but the man lifted his hand up and slapped her across the face.

"No!"

"Jebena kuja," he spat out, and I only understood one of those words. Kuja was a female dog, wasn't it? "Začepi gubicu, Elvira, da ti je ja ne bi začepio."

I had no idea what came over me, but my eyes landed on the big brick on the ground, and while he looked down at my mom, choking her, I picked it up, and without a second thought, I rushed toward him, hitting him across his back with it. "Let her go!" I screamed, surprising him enough for him to let my mom go.

"Fuck!" The man groaned, starting to straighten himself up, and only then did I realize how big he was. "You're gonna pay for that, little one."

My eyes were focused on him and I didn't see the moment my mama stood up, now holding the brick that fell out of my hand once I hit him.

"You're gonna—" But he never got to finish the sentence. My mom jumped on his back, holding the brick in her other hand, looking at me like she always did.

With love.

With so much sadness.

"Bježi, Azra. Bježi!" She wanted me to run, to go away.

There was no time to think, no time to argue with her, and as her hand lifted up, that brick high in the air, I ran.

I ran and ran and ran as the sound of a body falling to the ground reached my ears, as my mom's scream tore through the night. I ran, going down the street, and it took me a second to realize that it wasn't my mom screaming.

It was me.

"Vega!" A familiar voice tore through my subconscious and just like in the dream, I jumped up in the bed, groaning as pain slashed through my very being, my eyes landing on Yolanda at the edge of the bed, her round eyes filled with worry. "Jesus Christ, Vega."

Fuck.

I hadn't dreamed about my mother in months, and out of all days for her to slip into my dreams, it had to be today. Or, well, tonight, judging by the darkness visible outside as I looked through the window.

My mouth was parched, my throat feeling like sandpaper, and my brain was still trying to catch up with the fact that I wasn't a five-year-old any longer, running away as my mother killed a man in cold blood for trying to take me. A murder that destroyed her life, or at least that was what I thought until a dozen other bodies were dug up from our backyard.

"Who's Azra?" Yolanda asked, her voice finally flickering through my mind. "You've been saying that name over and over and⁠—"

"No one, Yo," I groaned. "Can I get some water, please?" She sat there, looking at me as if I would suddenly break apart in front of her very eyes. "Now, Yo," I rasped, forcing myself to push a smile on my face, but my skin felt tight, the pain pulsing from my eyebrow all the way to my cheekbone. I lifted my hand, my finger pressing against my cheek, only to hiss out in pain. "Fuck!"

"Don't touch that!" Yolanda screeched. "I could barely stop the bleeding."

I could barely move my right shoulder and the ribs on my left side felt as if they were broken in ten different places, but I knew if that were the case, I wouldn't have been here, breathing and able to sit up.

"What fucking happened?" I asked, lowering my hand and trying to focus on her face.

Yolanda fidgeted in her spot, looking anywhere but at me. "You saved my life," she said softly, her eyes filling with tears as they connected with mine. "God, Vega, what the fuck were you thinking?" I wasn't thinking, and that was the problem. Alena reprimanded me enough times that I couldn't save every single person, but hell, I could try. And if I had another chance, I would still do the same. "I thought you were dead when he punched you," she whimpered, and I hated the vise-like grip her words had on my heart.

For whatever reason, she cared about my well-being, and maybe it was idiotic to get attached to a person after just meeting them, but something told me Yolanda needed me, and maybe, just maybe, I needed her as well.

"I cannot believe you stood up to Adrian Zylla, you silly goose," she murmured, wrapping her hand around my wrist. "Don't ever do that again." So, I didn't imagine him?

Bits and pieces floated slowly through my consciousness, the memories of men and women lying at my feet, defeated after our fights, only to catapult me into the moment when Adrian fucking Zylla waltzed toward me, saying I wasn't good enough.

I thought the anger I felt would disappear after a night, but it fucking bothered me, and I hated being bothered by things that didn't even matter. Who gave a fuck if Adrian Zylla thought I wasn't good enough for their little club? I wasn't here to become his best fucking friend. I was here to find out what he was doing at the Academy and what his father was planning.

Nothing more, nothing less.

"I thought he was going to kill you," Yolanda said, rubbing her thumb over my arm. "When I saw you fall down, when I saw him punch you in the face and then carry you out of The Pit, I thought I would never see you again." He carried me out? Why? "Gabriela stopped him as he started climbing up the stairs."

"From the outside?" I shuddered. There was no way he would be able to carry me and go up those stairs of death.

"No, there's an entrance to The Pit from the inside of the Academy. God, Vega, he looked terrifying when Gabriela told him not to be an even bigger asshole and to hand you over."

"Well, he obviously handed me over."

Yolanda got a funny look on her face, before speaking again. "I mean, he brought you here. Dante got involved, he and Gabriela bickered the entire way, but Adrian didn't want to let you go. You should've seen the look on his face, Vega. I have never seen anyone look that dangerous."

"He was probably pissed he wouldn't get to kill me after all."

"Yeah," she smiled, "I don't know about that. The moment he punched you, the crowd went silent. They were really cheering for you—they liked you."

"No." I shook my head. "They were cheering for him, not me."

"It was a mix, babe. Do you have any idea what you did last night?"

"Uh, I fought?"

"No, Vega. You fought against seven people, and you won every single time. I have no freaking idea how you did it, or what got into you, but you looked like an angel of death up there, with blood dripping from your knuckles, incapacitating every single one of your opponents."

"Until Adrian fucking Zylla."

"Yeah." She winced. "Until him. But in all honesty, I had no idea how you managed to stand straight after so many hits. I wanted to strangle you and cheer for you at the same time, because it was obvious you were struggling but you weren't giving up."

What would Yolanda think if I told her that last night wasn't my first brush with that kind of fight? What would she think if I told her that my first initiation into The Schatten meant having to fight against people that were older and more experienced, and it was an actual fight to the death?

"I'm okay," I mumbled, reaching for her hand when a sharp pain stabbed through my left side, making me wince momentarily.

"That's it," she huffed, getting up. "We need to get you to the doctor."

"No." I refused to go to the doctor. The last time I was in the hospital, my mom… Never mind. "No doctors, Yolanda."

"Babe." She frowned at me. "You probably have at least one broken rib and I'd be surprised if there’s no internal bleeding. We need to get you checked out. Adrian wanted to take you last night, but⁠—"

"Adrian Zylla can eat shit, Yolanda," I grumbled. "I am not going to a fucking doctor, so stop pushing for it." I would've known if I had broken anything. The pain would've been unbearable and as long as I could still stand, I was fine.

I inched toward the edge of the bed, placing my feet on the cold, hard ground, biting down the moan that was threatening to escape as my body moved, reminding me of all the spots where I got hit last night.

"Fuck," I groaned, closing my eyes when the throbbing pain in my shoulder became too much to bear.

"Do you need help?" Yolanda asked, the sound of her feet coming closer to me echoing in my mind.

I needed help, but I didn't want to ask for it.

"I'm fine," I murmured, ignoring the huff that came from her.

"You don't look fine."

"I'm. Fine," I bit out, looking up at her and the scowl on her face. "I can do this."

"Vega—"

"I can fucking do this, Yolanda." One small injury wouldn't kill me. That much I knew. But asking for help would. "You can go back to your room if you want to. I'm okay."

I needed her gone. I needed to go to the bathroom and look at the damages, to wallow in self-pity for just a couple of minutes before putting on the mask I so expertly wore. Adrian's words from last night still picked at the scab of wounds I carried since I was a child, and no matter what I did, no matter how many times I told myself I didn't care about his opinion, my soul, my mind, and my heart refused to listen.

It was as if he flipped the switch, revealing the scars that had never healed properly, making them bleed once again.

"I'm not going anywhere," she said, refusing to move from her spot. "You saved my life, now I'm saving yours."

"I don't need you to save me!" I roared, breathing heavily as I looked up at her. "I can take care of myself."

"Well, tough luck, buttercup," she sneered, lowering herself down so that her face was in line with mine. "You're stuck with me, and whether or not you want to admit it, you need me. You need help, and since you don't want to go to the doctor, you're stuck with Nurse Yolanda today. You haven't seen yourself yet, but you look like you just came out from a fight with a grizzly and there's no way I'd be able to live with myself if something happened to you while in this state."

She went on and on, babbling, repeating over and over again that she wasn't leaving, and the strangest thing happened. Something wet slid down my cheek, and before Yolanda could see it, I lowered my head, realizing it was a tear.

I was fucking crying.

The realization itself opened up a dam inside my chest, and there was no stopping it. There was so much to unpack, so much I’d been hiding deep inside my soul, that one little act of kindness, one person that showed they cared about me in their own way, made me shatter right in front of their eyes.

I wasn't trained for this.

I had no idea how to deal with this.

Emotions weren't something I could afford. Love, happiness, friendships, those were the things I could never have because of what I did, but here, with Yolanda, my probably very first friend after Tyler, I was lost as to what to do. Did I show her who I truly was, or did I keep pretending?

"Vega?" she murmured, starting to crouch down, and I knew I couldn't let her see the tears in my eyes.

"I'm okay," I mumbled, closing my eyes. "Let me just go to the toilet and take a shower. I feel like death washed over me." I laughed forcibly, and I had no idea if she believed me. But I didn't dare look at her. I didn't dare lift my head as I stood up slowly, trying to ignore the pain in my body, and walked toward the bathroom.

Just a couple of more steps.

Just a⁠—

"Do you want me to help you?" Yolanda asked as I reached the doors. "If you wa⁠—"

"No." I shook my head. "If you want to, you can go, really. I'll be fine."

"I already told you, babe, not happening. I'll be right here outside, waiting for you. But if you feel like you can't do it, call me. Just holler, please."

There was obviously no arguing with her, because Yolanda was as stubborn as I was; maybe even more.

It was unfamiliar, these feelings she was evoking in me. I couldn't remember the last time someone cared for me or the last time someone had stayed with me while I recovered from wounds that were inflicted on me during a mission.

I liked to think I had sort of a friendly relationship with Alena, but that friendship was created out of necessity, the urge to have her in my circle because I couldn't trust her and she couldn't trust me. This life we’d led wasn't a happy one. When you live filled with paranoia and uncertainty, you have to choose the people you surround yourself with very carefully.

And Yolanda definitely wasn't carefully chosen. Hell, I had a feeling that she pretty much adopted me the moment we walked out of the dean's office, and for whatever reason, I liked it. Maybe it was the sick and depraved part of me that craved closeness with other people in any way I could get it, but having a friend, anyone really, that would care for my well-being, who would fight tooth and nail to stay by my side when I was quite literally being a raging bitch, was something I never had—and I fucking wanted it.

God, I could almost taste it on my lips, this possessiveness coursing through my veins, because I couldn't trust that Yolanda would stay my friend if she found out what I did. And I knew it was wrong on more levels than one, but I didn't want to let her go. I didn't want to go back to the existence where almost no one knew my name.

The little girl still hiding somewhere inside of me, the damaged child that lost too much and had never found out what love truly was, wanted to have someone she could call her own.

She wanted a home.

As I looked at Yolanda, with the defiant expression on her face while her arms were crossed over her chest, I knew she would've been better off without me in her life. It seemed she had enough shit even without me adding all my secrets and all my fuckups, but I desperately wanted a friend, no matter how pathetic that sounded.

I had kept a tight hold on my emotions for so long, and my arrival to the Academy seemed to be fucking up all these walls I’d erected in order to protect myself from the outside world. I didn't need a shrink to understand I did that because I had abandonment issues, or because I feared that the moment I let someone in they would take advantage of me and fuck me over, leaving me in a pile of ashes of what used to be my heart.

"Vega?" Yolanda's soft voice trickled through the shards of my mind, pulling me back to reality. "You seem, uh, lost? Are you really okay?" She took a hold of my hand. "I mean, I know you're banged up pretty badly, but it almost seems as if there's something else."

She wasn't probing, she didn't ask what that something else was, and I wished—God, how I wished—that I could tell her everything.

I wished I could tell her that I woke up in a cold sweat almost every single night, riddled by nightmares of a loveless and lifeless existence. I wished I could tell her the image I saw in the mirror every single day was the image of a monster, a shadow, because I didn't really know who I was anymore.

I had no idea what I liked and what I didn't like. I had no knowledge in my mind of the food I preferred and the sweets I craved.

The Schatten created me. They created a persona they deemed worthy for their missions, and I was too young to fight it, to try and build my own mind in a way where I'd be able to make my own choices. I hated that I still struggled with the fact that I had no orders and I was now trying to do what was best for me.

It took me months to speak up and tell Heinrich that I wanted to leave, and it only happened after one of our operatives came back in a body bag instead of on his own two feet.

But the worst part… The worst part was that it took me years to start thinking for myself, and once I did it was like emerging from muddy water, inhaling fresh air for the first time. But ever since that happened there seemed to be more issues in my mind than resolutions, and I had no idea which way to go.

I knew why I accepted this mission. I knew there would be no way for The Schatten to let me go if I tried to run. They would hunt me to the ends of the earth, making me pay for my disobedience, and who was to say they wouldn't bring me back and try to brainwash me once again to do their bidding?

I wouldn't know peace nor the life I wanted to have, so I accepted it. I stayed. I would do what they wanted me to do, but it took me only two days of being here to start rethinking this entire strategy.

The file Alena gave me had clear instructions on what I should do: collect information and neutralize the threat. But what if what I'd be doing was absolutely wrong? What if the Zylla family needed to be left alone and Adrian Zylla didn't deserve to die?

I hated the guy and his pompous act, but did he deserve to die because he tried to humiliate me in front of everyone else?

"You are completely zoned out, babe. It's fucking scary."

"Sorry," I mumbled, shaking my head. "I'm just thinking."

"Well, you're thinking really loudly."

I probably was, but I didn't know how to stop.

Should I stay here and do what was asked of me, and try to get revenge for Tyler, or should I collect my shit and disappear forever?

This constant anger, this constant pain, was fucking exhausting, and I didn't even realize how much until Adrian Zylla punched me in the face, sending me into oblivion and toward the dream of my mother.

I'd forgotten many things about her, or maybe I had blocked them out because it was easier thinking of her as a monster than as a human being that did everything to protect me, and it was obvious she was protecting me from something.

The dream I had last night hadn't happened before, and that man… I shuddered at the thought. That man obviously wanted me, mentioning my father, but every time I tried to think of the man who would be my father, my mother's words slid into my mind, reminding me that she said he was dead. But was he really?

This was exactly why I hated dreaming about her or remembering the things from those short years I spent with her, because they always brought more issues, and issues were exactly what I didn't need right now.

"Vega," Yolanda hissed. "If you don't get into the shower right now and lose that weird look on your face, I'm calling a doctor. I'm starting to think you have a concussion or something worse, because you keep getting this distant look in your eyes and I don't freaking like it."

She was right. "I'm fine. Don't worry." I smiled, almost immediately wincing when a sharp pain sliced through my lower lip. "Fuck."

"Fuck is the right word to use. You're bleeding—again."

"Did they mess up my lip as well?"

"Uh…" She fidgeted. "Yes?"

My eyes narrowed at her. "Why are you answering my question with a question?"

"Because?" She grinned, earning an eye roll from me.

I turned around, huffing for good measure, and walked into the bathroom, only to stop cold in front of the mirror, seeing my face for the first time.

The left side of my face was swollen, with dark blue hues marring the entire side and a cut straight through my eyebrow, where my skin broke. My left eye was bloodshot, making the green of my iris much more prominent. My right eye with its light brown color wasn't in such bad condition, but it was obvious that I went through hell and back judging by my appearance.

Blood slowly oozed from my lower lip, cascading down toward my chin, and I forgot how much lips could bleed when they ended up in this state.

"Jesus," I groaned, taking a hand towel from the rack and pressing it to my lip. "I didn't know it was this bad."

"I think it might be worse, actually," Yolanda said from her spot at the door. "You still haven’t seen the bruises on the other parts of your body, and they, well… They don't look too good." Frankly, I didn't want to see them, but I had to assess the damages.

If I couldn't fight, then there was no way I'd be able to be finished with the Academy within two to three weeks as I initially planned. And meeting Adrian last night showed me he wasn't an opponent that should be underestimated.

I thought I had walls placed around my mind and emotions, but he was almost unreadable, and I had a feeling the only reason I was able to see a few of those emotions was because he allowed me to. There was nothing soft and safe about that man, and fuck, as much as I hated admitting that somebody else was better than me in a fight, I had to this time.

He was fast.

Granted, I was already injured and well on the way to incapacitated, but he didn't flinch, didn't stop, didn't even think about his moves or what he should do next. He attacked, slamming me to that floor.

I had a feeling he knew I would punch him in the face, and I couldn't help but wonder why he would let me do that. Why risk getting attacked when you could get out of the fight unscathed?

"You're doing it again," Yolanda piped in. "You're starting to scare me, Vega."

"I'm honestly fine." As fine as I could be after being punched repeatedly just—what was it?—a couple of hours ago? "What time is it?" I asked as I looked at her. "Aren't we supposed to be going for classes or something?"

"It's only six in the morning, but I don't think it's a good idea for you to go anywhere today."

"No, I have to," I argued. "It's the first day and⁠—"

"And you're barely standing as it is," she retorted back. "We can say that you fell down or⁠—"

"And what?" I glared. "Landed on my face? The dean already hates me as it is." Not that I cared, but I didn't want him to get any more suspicious. He already had his doubts about me being here and I didn't want to give him any ammunition against me. "I'm going, Yo, and that's it."

"That's it, she says," Yolanda grumbled, rolling her eyes. "And how do you think you'll manage to go through the offense and defense classes you have lined up today, huh? I mean, I can see you being able to go through world history and some of those less physical lessons, but the first two… I just don't think it's a good idea."

"I'll manage." I had to. My mind was still fuzzy, still filled with more confusion than clarity, and if I stayed in my room during the day, I was pretty sure I'd go crazy. "I need to meet the other people and check out the grounds."

"You mean," she snickered, "you need to see Adrian Zylla again and tell him what you think of him?"

Well, maybe that too, but I actually didn't want to see him. Hell, I didn't want to talk to him if I didn't have to. His words slashed through me with the force of a thousand swords, and if I didn't have to hear a single word from him for the rest of my life, I'd be a happy person.

But no. I had to scope out the grounds. I had to check out the Academy and start looking into Tyler's disappearance. Maybe I came here for all the wrong reasons, but knowing what happened to him was something that had to be done. His disappearance had haunted me for years and now that I was finally here I had a chance to uncover the truth.

They didn't care about him, just like they didn’t care about me, but I loved him. He was the best of us all, and I hated that no one ever spoke of him over the years that passed. It was as if he was just another number on the board that wasn't worthy of mentioning, just like I was. Just like all of us were.

Heinrich would rather sacrifice all of the operatives to save his own ass than do something for us. They sold us a story of a family unit at a young age, but in reality they targeted the kids nobody else wanted and used them to create perfect soldiers that would do their bidding.

When you grow up without much, any kind of love, no matter how fucked up it was, warms your little heart and you don't want to lose it because you've already lost too much.

That was what it was like for me at least.

"I honestly don't ever want to see him again if I don't have to," I grunted, rolling my shirt up. "But I know I will have to, so," I shrugged, "it is what it is."

"What did he say when he spoke to you up there?" Yolanda asked, looking at me with quizzical eyes. "You kept your cool throughout the entire thing, throughout all those fights, and I'm sure that most of those people fought dirty and talked smack. But the moment he opened his mouth, you went rabid."

"Nothing important," I said, refusing to look at her and instead focusing on taking shallow breaths as my ribs throbbed from the pain. He only managed to destroy everything I was with just a few words.

And I hated that a part of me thought he was right.

“I’m gonna take a shower,” I said, lowering down my shirt before looking over the damage. I had a feeling I’d need to strip completely to have a look at all of it. “Unless you want to see me naked, you might want to step outside.” I grinned, looking at her.

“Oh, no, no. I like you, but I don’t like you that much.”

She took a step back and closed the door softly behind her, leaving me all alone. And as I looked in the mirror again, staring at the stranger there, I wondered if I’d be able to survive this place or if it would swallow me whole.
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The wind started picking up as I stood in front of my cabin, playing with the fallen leaves on the ground, creating miniature tornadoes in its wake, reminding me of my own life.

There were monsters in this world who walked freely among regular men and women, disguising themselves as regular members of society, following their prey from one place to another without them ever knowing. They could be your friends, teachers, the cute neighbors who seemed to have everything together, smiling every time they'd pass by you and greet you with beautiful words, and all the while they'd be watching, observing, and recording information on you.

I would know because I was one of them.

But it never bothered me, this understanding I had, this knowledge that I would never fit into the regular world if they would ever see my true face. It never fucking bothered me having storms raging throughout my life, because I knew what I was born for, what I was trained for, and what my purpose was.

If they had to call me a monster then so fucking be it, but I wouldn't apologize for the things I’d done in order to get the job finished. My father showed me around like a peacock, the perfect little son he built from the ground up, doing all his biddings. But what he didn't know was that monsters couldn't be controlled. They gave you a false sense of security until they'd strike straight for your jugular, ripping away everything you were.

And he had no idea what was coming his way.

I sometimes wished that things were different and that I had a relationship with him like some of my buddies from college had a relationship with their own fathers, but the only thing we had was a picture-perfect family that hid their sins behind closed doors, smiling at the world and putting those filthy masks on their faces.

The Academy, this was the only place where I didn't have to care about slipping up. This wilderness was the only place on Earth where monsters were welcomed, praised, and rewarded for their depravity.

Then why the fuck did the look on that girl's face bother me this much?

I did not have time for emotions or connections with other people. They weren't important in the grand scheme of things, and with the exception of my friends, my close circle, I didn't care whether the rest lived or died.

But the moment she stepped inside that ring, hell, the moment she stepped inside The Pit, I remembered her from the train. Those lips I wanted to bite and hear the soft little sounds she'd create only for me; those eyes that held so much darkness, it could rival even my own.

I thought I would never see her again and I was fine with it, no matter how much the monsters living inside my chest rebelled, wanting to claim her, to call her our own, because I knew she would only be a distraction I didn't need right now, and I could find a willing female to fuck if that was what I needed.

I thought I could rein it in, this insane feeling spreading through my body when my eyes connected with hers in that dark cave. I ignored her, moving myself to the other side of the room, but the moment she stepped inside the ring… Fuck.

I could barely stand still.

It took all my willpower to stop myself from charging inside the ring, only to take her far, far away from there. Far away from those people that only wanted to harm her, just to claim their spot with The Brotherhood. They all thought they were just becoming a part of the Society that had been around since almost the beginning of the Academy, but they should've asked before signing their lives over to us.

But her… My dark angel, my obsession, she shouldn't have been there.

I still had crescent-shaped indentations on my palms from my nails as I fisted my hands while she fought up there, taking down each and every opponent as if they weren't worthy of her time. She moved with so much precision, so smoothly, and until Jax told me I was staring I didn't realize I was focusing so hard on her.

She mesmerized me, that little witch. She made me want things I never wanted to have before, and fuck if that wasn't what I needed. I couldn't need her. I didn't want to need her.

I wanted to fuck the defiance out of her when she dared to tell me no. To me. To the person that could end her life in mere seconds. She fucking dared to say no. She dared to verbally spar with me, and my cock had never been harder in my life.

I could have any woman on this campus and I didn't have a hard time scoring one-night stands whenever I wanted, but my body wanted her. My soul made the decision before the rational part of me could even argue against it.

But what bothered me the most was the fact that the moment my fist connected with her face, because I knew she wouldn't get out of there willingly, I hated myself just a little bit more. It felt wrong, hurting her, because it felt as if I was ripping part of my own heart out at that moment.

But I couldn't tell her any of this. I couldn't show her that something in me craved her nearness like an addict craved his next fix, because trusting people in this line of work meant showing weakness, and I prided myself on being a strong man. I had to be in order to do what needed to be done for my family.

My father was a spineless weasel who wasn't able to lead the family where it needed to go, and it was up to me to do what was necessary. He had to go, one way or another, but Gerhard Zylla had an army I didn't, which was why I was here.

But she couldn't be part of that army. I would rather die than have her in such close proximity to me. It was already bad enough that every part of me had felt unsettled since I’d lowered her down to her bed, leaving her behind, because I wanted to stay. I fucking needed to stay.

Walking away from her was like ripping off a piece of me, and the moment she wasn't in my eyesight, I wanted to go back. I had to fight against myself and my instincts and walk to the sparring room, only to find Jax already there.

Jax, who already knew everything there was to know about Vega Konstantinova, if that was even her name.

Whoever put her here was good, but we were better.

My little liar had secrets, and I wanted to uncover every single one of them, but I couldn't. I couldn't waste my time on someone like her, and instead of showing how much her being hurt bothered me, I attacked, like I always did. I lashed out, hurting her with my words before I even attacked her physically. And fuck me, did I hate myself when I saw the pain etched on her face when I said that.

She definitely was an orphan, that much was true if the reports that Jax got were any indication, but everything else… Was she even Russian?

I had to call Arseniy to check out her background more. Maybe I didn't have to do that, because in a nutshell, she wasn't important. Dante wanted her in The Brotherhood, and I could already see that would be a problem because there was no way I would let her in.

Not because she lied about who she was but because she made me feel.

She made me fucking feel for the first time since my brother disappeared, courtesy of my father, and I hated every single second of it.

Vega Konstantinova.

The taste of her name mixed with the smoke I inhaled as I brought the cigarette to my lips reminded me she was as toxic as the fumes I was inhaling.

But I couldn't stop.

I didn't want to stop.

I shuddered at the mere thought of walking out of here and heading straight to her room, claiming her as mine, showing her why she shouldn't be here, why this entire place was designed to destroy people—body, mind, and soul—and why I would never allow her to join The Brotherhood.

But going to her would mean admitting that the barely-there interactions we've had meant more to me than a lifetime of interactions with other people. It would mean admitting that someone who might as well be my enemy meant more than anything else in this entire world.

Granted, I rarely ever cared for other people.

My family taught me that caring for others could only end with your demise, so I kept myself away, locking down the affection, love, happiness, anything that could make me vulnerable. But no one ever told a young Adrian that locking those away would end up with me forgetting what they felt like. Ignoring feelings made me feel powerful, stronger than anyone else because I didn't care for such things, and I had no idea if I wanted to strangle Vega or fuck her for making me feel this way. For awakening all these monstrous feelings in my gut.

Her scent snuck into my mind last night, and no matter what I did, no matter how hard I tried to erase it from my memory, it still stuck, overpowering even the strong smell of nicotine. I would usually spend my sleepless nights in the gym, using the time to at least do something useful, but last night I couldn't.

The only thing I could see as I laid in my bed, staring at the darkened ceiling, was the colors of those eyes and the hurt flashing in them as I kept verbally attacking her, hating myself more and more with each new sentence. But I knew from the first moment she was a liability I couldn't afford, so I had to push her away.

I would simply have to avoid her and if Dante really wanted her in The Brotherhood, he would have to deal with her. I didn't want to see her. I didn't want to touch her, because every single touch of her body against mine felt like torture, and I knew she could never be mine even if every single nerve ending screamed that she belonged to me.

I lifted the cigarette to my lips again, taking the last drag of smoke, when my phone rang from my back pocket. There were only a handful of people in this world that had this number, and without delay, I pulled it out at the same time I flicked the cigarette butt onto the ground, my eyes tracking the willowy smoke disappearing into the air.

Jax's name flashed on the screen, and I lifted the device to my ear, answering without words.

"Get to the main building," he said deadly serious, his voice muffled by the sounds of screaming from the background. "Now, Adrian. There's been…" he trailed off. "Something happened." I listened promptly for if he would elaborate on what happened but nothing except the sound of his breathing and people screaming came through. "We might have a problem."

And with that he dropped the call, telling me without words that whatever happened was big if he was calling me.

I had no idea at which point of my life I started trusting Jax more than almost anyone else, and I knew it was the same for him. We were both raised to fear the other families, to rarely let our guards down, but as Jax would often joke, it was destiny that brought us together, and when my best friend called, no matter where I was and what I was doing, I would answer and help in any way I could.

Turning toward the little cabin I had the last time I was at the Academy, courtesy of my father and the power he had here, I looked up at the gray skies, inhaling deeply, before opening the door of the only place that felt like mine, regardless of how silly that sounded.

But I had no time to dwell on the past and what led me to this path. I grabbed my jacket and keys and walked out, heading toward the main building, as Jax had instructed.
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The walk from my cabin to the main building usually took about fifteen minutes, but with the amount of people gathered around the area, it took me more like twenty.

Students milled around, whispering, guessing, some of them terrified, the others with gleeful looks on their faces, happy about whatever had happened. At least the screaming I'd heard over the phone had stopped, but the deadly energy suffocating the air only became stronger the closer I got to the main entrance of the Academy.

I pushed through the crowd, more annoyed than curious at this point, looking for Jax or at least trying to figure out what had happened. I couldn't figure out what anyone was talking about with so many voices overlapping and making no sense.

Murder, somebody said.

Gruesome, the other person I passed murmured.

I was taller than most of them, but I couldn't yet see what was happening, until I did.

I’d seen many things in my short life, and while I was far off from being a saint, I had one simple rule—an honorable death. While some of my friends were big on theatrics with the things they did, I preferred a clean-cut death. Seeing dead people rarely ever bothered me, but even my stomach roiled when I saw a girl, a very naked girl, hanging from a rope tied somewhere at the top of the Academy, with something carved into her flat belly, smudged by all the blood that no doubt ran from her wounds.

Her fiery red hair danced in the wind, making her seem alive for a moment, but when the wind pulled the red locks away from her face, I understood what had everyone so shocked.

The skin on her face was completely removed, leaving behind the crimson-colored muscles and the visible skull fragments where the meat was chopped off. Blood ran down her chest, over her body, dried up and sinister, and I quickly realized that whoever did this must have slit her throat.

"Holy fucking shit!" someone exclaimed from behind me while I stood rooted to the spot, trying to understand what happened.

"What the fuck!" a girl screamed, louder than the rest, but it wasn't her voice that had me turning around so fast that I almost knocked over the couple standing to my right.

"Calm down, Yo," the reason for my turmoil spoke, and as my eyes connected with hers, seeing her standing not too far away from me, I could see the resentment shining in those depths. "I'm sure there's a good explanation for this," she said calmly, her eyes never leaving mine, and the way she held herself, the calmness washing over her even as most of the other people freaked out, astounded me.

Most, if not all, people in this line of work rarely flinched at the sight of death, but the sight of monstrosities… That was another thing. Yet she stood there, calm and collected, with ugly fucking bruises over one side of her face, even more visible as she put her hair up into a ponytail, mocking me with the marks I'd put there.

And I never hated myself more.

"An explanation?" The girl in front of her, Yolanda something, swiveled around, her voice becoming more than irritating. "Dude, there's a naked girl hanging from a rope in front of the Academy. I mean, we've had some fucked-up shit over the last couple of years, but nothing like this."

Vega—my cold, little Vega—just shrugged, as if what was happening did not bother her. And maybe it didn't, not like it did the others, but I saw a flicker of worry in her eyes, and just like last night, I was lost in those depths. One of her eyes was emerald green, the other one a light brown, and on anyone else it would've looked mismatched, maybe even unattractive, but on her… God, on her it made her look like a goddess, sent to destroy us all.

She walked with her head held high, but there was so much more to her than the anger she constantly shot me with, or the indifference she tried to portray.

Maybe that was the reason why I’d felt so drawn to her, so enamored with the girl I didn't know. Maybe my monsters recognized hers, and they wanted to play.

"Adrian!" Jax's voice carried over the sounds of the murmuring crowd surrounding the area, and I turned around, looking at my best friend as he waved at me from the spot right next to the main entrance, his face pulled taut, worry etched into every single line.

"Excuse me," I mumbled, pushing through the crowd and heading toward him, all the while feeling Vega's eyes on my back and the anger she was directing at me. But dealing with her would have to wait, because Jax wouldn't have called me to come here if it wasn't something serious.

The unforgiving wind slammed into me from both sides as I reached the little circle made by the guards of the Academy, keeping the crowd away from the crime scene. I nodded at one of them as I closed the distance between Jax and me.

If the word relief had a picture in the dictionary, it would've been Jax's face when I finally stopped in front of him. His arms were crossed over his chest, and his eyes kept flickering over the crowd as if he waited for another attack to happen any moment now.

Jax didn't like talking about his upbringing, or his family for that matter, but I didn't need to be a psychologist to know when a person had gone through something traumatic from the way they behaved in these kinds of situations. His entire family was assassinated when he was just a child, leaving him with nothing but scars, both visible and invisible, to carry through his life.

"You look like shit," was the first thing he said to me.

"It's nice to see you too, buttercup." I grinned, keeping my back turned to the ever-growing crowd. "Wanna tell me what's going on?"

He looked to his right, then to his left, before leaning closer to me. "This girl was in The Pit last night," he murmured, only loud enough for me to hear. "It's a problem."

"Why is it a problem?" I frowned, looking up at the tied-up girl still hanging from the rope. "And why is she still up there?"

"Andries is trying to figure out what to do with her."

"What we always do when somebody dies. Bury them or send their body back to their family. What is there to figure out?"

"Adrian," Jax groaned, rubbing his eyes. "There's more to this than meets the eye, trust me."

"Then start talking, Jax," I said impatiently. "You called me sounding like the Third World War was about to break out. Classes are supposed to start soon, and I'm in no mood to deal with Andries and his incapable ass."

Jax looked at me, realizing what kind of mood I was in. I knew my short temper and the lack of patience to deal with this today had a lot to do with the little vixen that had taken over my mind, but the bigger part of it was that I was on day four without any sleep, and it was a problem. I would usually be able to get at least one or two hours of sleep during the night, but this was becoming unbearable.

"When was the last time you properly slept, Adrian?" he asked, thankfully only murmuring, since neither one of us needed the rest of the Academy to know that I had insomnia, or that the moment I closed my eyes the nightmares began. "Adrian?" he pushed when I failed to respond.

"Four days." He frowned. "Maybe five."

"Goddammit, man," he bit out. "We talked about this. You gotta tell me when this shit starts happening. The medication⁠—"

"Is doing nothing, Jax, and we both know that," I gritted out. "Besides, I'm fine."

"You're not fine. You look like you're about to collapse. Your temper is short, and I don't even want to know what else is happening in that big brain of yours. You. Are. Not. Fine."

He was right.

I wasn't fine.

Teenagers on the internet made it seem like an accomplishment when they had issues with sleeping, but none of them obviously had real issues with it. My body craved sleep, the rest, that reset that could only ever come after a good night’s sleep, yet I couldn't remember the last time when I was able to go through the entire night without my mind waking me up.

The nightmares, the faceless men and women that haunted me, accusing me, trying to reach my soul, was what kept me awake in the beginning. And when they ceased to exist, it was the past I’d tried to run away from that had me gasping for air in the middle of the night whenever I allowed myself to sleep.

At first I just didn't want to close my eyes. I didn't want to see the horrors behind them, or the reminders of the weaknesses I once had. But the more time passed, the less I could sleep. Jax was the one that took me to the hospital after that first time when I pushed my body to its breaking point, after being unable to sleep for seven days straight. The doctors at the hospital in London had no idea how I was even alive, and after a series of tests they decided I had good ol’ insomnia, as if I needed a medical term to name the thing that fucked with my everyday life.

Jax made me promise that I'd take the medication the doctors suggested, but I drew the line at the therapy sessions they wanted me to attend. What was I supposed to tell them? I'm having nightmares of the people I've killed, but don't worry, I wouldn't kill you? Or perhaps I should tell them about my childhood.

None of those options were appealing to me, so I simply stuck with the drugs they prescribed, but they weren't working anymore. Nothing ever worked.

"I'll figure something out," my voice rumbled, while my eyes focused on the girl above us. "When are they taking her down?"

"Don't change the fucking subject, Adrian," Jax spat out. "You know as well as I do that you won't be able to function in less than a day if this continues. Remember what happened last time?"

How could I ever forget?

Hallucinations, irritability, lack of concentration, it all almost killed me. Maybe this was why I was stuck on Vega as much as I was.

Maybe it had nothing to do with her and everything to do with my lack of sleep and the fucked-up shit my brain would start doing because it didn't have enough rest.

"I said," I looked at him, "I'll figure it out." I loved Jax like a brother, but he had other things to worry about, and trying to solve my problems wouldn't get us any closer to what we wanted. "We should have a meeting later on."

"We definitely should, but first you need to know what else we found at the entrance to the Academy this morning," he said, exhaustion lacing his words. "Whoever did this," he pointed at the girl, "left a note."

"What kind of note?"

"The kind that makes no fucking sense, with the exception of the name of the girl. And something else,” he murmured vaguely. “Whoever did this is a fucking maniac." I grinned at that, because not so long ago he called me the same thing. "Don't smile, man," Jax grumbled. "That girl up there fought against Vega last night."

That got my attention.

"Yeah, I can see that tickled your interest."

"Which one was she?" I asked, feigning disinterest.

"The one that pummeled into Vega until she broke her ribs." I winced inwardly. "At least, that's what it seemed like."

Vega didn't have broken ribs, I checked it myself. Her friends were too busy yelling at me to notice when I touched her sides as she buried her face in my neck. I was worried I had woken her up, but one look at her told me she was out for the count. But that didn't mean she wouldn't be in a lot of pain today, which explained the way she held herself up earlier.

"Anyway," Jax continued. "It seems that our little Vega—" He looked at her across the field, his eyes narrowing, and a thought I never had before, not when it came to Jax, crossed my mind—I didn't want him looking at her. I didn't want anyone looking at her, and that was a problem in itself. "—has a fan," he finished, his words reminding me of what he said.

"What are you talking about?" I frowned. "Are you saying⁠—"

"I'm saying that whoever did this," he looked up at the girl, "did it because she hurt Vega, and between the two of us…" he trailed off. "I'm not so sure it wasn't Vega herself that killed this girl."

"No." I shook my head. "That's impossible. She was unconscious when I took her to her room. There's no way⁠—"

"Adrian." Jax placed his hand on my shoulder, stopping my rambling. "Who do we know that uses this exact technique to send a message to its enemies?"

My mind was frozen, my breathing chopped, labored, the name of the organization feeling like poison spreading through my body, destroying what little sanity I had.

"The Schatten," I whispered, unable to keep my eyes off of Vega, and as I turned around, searching for her in the crowd, I realized she was now standing at the front line. Her face was clear of any emotions as she gazed up at the hanging girl while her friend's lips kept moving.

"Exactly," Jax confirmed. "The Schatten. I have no idea how she got here or what is the deal with her, but I'm going to find out. I mean, I’m not sure that she is the one working with them, but if she is⁠—"

"Leave that to me," I bit out, narrowing my eyes at her. If she worked for The Schatten, for the one organization I wanted to see fall more than I wanted to destroy my father, then she wasn't someone I would want in my bed.

She was someone I needed to incinerate.

She was a snake, and snakes weren't allowed in my Garden of Eden.
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I stared at the girl hanging from the rope even as the majority of the people that were gathered around started dispersing. And I stared, and fucking stared, until the incoming headache started warning me that I had to move and look somewhere else, and possibly eat and get on with my day, but I couldn't move.

I was good at putting on a show, a face, a mask reserved for the rest of the world, but the moment I saw the state of the poor girl, the way she was tied with her hands behind her back and the slices over her stomach, I felt sick. Yolanda kept freaking out and I knew it was my duty to calm her down, but I couldn't calm the tempest inside my own heart.

I’d seen this kind of thing before. I had been trained for this kind of thing with The Schatten, but I refused to participate in their little games when they wanted to send messages to their enemies.

I had heard from other people that this was Rebecca Aberron, one of the girls I fought with yesterday and won. The one that pummeled into me as if her life depended on it, and while I didn't personally know her, I felt the grief over the loss of her life. Maybe she wasn't innocent—none of us were, at least not at the Academy—but whoever killed her did it in the most inhumane way possible, leaving her hanging and exposed.

I had no idea if The Schatten had done it or if it was somebody else imitating the technique, but it left me with an uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach. My nerves were already frayed as it was, and I couldn't shake off the feeling of being watched, just like the multiple other times after arriving here.

I was looking forward to the start of classes, to the possibility of snooping around and learning more about this place. Wanting to learn more about the notorious Adrian Zylla, who was described to me by Yolanda, in great detail might I add, as the scariest one of the bunch. And I could see why he would terrify her, but he wasn't the biggest monster I’d ever had the pleasure of encountering.

Whoever did this, though… That person was a monster.

"Are you coming?" Yolanda asked, approaching me slowly after standing for the last ten minutes with a couple I didn't know, talking in hushed voices. "There's going to be a general assembly, and it seems that classes will be canceled for the day." Exactly what I didn't want.

"Yeah." I nodded absentmindedly. "I need to go to the toilet first," I said, looking over at her just as the guards started lowering down the girl, finally putting her soul out of its misery. "Can you just show me where to go?"

"Yeah," she murmured, looking over her shoulder toward the entrance, where the three guards started putting Rebecca's body into a black bag. "Come on. I don't want us to be too late."

She started walking ahead of me, heading straight for the main entrance, her eyes firmly plastered on the door, avoiding the sight of the body and the dried blood on the ground. On the other hand, I couldn't help but look.

Rebecca's eyes were missing along with the skin on her face, making her look like something out of a horror movie. I should've been used to all the death and horrors considering what I did, and maybe to a point, I was used to it, but there was a massive difference between killing as part of your job and torturing someone and humiliating them like this.

Yolanda was a few steps ahead of me, already reaching the door, when my eyes landed on the carved inscription on Rebecca's belly, making my steps falter.

In the shadows we live, read the long, angry slashes marring her pale skin. But it wasn't the sight of her or the visual that had my heart pounding, threatening to jump out of my chest. It was the meaning behind those words.

The same words they made us swear when we joined The Schatten, promising we would stick to the shadows and make ourselves invisible. Promising we would obey each and every order from our superiors and hide from the rest of the world.

"Fuck," I breathed out, knowing without a doubt that whoever did this had some kind of connection to The Schatten. But who? And why would they send another person here when they already had me?

Most of all, why would they kill Rebecca?

I dug through my brain, trying to remember the family she was from, and when it finally came to me it still made no sense. Her family was tied to the Italian mafia, but they weren't big fish. More like foot soldiers that did the bidding of one of the families by keeping up with appearances and having more or less legal businesses.

Why fucking kill her?

"Vega?" Yolanda called out for me. "We gotta hurry if you need to go to the toilet."

"I'm coming," I croaked out, keeping my eyes on Rebecca as they zipped up the black bag, walking toward the door. The pain in my body was nothing compared to the turmoil in my heart at the sight this morning.

Yolanda kept hovering over me like a mother hen, making sure I was okay to stand, but it was as if my entire body froze the moment my eyes landed on Rebecca, making me forget all about the pain and the fact that with every breath I took my ribs screamed in pain.

I winced inwardly as I reached the door where Yolanda stood, feeling the pull of my sore muscles, especially at my shoulder, but I didn't want to show it to her.

True to her word, no one even looked at me twice when we started walking toward the main building. Well, no one but him.

Adrian Zylla had stood there in the middle of the crowd, looking bored out of his mind as he gazed up at the hanging girl, looking at everyone around him as if they were nothing more than a stain on the sole of his shoe, until his eyes landed on me.

Fire licked my insides the moment those dark eyes connected with mine, and just like yesterday, just like last night, I couldn't help the reaction my body was having at the sight of him. My mind hated him, but my body obviously wasn't on the same wavelength.

And it pissed me off.

Oh boy, did that piss me off.

He had disappeared with Jax, the guy we met last night when we arrived at The Pit, approximately half an hour ago, and I loathed myself for constantly waiting for him to return. But he wasn't coming back and instead of wasting my energy on the guy that wasn't worthy of my time, a guy I was sent for, I focused on the hanging girl, racking my brain through all the possibilities and different scenarios on what might have happened.

The Schatten wasn't exactly revered in this part of the world, not even among the people that did the exact same thing. Perhaps it was because The Schatten had no code, no honor, which was exactly what Heinrich wanted. He would stop at nothing to get what he wanted and he made sure his agents were trained in the same way.

Even monsters had a heart, but the savages Heinrich created had nothing in their body. There was a gaping hole where our hearts should've been, and I was glad I was one of the few that had managed to wake up from the deep slumber—the control he had over me.

Ignoring the thoughts swirling through my mind, I followed Yolanda into the building, paying no attention to the men and women gathered around in what looked like a grand foyer, and instead focused on my steps and keeping my body upright.

I hated admitting it, but Yolanda was right—I was in no shape to train today or to participate in any of the classes that were more on the physical side, and I was glad they were all getting canceled. Perhaps it was the fact that the girl was killed in the same way as what The Schatten usually used, but the mere thought of mindlessly training and pretending I was Vega Konstantinova, the daughter of a man that worked for the Russian mafia, didn't sit well with me.

There were wolves hiding behind these walls, and I had to be more vigilant than I initially thought if I wanted to survive.

"The bathroom is just down the hall. You'll want to take the left once you reach the very end," Yolanda said, pointing at the hallway leading deeper into the building, just underneath the grand staircase that led to the first floor. "Want me to come with you?" she asked, her eyes searching my face, but I didn't want her to see me breaking apart. I just needed a moment alone to gather my thoughts, to try and figure out what the hell was going on here.

Rebecca's death was no accident, and I had a feeling I was in deeper shit than what Alena and Heinrich told me.

"No." I shook my head, trying not to move my shoulder too much with the action. "I think I got it. Save me a spot, will you?" I murmured, placing a hand on her shoulder and doing my best to plaster a smile on my face. But the moment I tried moving my lips into a smile, the skin on my face pulled, making me wince, which in turn probably made my smile look more like a grimace than something that would settle her nerves.

Yolanda took a deep breath, coming closer to me. "I really wish you would've stayed in your room today. You are definitely not doing well, Vega."

"I'm fine," I repeated. I didn't even know which time today I was referring to, and maybe if I said it enough times, she would start believing me. "I've had worse," I gritted out, for the first time telling the truth.

We were expendable, the agents of The Schatten, and out there on the field, it didn't matter how hurt you were. If you couldn't do your job, you were as good as dead. What use would they have of us if we couldn't live through a little bit of pain?

"Don't look at me like that." I frowned when her eyes started filling with tears. "I'm okay, truly."

"It's not that," she whispered, looking around at the crowd that was getting louder and louder with each passing second. "I'm scared," Yolanda admitted, her voice barely audible. "I was scared of this place before, but now," she shuddered, "I'm terrified, and the fact that I don't even know how to defend myself is making me paralyzed with fear."

I completely forgot about that little tidbit, and if that didn't tell me that my mind was more fucked up than I thought, then I had no idea what would.

"Yo," I murmured, squeezing her shoulder. "I'll teach you how to fight. Hell, I won't let you out of my sight if that makes you feel better, but you're going to survive this place. Besides," I took a step closer to her, bringing my lips to her ear, "I'll kill every person that dares to touch you. We got this."

A shudder rocked through her, and before I could step back, she wrapped her arms around my middle, keeping them limp. "Thank you, Vega," she sniffed, her chin on my other shoulder. "I have never had a friend here, and I'm glad I got you."

Perhaps it was idiotic getting close to a person I knew nothing about, apart from those facts that anyone could find out, but it felt good. It felt as if I was doing something good, something important. I swore I would always help those in need, no matter how much The Schatten tried to tell me it wasn't my place, but I refused to just stand on the side while somebody suffered because they had nobody.

And it was obvious Yolanda needed me, and no one else in my entire life had ever needed me.

"We got this," I repeated, patting her back before stepping away. "But I really do need to go to the toilet now." I chuckled and she wiped her tears quickly, replacing them with a dashing smile I realized she used as a defensive weapon. "You'll be fine once everyone goes inside. I don't think anyone would try to do anything in a room full of people."

Or at least, I tried to believe that. I had no idea what we were dealing with, and I just hoped that Andries and the rest of the staff I saw milling around had some idea. My eyes kept roving over the people gathered around, looking for the one person I needed to have in my eyesight at all times, but Adrian was nowhere to be seen and neither was Jax.

I hadn’t seen Dante yet, but if the other two were here, then he probably was as well.

"I'll see you shortly," I said to Yolanda before heading toward the hallway she had mentioned, pushing through the throng of people. My body was in no way, shape or form ready for this many people to be pushing against me, making me wince with each step I took, but once I finally managed to get through all of them, I exhaled slowly, feeling relief.

I wasn't claustrophobic, not really, but I hated massive crowds of people. I was fine with it for a couple of minutes, but we’d been surrounded with far too many idiots that attended this school and I trusted no one when it came to my safety, and well, Yolanda's.

Walking slowly down the hallway, I focused on the photos hanging on the wall, depicting the past generations that went graduated from the Academy. No one smiled, not one single person, and it somehow made me feel happier, better than that fucking picture in the headquarters of The Schatten where we all looked happy, but you could recognize the misery in our eyes. At least they weren't faking it, and if this place wasn't filled with psychopaths that only played nicely because their parents told them they had to, maybe it wouldn't have been such a bad place for people like us.

But I guess you couldn't live in our world if you weren't at least a little bit unhinged.

I turned the corner to the left, leaving the loud murmuring of voices in the grand foyer behind, and felt calmer the moment I stepped inside the ladies’ restroom, feeling the tranquility washing over me with each breath I took. My eyes landed on the mirror inside, just above the sink, and Yolanda was definitely right—I looked like shit.

I felt like shit as well, but seeing my bruised face and bloodshot eye was as shocking as it was this morning. If anything, it only started looking worse as the bruises slowly turned from angry red into a dark blue color, marring the side of my face. I wanted to strangle Adrian for doing this to me, because at least with the other wounds I got from last night I could pretend they weren't there.

But this one made me open to any kind of attack and I knew the moment we started with classes, every one of my sparring partners would go for my face. It was my one visible weak spot, and you didn't have to be a genius to see it was as painful as it looked.

Opening the tap, I let the water run before scooping it up with two hands and bringing it to my face. The icy cold felt like a burn on my bruised face, but it was necessary. I knew there was not much I could do right now, but the questions just kept on piling in my mind and I had no answers.

I also had a feeling I wouldn't be getting answers anytime soon. Dean Jansen wouldn't want to cause a panic on campus, and while most of us were trained killers, there were still those that couldn't defend themselves, like Yolanda. And not to mention those that belonged to the families that would destroy this entire place if anything were to happen to their precious princes and princesses.

And just as the thought appeared, the door behind me opened, revealing the one person I didn't want to see.

My hands landed on top of the sink, keeping myself upright as I followed his movements through the mirror.

"What the fuck are you doing here?" I bit out, uncaring how it might sound or that it might piss him off.

Adrian Zylla was one of those princes who had everything he could ever want, and I wasn't about to roll onto my back and show him my belly. He made it clear what he thought of me and my background, so I wasn't going to play nice if he deemed it necessary to seek me out like this.

He stood at the door for a second, unmoving, his face unreadable, while his eyes traced over my bruised face and my trembling form. Time stood still as he slowly approached me, stalking me, his eyes burning with something I couldn't recognize, stopping right behind me.

I expected to see the arrogance in those dark orbs, or at least the satisfaction at the sight of my fucked-up face, but neither one of those appeared. Instead he simply observed me, unnerving me with his movements.

"I asked you a question," I said, hating the breathy undertone of my voice.

My grip on the sink increased when a new thought slammed into my mind.

I wasn't afraid of him. Not like Yolanda and probably most of the other people were. I had nothing to lose and no one to care for if he decided I wasn't good enough to keep on breathing.

No, I wasn't scared that he could hurt me. I was terrified because he could shatter my heart, leaving me in the shards of what could belong to him.

During those moments before he opened his fucking mouth I thought I had recognized a kindred soul. Someone that would maybe understand what I've lived through. But that was before I knew who he was and before he decided to decorate my face with a couple of new bruises.

But while my mind hated him, I couldn't deny the attraction I felt. Even now as he stood behind me, as still as a statue, I couldn't fool myself into thinking this trembling in my body had anything to do with the dead girl or my injuries and not his nearness.

I rarely ever thought about someone I could call my own. Someone that would look at me one day and know I was the one they had been waiting for. Those were dreams reserved for girls with ordinary lives, who thought the worst thing was not getting a new promotion at their job. Dreams had no place in my world, and for a moment last night when Adrian grabbed my hand, I forgot myself.

I forgot where I was and what I was supposed to do. That was the effect he had on me.

So when he started dragging his finger over my fucked-up shoulder, the full-body shudder that went through me had nothing to do with the chilly air surrounding us.

His touch burned, leaving a fiery trail behind as he moved toward my neck, slowly pressing his body to mine. The top of my head barely reached his chin, and I hated how small and unimportant he made me feel. I was fine with the rest of these people thinking I was nothing more than the dirt on their shoes, but with him… Something inside of me wanted him to see me, no matter how fucked up this whole situation was.

He was my enemy.

He was my target, for fuck's sake.

Yet I still wanted him.

The dark circles around his eyes should've made him uglier, or at least a little bit less attractive, but the bastard looked as good as he did yesterday when I saw him on the train, with the traces of a dark beard slowly growing on his face now.

His cold fingers wrapped around my throat, pressing against my pulse point, and I knew he could feel how fast my heart was racing. It thundered against my ribs, bruising me further from the inside out, wanting out of my body because it too knew what kind of damage this man could inflict.

The toxicity of this situation didn't surprise me.

I always went for those with darkness swirling in their eyes, thinking that maybe they would be able to understand the shadows that never left me alone. Maybe that was why I had such a visceral reaction to him on that train, which was something that had never happened to me.

I had casual hookups in the past with people I found attractive, but none of them made me want to sink my teeth into their necks, refusing to ever let them go. None of them made me feel this possessive, this unhinged and ready to do anything to keep them with me.

And it fucking had to be this man.

Adrian's eyes focused on his fingers on my neck, increasing pressure slowly, as if he wanted to see how far he could go. How far I would let him.

And God, my body quivered with need for him, and I had no idea if that made me a masochist or crazy, but I yearned for more than his touch. I was also terrified that the moment he opened his mouth I would succumb to the dark thoughts I’d tried to erase from my mind since last night, telling me I wasn’t good enough.

But the way he looked at me, the way he caressed me, none of it screamed that he thought I wasn’t good enough. None of it made me feel as if he didn’t want to be here with me.

But why was he here? Why come after me?

He bent his head, burying his face in the crook of my neck, his nose slowly running over my hypersensitive skin, inhaling my scent like a fucking animal, and I let the moan I was trying to suppress slip over my lips, ashamed that someone like him could make me feel this way.

My panties were soaked, my pussy clenching, empty and needy for something only he could provide.

His eyes blazed with a fire I hadn’t seen before, connecting with mine in the mirror, just before his teeth sunk into the soft skin between my neck and shoulder. My body convulsed, my ass pressing against him, needing more and more and more and⁠—

"What am I going to do with you, my little liar?" His raspy voice broke the silence, only slightly louder than the sound of my own heart pounding in my ears. His other hand wrapped around my waist, bringing us closer, until I had no idea where he began and I ended. "What are you doing to me, Vega?"

I had a feeling he didn't mean for that question to slip, judging by the frown on his face, but it was too late to take it back. I stored that one question deep inside my mind, savoring it on my lips just like his name.

But I was mute.

I had no words left to describe what I was feeling and what I was trying not to feel.

His dark energy threatened to suffocate me, and the more he nuzzled against my neck, licking the spot he bit mere seconds ago, the more I was getting lost in the haze of desire so potent I had a feeling I would've been on the floor by now if it wasn't for his hand holding me flush to his body.

He unwrapped his fingers from my neck, leaving behind a chill I didn't want to feel, and before I knew what I was doing, I let a moan of protest slip, pressing against him like a bitch in heat, feeling his hard cock brushing against my backside.

It was more than obvious that I affected him as much as he affected me, and we both hated it. We both struggled with our desires, and that sick and twisted part of me loved seeing him struggle with this as much as I did.

"You're a fucking bastard, Adrian," I breathed out, my voice barely audible, as he traced his fingers over the bruises on my cheek. I waited for the pain to flare, for him to grab me and torture me or snap at me like he did last night, but none of it came.

He caressed me, his touch barely registering in my mind, but it was there. What also was there was a look of utter exhaustion on his face, mixed with anger as he dragged his finger from my cheek, toward my eyebrow and back.

"I never said I wasn't," he mumbled, tightening his hold on me. "I am not someone you should mess with, my little liar." He chuckled, that dark promise lacing his words. "The only reason why you're standing here is because you're almost interesting. Almost." He put emphasis on that last word, his accent coming through.

I guess I wasn't the only one lying.

"Is that right?" I smirked, foolishly believing this could go any differently than last night.

His hand wrapped around my throat again within seconds, cutting off the oxygen intake to my lungs, making me struggle against him. His other hand slid over my stomach, toward the button of my pants, opening it with a soft sounding pop.

"You're nothing more than a toy I could use, Vega," he chuckled, slipping his hand underneath my pants, all the way to my underwear, moving it aside as his fingers reached my pussy, parting my lips and dragging his fingers through my soaked folds. "And just like every toy, you're going to do whatever the fuck I want you to."

"Fuck. You," I gasped, hating how good he felt. How good his fingers felt as they slowly dragged over my clit, down toward my opening, and back up again.

I fucking hated the fact that my body betrayed my mind, grinding down on his hand, seeking the release he was dangling right in front of me.

"Well," he laughed, pressing against my clit, "that's not going to happen. I wouldn't want to dirty my cock with someone like you."

He was piercing my heart again and again, and like a masochist, I stayed there, letting him do whatever the fuck he wanted. My hips swiveled, my lips parted, while he rubbed his dick against my backside.

When you were deprived of touches, of little caresses only shared between lovers familiar with each other, you learned to accept them in the most fucked-up of ways, letting a man you hated, a man that obviously hated you, touch you as if he owned you.

I loathed him, yet I needed him right now, and no matter how much my mind rebelled, how much my soul screamed that this wasn't what we wanted, the rest of me refused to listen. And like a mindless robot, I let him touch me, rub me, bite me, and kiss me with punishing force as his fingers worked me to the oblivion I so desperately craved.

"That's it, Vega," he said, dragging his teeth over my unharmed cheek. "You're such a good girl. Such a good little slut."

And I lost it.

I had no idea what that said about me, but the moment the praises started, the moment the dirty, filthy words spilled from his lips, I started erupting. My entire body shook with the force of an orgasm that snuck out of nowhere, while Adrian's hand tightened around my neck to the point of a blackout.

But I didn't care. Somewhere in the back of my mind I knew this wasn't okay. This wasn't good—not for me and not for the mission—but I couldn't stop myself.

He grunted, rubbing against me, hiding his face in the crook of my neck as his fingers expertly flicked over my clit, prolonging my orgasm until I couldn't stand anymore. My knees shook, my eyelids heavy, and I sagged against him, needing him for the support.

But I should've known better.

His hand pulled out of my pants, and within seconds he stepped away from me without warning, letting me fall down onto the floor. I grunted when my bad shoulder hit the sink I was holding on to, my knees taking the brunt of the fall.

And he laughed, while I wanted nothing more than to disappear.

I looked up at him, expecting a smug look, but it wasn't there. He was laughing, but the hollow sound didn’t have the intended effect.

"You look pretty on your knees," he said instead, masking those emotions further behind the ugly words thrown at me without a care in the world. "You should remember that this is your spot in this world, Vega. You'll never be anything more than a foot soldier, born and raised to serve people like me."

He wanted to hurt me, I realized.

He wanted to make me hate him.

He kept calling me a little liar, as if he knew something I didn't, and I wanted to dissect that information, to figure out what he knew. But there was no way I was in any shape to do that now.

Not when my entire body still shook and not when he still stood there, looking as regal as ever, while I remained on my knees, looking up at him.

"And now," he crouched down, his forefinger pressing underneath my chin, lifting my head up, "you belong to me. Body, mind, and soul."

A fresh wave of anger tore through my limbs, and for the first time in the last few minutes since he came in, my training kicked in, reminding me who I was.

My hand wrapped around the back of his neck, pulling him down onto his knees. His eyes widened, the surprise evident on his face, and if he thought he'd be the only one that could play this game, he was sorely mistaken.

With adrenaline coursing through me, I put him on the same level as me, tightening my hold on his neck, until I brought our faces barely inches away from each other.

"Maybe that's right, Adrian." I chuckled, hating how hollow even that sounded. "But just remember that I don't share and if I belong to you like your own personal toy," I murmured against his lips, reveling in the flashes of desire in his eyes. "Then you belong to me as well." I bit down on his lower lip, eliciting a groan from somewhere deep in his body, breaking through the skin until the metallic taste of his blood filled my mouth, making me grin like a maniac the moment I let him go.

"Body. Mind." I leaned closer, licking the spilled blood from his chin. "And soul, Adrian."

He shot off of the floor as if I'd burned him, and I didn't mistake the wet spot on his pants before he turned around and rushed out of the bathroom, leaving me on the floor with confusing thoughts rushing through my mind.

Adrian Zylla was a bully, but he should've known that I wouldn't back down. Besides, I liked the idea of him belonging to me, more than the idea of me belonging to him. And if he had a problem with that, then he should've thought this through before threatening me and trying to shatter my heart.

Because before he could destroy my heart, I vowed I would get his instead.

Or I'd die trying.
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"What crawled up your ass?" Dante's annoying voice filtered through my mind, and the urge to throw the rocks glass I’d been holding for the last half hour had never been growing.

Jax, who was sitting opposite of me at the table we always claimed whenever we went to Nightshade, a bar in town, simply looked up at me, ignoring Dante's question as much as I was. It was Jax's idea to get away from the Academy for the night, and while it seemed like a good idea at the time, now I wasn't so fucking sure.

Everything in me screamed to go back to St. Vasili's and see her, feel her, touch her again. But all those thoughts only made me want to smash the glass against the wall behind Jax's back, and I couldn't have that.

"You do look like you're going to kill somebody," Dante added, placing his elbows on the table. "Wanna talk about it?"

"I didn't know we came out here to share our deepest, darkest trauma, color our nails, and talk about girls," I grumbled, taking a sip of the whiskey that barely registered on my tongue. I fought against the urge to bring my fingers to my nose again, to smell her, to remember what she felt like in my arms. "I thought we were here to discuss our next steps and what needed to happen. But if you want me to braid your hair, just say so."

"Fine," Dante huffed, rolling his eyes. "I liked you more when you kept your mouth shut."

"Trust me, I have no desire to make any small talk, not after today's fiasco," I retorted, placing the glass on top of the table.

Jax's eyes kept volleying back and forth between Dante and me, and while I loved both of them, I had no desire to be here. The headache that’d been brewing since I left Vega behind in that bathroom was at an all-time high, pounding in my head, and I knew I would need to either get some drugs to go to sleep or do something more drastic.

My lip still throbbed from when she bit me, surprising the hell out of me with that one move, and I couldn't decipher whether I wanted to strangle her or fuck her right there and then. So I did the next best thing—I fucking ran.

The words I let slip in her presence bothered me, and for whatever reason I wanted her to believe that she meant nothing to me. I wanted her to hate me, because maybe then she wouldn't be looking at me with those big eyes, showing me how much she wanted me. Not just my body, but my soul.

And I was afraid she was slowly conquering it, piece by piece.

"Andries wasn't happy about that note," Jax said, moving us away from the tension that was starting to brew. "Not even a little bit."

"Did you see it?" Dante asked, looking anywhere but at me. My friend, one of my brothers, was obviously wary of me, and I blamed Vega for my sudden mood swings and the fact that I couldn't sit still, bouncing my knee as the two of them talked.

Andries shared some bullshit story during the assembly, telling the students that they were investigating what had happened to Rebecca and ignoring the million questions that popped up the moment he stopped speaking. He reassured them they were safe—what a bunch of fucking bullshit.

No one was safe in that place. My brother wasn't safe when he attended that hell and neither were countless others that simply disappeared, never to be found again. The town's people always said the Academy was cursed, and maybe they were right.

Nothing ever seemed to go right.

The moment Andries finished with the general assembly, welcoming the newcomers and greeting those that were renewing their year at the Academy because they failed to pass last time, he rushed to his office, summoning the three of us and sharing the note we found with Rebecca’s body, trembling in his fucking seat. I still had no idea what my father saw in that spineless little shit, but the more he sat there, discussing all the ways he wanted to interrogate Vega about the note, the more I wanted to strangle him, consequences be damned.

But the last thing I wanted was for my father to be alerted about Vega. He didn't know I couldn't stop thinking about her. He couldn't know I hacked the cameras around the campus, following her every step, or that something warm settled in my chest when she finally retreated to her room just before we left for town. I didn't like this, this little obsession of mine, but I wasn't strong enough to fight it no matter how much I despised admitting that.

Jax knew something wasn't right, apart from the whole sleep deprivation thing, but I didn't want to talk about her with him. I didn't want him to know.

I trusted Jax with my life. Hell, I trusted the others too, but telling them anything about Vega was bound to bring up some questions, and I wasn't ready to answer anything yet until I myself could figure out what was happening to me.

"We need to keep Vega far away from Andries," Dante said seriously, ignoring the glare I was sending his way. Even the sound of her name coming from his lips was enough to tip me over into the dark abyss I was trying to escape from, and that wasn't good. It wasn't good at all. "I want her on our team."

"No," I simply said, pulling out my phone. "She can't be part of The Brotherhood. We can't risk it."

"Why the fuck not?" He frowned, looking at Jax for help. "You saw what I saw last night. She is lethal. Hell, if I had to choose, she'd be the one I would call to defend me from the fucking Devil himself, not to mention regular people."

"I said no, Dante. Don't fucking push it."

"Well, fuck you, Adrian," he bit out, his eyes blazing when I looked at him. "Unless you're going to tell me the reason behind that little no of yours, I say we send her an invite. She was better than any of the other candidates we've had over the years. She's fast, lethal, and knows her way around the ring. She took down men twice her size, while she was already battered and bruised, might I add."

He shouldn't have added that, because all I could think about now was an unstable-looking Vega standing in that ring, bleeding on the fucking floor, while the others pummeled into her. My heart thundered, reminding me of the insane thoughts that fucked with my mind as I watched her up there. I wanted to protect her, to hide her from them, and then I wanted to spank her for daring to get hurt like that.

"She's not who she says she is," Jax answered instead of me, because we both knew that if I even tried to formulate a response, I would end up truly throwing this drink at Dante. "Her records show that she's Russian, with a living father and no mother, but that's a lie. Arseniy dug deep and found out that while the man that was listed as her father has a daughter, that's definitely not Vega. So we have no idea who she is."

"Then that's even better," Dante grinned. "We can keep an eye on her and figure out who she is and who sent her."

"No!" I thundered, slamming my hand on top of the table, earning a few fearful glances from a table not too far from ours.

"Adrian," Jax warned. "Calm down."

He had a point, and I knew I shouldn't be causing a scene now, but I couldn't stop thinking about her movements, about the fact that she was lying to everyone and about that damn girl we found hanging from the top of the main building.

"She moved like a professional killer, Dante," I grunted, slowly lifting my head to look at him. "She knew what she was doing with every single one of those people, and the last time I saw a person move like that was when The Schatten tried to assassinate me. They sent that kid after me, thinking he could get the job done."

"A kid?" Dante frowned.

"The Schatten snatches unwanted children from orphanages, training them from a very young age to become professional assassins. They brainwash them, turning them into mindless little soldiers."

"And you think Vega is part of The Schatten?" He frowned. "Why the fuck would they send her to the Academy? They have nothing to gain here."

"Nothing except me," I murmured, downing the rest of my drink before flagging the waitress for another one. "Heinrich, the leader of The Schatten, had a fallout with the rest of the Council more than twenty years ago. I was just a kid when that happened, but I still remember the frenzy that took over everyone, because Heinrich had assassins that could destroy our families in the blink of an eye. He vowed he would destroy us all, and over the years he's been clearing out smaller families, slowly climbing toward the bigger fish."

"Which means you," Dante added, understanding dawning on him. "But, she would've tried to kill you by now. She would've done something." Oh, she's been doing something all right.

Messing with my head.

Making me feel things I promised I would never allow myself to feel.

"Why now?" Dante frowned.

"You know why," I said pointedly. "It's not exactly a secret that I'm the next one in line to inherit everything, and well," I chuckled, thanking the waitress as she placed the new glass in front of me, "we're not being very subtle with our recruitment, are we?"

"No, not really." Dante grinned. "But they can't find anything concrete, at least not yet. I'm pretty sure my father is going to get a brain aneurysm from all the thinking he's been doing lately. He's trying to figure me out, but I've been evading him every step of the way. His little minions think they have something on us, but it's all lies we cascaded.”

“But that all still doesn't answer my question. Why didn't she try to kill you yet if she's been sent for that? Why attend the Academy? Why all the lies when she could've easily found your cabin and taken you out. I mean, don't get me wrong, you're a big motherfucker and I know you know how to fight, but that girl…" He shook his head, obviously enamored with the way she fought, and I tried not to show how much that little tidbit bothered me. "She's a fucking machine, man. I could see why someone would want her in their organization, but still."

"The answer is still no, Dante," I grumbled. "She doesn't get to be a part of this. I don't trust her. I don't think I ever will." Liar. "Besides, we have enough good candidates that we don't need her."

"Wait," Jax intercepted, obviously deep in thought. "Maybe Dante is right."

"Oh, come on," I groaned, closing my eyes for a second. "Et tu, Brute?"

"Listen, Adrian." my best friend narrowed his eyes at me. "I can see that something about her is bothering you more than you're letting on, and that's fine. But we might need her. Dante is right—she's a damn good fighter and we need people like her if we want to take down the leaders of our families without too many casualties. And if she is working for The Schatten, isn't it better keeping her close to us, instead of keeping our distance?"

Goddammit, I hated when they had a point, but I still didn't like it. I didn't like the fact that I would have to see her face, not only during classes, but during the meetings we had planned for those that had passed the initiation. I obviously couldn't trust myself around her.

Today wasn't supposed to go the way it did. I wanted to corner her, to force her to tell me who she really was, and instead I rubbed her pussy like my life depended on it, almost coming in my pants from the sheer vision of her face as she came on my hand.

So one might think I had no control when it came to her.

"I hear you," I muttered, "but I still don't like it."

"You don't have to like it." Dante shrugged. "I didn't particularly like the fact that you invited Gabriela to the meet up last night, yet here we are." I chuckled at that. Gabriela Barone was Dante's sore spot, and while I had no idea what went down between the two of them, I knew they hated each other with a passion. "We need Vega, and we also need to keep an eye on her. This way we could kill two birds with one stone, and she'd be none the wiser. Let her in and let's see what she does. Besides," the motherfucker grinned, "I'd be happy to train her if you don't feel up to it."

"Absolutely fucking not!" I roared, shaking with rage, trying to erase the images of Vega and Dante together, sweaty, preparing in the dark rooms, all fucking alone. "I'll train her."

That had Jax raising his eyebrows as if he couldn't quite believe what just came out of my mouth. I hated training other people. Loathed it with a passion, and the only reason why I accepted the position of instructor for offensive and defensive techniques this year was because the three of us needed to be here at the Academy for things to start moving.

Arseniy and Ethan couldn't join us—at least not yet—and I actually couldn't wait for the two of them to finally arrive at the Academy after New Year's Eve. By then we should have most things set in stone, ready to take over as necessary.

Andries thought my father had made me come here, and I was letting them both think they had any say in what I did and how. It wasn't my fault my father couldn't control his buddies on the Council, or that he was slipping more and more with each passing year.

His life was one I would gladly take, but that didn't mean I couldn't play with him for a little while.

"Then it's settled." Dante practically glowed with satisfaction. "Vega will get an invite."

"Yes," I grumbled, trying to hide how much it both scared and excited me. She'd be at my mercy, doing anything and everything I wanted her to do, and the mere thought had my cock hardening behind my pants, reminding me that I ignored it after I escaped from Vega. "But I'll be the one to handle her."

"Oh, I'm sure you'll handle her just fine." Dante grinned, downing the rest of his drink. "Now," he continued as he dropped the glass on the table. "You both got the message from Arseniy, right?"

Judging by the look on Jax's face, we both got it and neither one of us liked it.

Between the five of us, I had no idea which one had the more fucked-up upbringing, but Arseniy… He had the worst one. His father, Oleksandr Morozov, was a special type of monster that didn't only like torturing those that dared to go against him, but his own kid as well. There were no tears when Arseniy pushed the knife to the hilt, ramming it into the man's heart, nor were there any surprises when he took over, cleaning up the mess his father left behind.

The man was unhinged, without a conscience, and you would have to be a fool to go against Oleksandr. But Arseniy did, and I sometimes had a feeling that he bit off more than he could chew. But we didn't talk about it. We also didn't speak about the fact that Arseniy didn't talk, or well, at least I never heard him talk. I had a feeling it had something to do with the fact that his own father tried to kill him when he was just twelve years old, slicing over his throat with a kitchen knife because Arseniy dared to say no.

That incident left him with damaged vocal cords and a whole array of other issues that we, again, never discussed. But we all had an understanding—we wouldn't talk about the things that bothered us, unless they fucked with our everyday operations. And so far it worked.

So far.

I was worried about Arseniy and the insane quest to find his sister. A sister he didn't even know existed, until one of the soldiers that worked for his father admitted that years ago, his father had a mistress, a slave, during his time in Bosnia and Herzegovina. A woman that managed to escape to the United States, only to give birth to a little girl Arseniy had never met.

Needless to say, that information shook him to his core. What shook him even more was the fact that his father sent his assassins after the woman, who managed to kill every single one of them, until the last one landed her in jail, only for her to die from cancer a couple of years later.

But the little girl was lost and he had no idea where she had gone. Her mother didn't have any family, no one that could take the girl, and all of the records about her ever being in an orphanage were tightly sealed, as if someone didn't want us to find her.

"He thinks she's at the Academy," Dante murmured, haunted by his own past and the ghost of the sister he had lost thanks to this fucking life we all led. "I'm not so sure. The people at the Academy are from the families that send them here. If she never had any contact with our world, why would she be here?"

"I don't know." Jax shrugged. "But his informants told him she was here, but they couldn't tell him anything else. He has no idea if it's true or not, but he wants us to be on the lookout. He wants us to find her if we can. But I don't want to disappoint him," Jax added with a sigh. "He's spent so much time on this wild hunt, and I'm worried what will happen if he doesn't find her."

"He won't like it, that's for sure," Dante observed. "And I don't know if he'll ever be able to forgive himself if he finds out that she's…" he mumbled. "You know?"

"Dead?" I asked. "I know. He blames himself for not knowing about her earlier. It's been three years since he started looking for her, and so far nothing has come out of it. No new leads, nothing sufficient that would point him to her, and if this is going to help him, then we're going to look for her at the Academy. He's going to come here on January 5th, so maybe if we find her, he's going to be able to put this entire thing to rest and finally start focusing on other things."

"He's been obsessed with finding her," Dante murmured, toying around with his empty glass.

We didn't speak of it, we didn't have to say it out loud, but Arseniy was focusing on anything he could get his hands on but on his own problems. He thought that if he could find the girl, he'd finally have the family he always dreamed of. His mother ran away when he was just a child, only for her head to be brought back by one of his father's men, dropping it right at Arseniy's feet. His father used it as a teaching moment to show him that he could never have a normal life and to scare him enough that he would never even try to run away.

So he stayed, endured monstrosities by that man, until he was strong enough to destroy him.

"I don't know, guys," Jax spoke, looking up at the ceiling. "It's like chasing a ghost. Hell," he grunted, "what did he say her name was? Her birth name?"

"Azra," I mumbled. "Her birth name was Azra Bektić." And I hoped we'd be able to find her.
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I was beyond exhausted by the time we came back to the Academy, and after looking at my watch I realized it was already three in the morning. Dante decided to stay in town, hitting one of the clubs he frequently went to, but I had no desire for it. Not right now.

I had no idea if Jax only came with me because he could feel I was unraveling at the seams, but he refused Dante's offer to go to Pandämonium, a sex club on the outskirts of Wolfhöle. He thanked the driver as we exited from the car, right in front of the admin building where Jax decided to stay during his time at the Academy, refusing my offer to come to the cabin.

I stared up at the dark sky, or well, at least I tried to. The fog descended down on the mountain, making it hard to see the sky, or anything for that matter. The lights leading down the path toward the entrance of the main building were muffled, and the sound of owls hooting somewhere in the distance made it all seem much more ominous than it truly was.

I didn't forget that we had a killer somewhere in our midst, but my tired brain couldn't think about that either. I wanted to—no, needed to—go to sleep, but I knew it wouldn't come even if I went to my cabin immediately and laid down in my bed.

"Are you okay?" Jax asked as he stood next to me, his eyes on my profile. "You seemed irritated tonight."

"I know." I exhaled slowly. "I will probably need to apologize to Dante at some point, but today wasn't a good day."

Jax didn't say anything, but I could almost see the wheels turning in his head. "You know," he started. "There's a doctor in town. We could go and⁠—"

"No, Jax. I think I'll be able to go to sleep tonight. Maybe getting out of here was a good idea and considering how exhausted I am, I don't think it'll take me long to fall asleep." I was lying through my teeth and we both knew it. But he didn't comment on it. He didn't try to persuade me again to go and visit the doctor.

Instead, he took a step toward the building, turning slightly toward me. "If you need anything, just let me know."

"I will." I nodded.

There were no more words needed and when Jax's body was swallowed by the mist surrounding us as he walked toward the entrance, I turned around, starting to walk toward my cabin, only to stop not even five minutes after.

I hated myself for what I was about to do. I hated the fact that I couldn't stop thinking about the dark-haired vixen that took over my mind, but I couldn't fight it. I was too tired to fight it. Too tired to argue with myself, and instead of continuing toward my cabin, I turned left and started walking straight toward her building.

She was located on the opposite side of the campus, and the closer I came to her, the more my heart thundered, anticipating the vision of her. I hoped she was asleep, because there was no way I'd be able to explain this sudden urge to see her or to just be with her.

I already knew I wouldn't be able to sleep, but the vision of her was bound to calm the torment in my mind.

The visibility was atrocious as I walked across the campus, the urgency in my steps almost laughable, considering I was heading to the one person that probably didn't want to see me. Hell, I didn't want to see her either—at least the rational part of my brain didn't want to see her—but the rest… The rest of me craved her nearness, and instead of overthinking it right now, I decided to let it be. To let myself have this one secret, this one thing that would normally have me running for the hills.

I pushed my hands into the pockets of my coat, regretting the decision to not bring my hat and scarf when we left for town, but I could already see the building where her room was located, and the buildup of anticipation only increased.

I couldn't walk through the main entrance if I wanted to stay out of the sight of other people. I couldn't explain exactly why I was in the building that housed most of our students at this time of the night, and I'd be damned if I gave anyone any kind of ammunition against me. While Andries couldn't give a damn if any of the instructors slept with the students, I cared, because showing them that Vega meant something to me would mean putting a target on her back.

And while I suspected that she put a target on my back, I didn't care. Not right now when the only thought that kept on repeating in my mind was getting to her. Seeing her. Touching her. Just inhaling her scent.

I walked toward the back of the building where the service entrance was—the one that was rarely ever used anymore—and using my master key, I pushed it open, finding myself surrounded by darkness. From my past excursions to this building and through this entrance, I recalled I was in a storage room of sorts, and pulling out my phone to illuminate the area, I realized I was right.

Shelves filled with toilet paper, towels, bed sheets, and other things lined the walls on the opposite side, with the door right across from me. I walked hurriedly toward the exit, opening it slowly and stepping out, observing my surroundings. But the first floor was deadly silent, and I hoped I wouldn't see anyone in the hallways as I climbed up.

I went toward the fire exit and took two steps at a time until I reached her floor. The door creaked loudly, making me wince momentarily as I peered outside, praying that most of the people were asleep or simply too ignorant to check what the noise was. Waiting for five minutes felt like spending an eternity standing here, waiting to see if anyone would come out, and when I realized that no one would, I rushed toward the apartment Vega was assigned to.

My hand wrapped around the door handle, testing it, and my lips pulled into a smile when I realized she had it locked from the inside.

My smart girl.

I pulled out my master key once again and unlocked the door, slowly entering inside and closing it behind me.

My breath hitched, my palms sweaty, when my eyes landed on her sleeping form sprawled on top of the blankets. The barely-there moonlight illuminated her face, giving me glimpses of those bruises I hated so much, but I had no one else to blame but myself. I wanted to apologize, to tell her I had to knock her out for her own good.

I wanted to tell her that some of the people in the crowd last night weren't students and that they followed our every move, and that her mouthing off at me could have some serious consequences.

But proper words failed me, as they apparently always did where she was concerned, and instead of explaining anything, I just made things worse. Right now I didn't want her to hate me.

Right now I wanted to sink into the bed right next to her, and hold her until all the demons in my mind quieted, leaving only the two of us, silencing the rest of the world. But I couldn't have that. I could never have her, that much I knew. There was no space for someone like her in my life, and I knew better than anyone what it meant having someone that was truly your weakness.

I couldn't do that to her, and I didn't want to do that to myself.

So this would have to be sufficient, these stolen looks and the bickering. The harsh words and forbidden touches. That would have to be enough to keep me going.

I walked slowly toward the sofa chair in the corner of her room, taking off my coat as I went and dropping it down onto the floor. She stirred in her sleep just as I sat down, placing my elbows on my knees, drinking her in like an addict.

I hated this version of myself, but I didn't want to stop. She was like the first ray of sunshine in my otherwise dark existence and I refused to let it go, even if it meant torturing myself like this. I could never have her, at least not in the way she wanted me to judging from those looks I saw when she allowed something else to flicker through those fascinating eyes. We were lying to ourselves, sinking deeper and deeper into this depravity, but I had a feeling she didn't want to stop.

Maybe it was sudden, maybe it was meant to be, but in two days this girl made me feel as if I had known her my entire life. Every time her eyes landed on mine it felt like a breath of fresh air. Like a drop of water after an eternity of drought, and I was tired of fighting against the things my heart wanted.

It was unhealthy, this little obsession of mine, but it was here to stay.

I didn't fail to notice the way she hovered over her friend, protecting her even when there was no imminent danger. I didn't fail to recognize the sacrifice she made when Yolanda's name was called, fighting a battle that wasn't hers to fight.

All of it should've put me off. It should've shown me that she was a little masochist, a little martyr, but all those things only made me levitate closer to her.

She was most probably my enemy.

She was a student here.

She wasn't for me.

Yet I wanted her regardless of the consequences.

I had no idea how long I sat there, as still as a statue, taking in her pretty face and her slender form, when she cried out, her voice breaking the silence of the night.

"No!" she bellowed, and I jumped to alert, my body ready for a fight. "Please," she sobbed. "Please don't." I inched closer to the bed, the urge to comfort her, to do anything just to stop her from crying out, riding me to the point of misery. "Please," she cried and cried and cried, until I could take it no more.

I shoved off my boots and climbed onto the bed, right behind her.

"No!" She thrashed on the bed, just as I pulled her closer to me.

"Shh," I murmured, rubbing my hands over her arms, holding her tightly. "I got you. You're okay. You're safe."

She whimpered in my arms, her entire body shaking as tears cascaded down her face.

"I got you, Bambi. I got you."

Her hands pressed against my chest, her face burrowing into the crook of my neck, as if she was trying to hide herself.

"Please," she mumbled one more time. "Please help me."

Her voice broke, a thousand emotions lacing those simple words, and the urge to protect her rose, to destroy anyone and anything that dared to wrong her. That dared to give her nightmares that would make her tremble and beg.

"I'm here, Vega," I whispered, pressing my lips to her clammy forehead. "No one will get to you. You're safe."

Her breathing was labored, and no matter how much I tried to soothe her and how much I rubbed my hands over her shoulders, over her neck, her back, she still kept on shaking. I pulled myself up, trying to get the blankets over her, when her arms snuck around my neck, holding me tightly to her, making it difficult to get up.

"Don't leave me!" she yelled out, clinging to me like a spider monkey.

"I'm not leaving," I murmured, rubbing her back. "I'm here, Vega. You're okay now. You're safe." I reminded myself of the pet parrot Jax had a couple of years ago that only knew a couple of words and kept repeating them, but I had no idea what else to say.

I had no idea what her nightmare was about, and some sick, primal part of me liked the fact that she clung to me. I loved her body pressed to mine, seeking comfort in my embrace. But when I looked down at her, trying to figure out the best way to calm her down, her eyes were open, staring up at me.

There was no anger in them, no hatred, not the viciousness I was so used to from her. Instead, they were filled with a longing I could recognize. The need to have someone to call your own. To have someone that would care when you couldn't care for yourself.

"You're here," she whispered, as if she was afraid that speaking any louder would make me disappear. "You look the same in my dreams," Vega stated, and within seconds I realized she must have thought she was dreaming. "But you don't hate me in my dreams." She frowned and that little statement felt like a gunshot straight through my heart.

How could I explain to her that I needed her and also hated the fact that I needed her? That whatever spell she cast on me was working and I didn't want to let go.

"I don't hate you," I said, saying the first truthful thing tonight. "I could never hate you."

"You're lying." She smiled sadly. "You'll hate me when you find out."

"Find out what?" I frowned, looking at her, but her eyes were already closed, her limbs relaxed. "Vega," I murmured against her ear, hoping she would answer. "Find out what?"

"Everything," she answered sleepily, leaving me all alone once again, pondering over her words.

But instead of trying to wake her up, I managed to pull the blankets over us, holding her tightly as she slept, burying my nose into her hair and pretending we weren't two people who had death hanging above their heads, but two individuals that cared for each other.

And as her soft breaths tickled my throat, I dared myself to close my eyes and drift off for the first time in days, holding her as if my life depended on it.
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The first thing I noticed as my mind stirred awake, detaching from the dark abyss of my dreams, was the warmth enveloping me, holding me tightly. The second was a hard body behind me and the strong arms wrapped around my middle.

Hazy memories flickered through my head as my eyes blinked, trying to shake off the drowsiness still clinging to me after the long night of sleep. I couldn't remember the last time I slept this well. My limbs were heavy, my head well-rested for the first time in I didn't even know how long, and I fought against the urge to assign this peaceful feeling to the person lying behind me, his breath tickling my neck with every new exhale.

I knew it was Adrian even without turning around. I thought I had dreamed of him, that he had somehow found a way into my dreams last night when the nightmares shook my soul, reminding me of the past. But he was really here, and I had no idea why.

He stirred in his sleep, burying his face in the crook of my neck while his arms tightened around my middle, making me wince when they pressed against the bruises on my ribs. But I didn't dare move.

It would've been easy, killing him right now, freeing this world from one monster, but… But I couldn't do it. For whatever reason, I couldn't fucking do it, and I had no idea if I hated the idea of him here or if I wanted it more than anything. I was terrified that the moment I let those thoughts fester in my mind I would completely forget why I was here and what it was I was sent to do.

And my entire existence depended on this mission.

My entire future depended on finding information on Adrian and his family, otherwise I knew I wouldn't have any future.

The Schatten wasn't exactly the place I wanted to go back to, but at least it was the hell I knew. It held familiarity in those walls back at the compound, and in the eyes of the people that frequented it. I knew Heinrich and the way he operated, but Adrian Zylla… I had no idea who he was.

Everything he had shown me thus far had been nothing but monstrous and the way he spoke to me as if I was nothing told me I couldn't trust him. If anything, he had the power to destroy me from the inside out. The Schatten could kill me, make me disappear, but they couldn't take a hold of my soul and squeeze it in their hands. They couldn't destroy the very essence of my being, but he could.

His palm landed on a bare patch of my skin, right at the bottom of my stomach, and his thumb started circling around, awakening my body in the way only he could. I had never had this kind of reaction to any other man. I’d never been able to turn off my mind long enough to forget where I was and who was in front of me, but he unraveled me, pulled out the needy parts of me that I desperately hid from everyone else, because I knew they could use them against me.

Yet, I allowed him to see me, to feel me, to touch me without a fight, and if I stayed here in his embrace, I knew he wouldn't be kind. He would use that sharp tongue of his to inflict the type of damage that could only be felt, but never seen.

So I closed the lid on the emotions threatening to unravel me, and slowly removed his arms from around me, slipping out of the bed slowly, careful not to alert him to my movements. And for someone that always seemed to be on alert, Adrian didn't even move. He protested in his sleep when I moved, but as soon as I was out of his embrace, he buried his nose into my pillow, sleeping as soundly as he was earlier.

I stood there, right next to the bed, observing him for a moment too long. Every single time I saw him he was anything but relaxed, yet here… He almost looked younger than he truly was. Relaxed. Comfortable, and I suffocated the thought that slid inside my mind that it had everything to do with me.

He didn't know me, and I didn't know him.

It was a mistake seeking salvation in the arms of the person you knew nothing about, or in my case, the person you were sent to destroy. I was in this business long enough to know what 'use any means necessary' meant in that file Alena gave me. They didn't need to tell me I was here for that purpose.

Heinrich said I was here to gather information, but there was always a hidden meaning to everything he said, and this time was no different.

I was here to kill Adrian Zylla.

And I had no fucking idea how I was going to do that.
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I practically ran away from my room, leaving Adrian behind as I slipped out, heading toward the main building where our classes were being held. It wasn't my proudest moment, but something about him made me want to stay. It made me want to be a different person on a different path, but those dreams belonged to a girl that didn't live life the way I did.

Those dreams belonged to those that had proper nine-to-five jobs, a massive family that supported them, and a warm home to go back to.

I had none of those things.

What I did have was a load of baggage filled with dark secrets I could never share with anyone, least of all someone like Adrian, and this kind of thinking was only bound to get me killed and nothing else. I had to get rid of the weird notion that Adrian was my savior, that he could somehow help me get out of the clutches of The Schatten.

He was just like everyone else, looking out for himself and those he held dear. There was no place in my life for another disappointment, especially not when my heart seemed to like him a little bit too much. I had to put a stop to these silly little thoughts and focus on what was important.

Yolanda explained yesterday that everyone had pretty much the same dress code at the Academy—tight black T-shirt, black pants or leggings, and whatever the fuck we wanted to have on our feet. I knew the training grounds were inside, but I cursed myself for not putting something warmer over my black T-shirt, because as I walked over the grounds I realized the wind here was as unforgiving as the inhabitants of this place.

It slammed into me from all sides and the smell of the impending snow in the air did nothing to improve my already sour mood. My long coat flapped in the wind, reminding me it wasn't made for winters like these, but for a rainy type of weather. But I'd be damned if I changed it for something bulkier.

This leather coat had been with me for years now, and I wouldn't change it for anything. It was worn out in places, the leather peeling off and looking damaged, but it was the easiest thing to fight in, especially because I didn't appreciate freezing all the time as I went into missions. Maybe after all of this was done I would trade and retire it for something different since I wouldn't have any more use of it, but for now I was sticking with it.

People rushed next to me, following the same path I was toward the combat building located right next to the main building, and while I knew I wouldn't be in any shape to do anything strenuous during our offensive and defensive classes, I was excited to see what they were going to teach us.

Well, I was excited to see who was going to teach us.

I didn't have a chance to meet a lot of other instructors, but with Adrian, Jax, and Dante at the Academy, I had a feeling they weren't exactly here to do the administrative work. It would've made things a lot easier if they were, but in these last three days, counting today, I’d learned more than I could imagine and I was going to uncover all the secrets they kept.

The Brotherhood was just a cover story for them, and I wanted in. I wanted to know more, but I knew I couldn't just ask about it. Everyone kept their mouths shut about The Pit, and worst of all, everyone seemed to keep their mouths shut about Rebecca too, the girl that was found hanging from the rope just yesterday. I had no idea if they were really investigating what had happened or not, but it gave me a weird feeling in my gut that it wasn't the end.

Whoever did that to Rebecca wasn't finished, and it was just another mystery I needed to uncover. Why would somebody use the methods of The Schatten in a place they weren't welcomed at all? Why risk the organization, if it really was someone from The Schatten?

Furthermore, if they had sent someone here, why wouldn't Alena and Heinrich tell me about it? Was it because I hated working with other agents or was there something they weren't telling me?

Hell, with the way all of this was going I would need to start putting all these theories down on paper and try tackling them one by one. But the first one on the agenda was getting into The Brotherhood, and as I saw Dante standing at the entrance to the combat building, just staring at the students that were passing by, an idea formed in my head and I knew he was the person that could help me.

Don't get me wrong, I knew all three of them were lethal, but where Adrian obviously hated me for whatever reason and Jax steered clear of me, Dante seemed to be eager to let me fight more that first night, and I knew he would be able to help.

"Hey," I called out as I came close enough, lifting my hand from my pocket and waving at him. His dark eyebrows furrowed, his eyes narrowing at me, but there wasn't anything malicious in the way he looked me over. Hell, there wasn't anything warming either, but he was a better option than any of the others. "Dante, right?" I asked, feigning innocence as I closed the distance between us, keeping the smile on my face even as the pain pulsed in my cheek, reminding me it wasn't as healed as I thought it was. "I'm Vega," I murmured, extending my hand in his direction, hoping he would take it. But he kept staring at it as if it held poison, and my momentum of a good mood shattered faster than it came. "I see," I mumbled, stepping away from him. "You're just another puppet, aren't you?"

"I'm not a puppet," he grumbled, looking over my shoulder as if he expected for someone to appear right behind me.

"Whatever you keep telling yourself to sleep better at night." I shrugged. "I know a puppet when I see one, but I was hoping I was wrong about you." I looked him straight in the eyes. "I guess not."

Irritation flashed over his face, and before I could move he was right in front of me, towering over my body by at least a few inches. Shorter than Adrian but I had a feeling just as equally lethal.

"You have no idea what you're talking about, Vega," he said, loud enough only for me to hear. "And that conversation you want to have cannot be held here."

"How do you know what I want to talk about?" I asked, daring him with my eyes, flaying myself open for him. His fingers wrapped around the back of my neck, pulling me closer to him as his lips pressed against my ear, whispering what I needed to hear.

And for one sick second I wished I would get the same goosebumps from his touch as I did from Adrian's, but nothing happened. No reaction, nothing at all, and the hatred I felt toward myself in that moment was higher than the hatred I felt toward Adrian.

"You're a smart cookie, bambina," he whispered, snickering. "Meet me after classes. We will discuss everything then. There's a cemetery on the other side of campus," he murmured. "We will wait for you there by Old Temple of Athena Don't be late."

Holy moly, this was actually working. It was happening.

Dante's hand tightened on the nape of my neck just before he released me, stepping away. My eyes latched on to the little smirk he had on his face, but it wasn't directed at me. Oh no, he was looking at someone behind me and as I turned around my blood turned into ice, freezing me to the spot.

Adrian marched toward us with a look on his face I had never seen before. At least not on him.

He was mean at best during our past conversations, but now he looked ready to kill someone, and his eyes weren't plastered to me—they were drilling into Dante who just kept standing behind me, snickering loudly now.

"Here comes the danger," Dante murmured, laughing louder and louder with each step Adrian took, completely ignoring the fact that danger was heading toward us. I had no idea what was happening right now or why Adrian looked like he was ready to kill someone, but I didn't want to be here when he finally reached us.

I had only ever seen an angry bull on TV, and Adrian looked as close to one as a human could ever be. His eyes were two dark pits of danger, filled with equally dark promises I didn't want to see fulfilled.

I stepped back, moving away from Dante, when his hand wrapped around my wrist, keeping me in place.

"Oh no, no, bambina," the maniac laughed. "You're gonna stay here. You don't want to miss the show."

"What show?" I gritted out, looking from him to Adrian who was getting closer and closer, while the students moved from his path, feeling the dark aura emanating from him. "I kinda really love my life, Dante," I whispered. "And I don't want to die today."

"Don't worry." He grinned. "You won't be dying. Me, on the other hand⁠—"

The hit came out of nowhere, though I had no idea why it surprised me as much as it did.

Dante's hand flew off of my arm as he stumbled backward, almost falling down the stairs behind us, but Adrian didn't stop. The next hit came seconds after the first one, pummeling into his friend like a man possessed, completely ignoring the crowd gathering around us.

"Stop it!" I yelled out, trying to do something, anything, while the rest of the people just stood around, shell-shocked at the sight in front of them. "Adrian!" But it was as if he couldn't hear me. He didn't care about the people around or the fact that he was hitting his friend for no reason.

His fists connected with Dante's face again, making his head fly to the side as a fresh burst of blood flew from Dante's mouth. And to make matters worse, Dante wasn't fighting back. He simply kept grinning and grunting with every hit Adrian landed, and I couldn't watch it anymore.

He was going to kill him if he continued like this, and I had to stop him.

I knew better than to stand between the two men that were fighting, and with my current injuries there was no way that if Adrian landed a punch on me I wouldn't end up in the infirmary, or worse—the cemetery. I wasn't strong enough to stop him from the rampage he was obviously on, so I did the next best thing.

I stepped behind him, unbuttoned my long coat, and jumped on his back, wrapping my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist.

"Stop it," I whispered in his ear, hoping the coherent part of his brain would register my words and stop this insanity. "Dante is your friend. Stop it, Adrian. Please."

He suddenly froze, his chest heaving with heavy breaths, but he stopped.

My thumb landed on the pulse point on his neck, murmuring soothing noises as I tightened my legs around his middle, closing my eyes when the murmuring of the people around us became louder, and the sound of my name from their mouths became more prominent.

"I don't know what got into you, but you gotta stop. Dante didn't do anything," I continued, but the moment Dante's name slipped through my lips, Adrian growled—full-on fucking growled like an animal—and instead of dropping me on the ground like I thought he would, his bloodied hand landed on my thigh, holding me closer to him.

I hated that I couldn't see his face, his eyes, but I could see Dante on the ground, breathing heavily with his left eye already swelling slowly from the brute force with which Adrian attacked him.

"I'm gonna go down now," I murmured, but the moment those words came out, his body tensed, and the hand that was softly holding my thigh tightened, most probably bruising me in the process. "Adrian?" I whispered, asking without words what was happening, but before he could say anything and before I could get down, we started moving.

Me hanging onto him like a koala and him holding my legs, moving us around the building toward the backside, overlooking the town underneath. The wind hit us harder here than it did at the front side of the building, but I didn't dare say another word as Adrian grunted while walking, moving us away from the crowd, from Dante, and most probably from safety for me.

I was a stupid, stupid girl, jumping on him like this. It was clear this was a man that wanted nothing more but to see me suffer. He proved it several times over the last three days, and like an idiot, I jumped on him, trying to stop him from killing his friend, because no matter what, I somehow knew he wouldn't be happy about hurting him.

I looked to our right, focusing on the fog that had enveloped the town, imagining I was anywhere else but here. Would I maybe want to live somewhere like that, where people minded their own business and went about their day without a care in the world? Most probably.

But just as the thought came through, making me smile at the sheer image of what my life could look like, it was snatched from my hands as Adrian dropped me down to the ground, and slammed me into the wall behind my back, holding his hand tightly wrapped around my throat, making it hard to breathe.

He was mad before, but it was nothing compared to the chilling terror that coursed through me at the sight of those dark eyes as he looked at me with so much disdain it made my knees weak. I shouldn't have intervened. I should've run away the moment he showed up, but I stayed, stupidly thinking I was doing something good.

And now it came back to bite me in my ass.

"Y-You're hu-rting me," I gasped, clawing at his hand, trying to remove it from my neck, but there was no use. The man that held me throughout the night, the man that murmured soft words and told me he was there for me, was nowhere to be seen.

So much so that I really believed I had dreamed all those words, because there was no way this was the same person. The person from last night helped me through my nightmare, but the one now in front of me wanted to destroy me.

"Adrian?" I gasped again, seeing black dots dancing in the periphery of my vision, and I knew it wouldn't be long before I would lose consciousness. "Please."
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The moment I opened my eyes less than an hour ago I knew two things—I was all alone in Vega's room, and I'd fucked up massively. But what bothered me more than anything was the thought that she had a perfect opportunity to kill me and didn't take it. But that didn't change the fact that she was here under false pretenses and that she most probably was our enemy.

She couldn't be trusted and I foolishly fell into her bed, falling asleep for the first time in days without the help of any drugs, which only made me crankier with each passing moment.

Maybe I was more exhausted than I initially thought, which was why I fell asleep with her. Yeah, I couldn't accept anything else. I just needed to find her and threaten her not to tell anyone about me being in her room last night, but the moment I tracked her, the moment my eyes landed on her and Dante standing in front of the combat building, looking far too cozy for my liking, I lost it.

A red haze took over my mind, and like an animal I only had one thought in my head—destroy.

I wanted him as far away from her as possible. No, I needed him far away because I knew I would drive myself insane if I had to spend another second watching him talk to her, touch her. He was touching what was mine, goddammit, and for the first time since I met her, I didn't deny that fact.

Vega Konstantinova was mine.

In the minute that it took to cross the distance between them and me, I knew I was more fucked than I initially thought, but I didn't care either way. She was a beacon of light in this eternal darkness I called life, and I'd be damned if I allowed someone to take that away from me.

Even if that someone was one of my best friends.

But I didn't expect her to jump on my back and murmur soft words I didn't know she was capable of. I didn't expect her to calm me down, for her touch to be soothing instead of burning like everyone else's.

I rarely allowed people to touch me, to see me for who I really was, but she was able to shatter the walls around my soul within seconds and unable to stop myself, I took her away. Far, far away from the man my mind deemed to be dangerous.

I guess what I needed was some clarity, and no matter how much every single part of me yearned for her, for her sweetness and her power, for the way she held on to me, clinging to me, I couldn't have her. I could never have her, but that didn't mean I could simply let her go.

The shock on her face as I dropped her down, wrapping my hand around her neck and holding her to the wall, pierced through my heart, but she needed to be taught a lesson. She wasn't to go near me or my friends, and she had to learn the hard way, it would seem.

Her wide eyes were filled with fear for the first time, and I could see the terror rushing through her.

I hated it as much as the part of me loved it, but I couldn't stop now. I couldn't show her what I really felt, or what I really wanted, because she couldn't be trusted. I couldn't trust her, no matter how hard I wanted to.

"Adrian," she gasped. "You're hurting me." I knew I was and I hated myself just a little bit more as her eyes fluttered closed, but I was angry.

So fucking angry.

At her.

At Dante.

At myself.

And I had no idea where to direct that anger, because as much as it pained me to admit it, the two of them had nothing to do with the poisonous fury spreading through my veins. I was ashamed of myself, of my weakness, of the need I had for her when I didn't even know her, and I had to get rid of it.

She fought me at first, trying to move my hand away from her, but with each passing second I could see the fight waning in her, leaving her limp body in my arms, and I. Didn't. Like. It.

"Fight, dammit!" I roared, getting into her face, yet she didn't even flinch. Didn't move.

She simply kept staring at me with accusations in her eyes, and I hated it. I hated the apathy taking over her features as if she was ready to die here, by my hand. There was no sign of the fire I saw yesterday when she bit my lower lip. There was no stubbornness in those green and brown eyes, nothing that showed me the girl she was.

Vega was putting up her walls, so high up that there was no way for me to see what was behind them. There was no way for me to reach the person she was, to bask in the warmth of her soul. Instead, a pair of lifeless eyes stared at me, and I knew I fucked up even before the first word rolled off of her tongue.

"No." A simple no came out, her arms limply hanging by her sides.

I knew she had the moves. I knew she could take me if she wanted to, then why the fuck wasn't she fighting?

"Goddammit!" I roared, detaching myself from her. Vega stood still, her back plastered to the wall behind her, her eyes never once leaving me as I paced in front of her, ripping at my hair.

I almost killed my best friend because he dared to touch her.

I attacked her now because I had no one else to take out this frustration on, this anger at my powerlessness when it came to her. And I hated myself even more because I hated putting that look on her face. I hated the lifelessness staring back at me, with the knowledge that it was somehow my fault.

"You need to stay away from my friends," I spat out, looking straight into her eyes. "I mean it."

"Okay," she simply murmured, still standing in that same fucking spot.

Fuck!

I wanted her to tell me no. To tell me I wasn't the boss of her or that she didn't take orders from an idiot who obviously had no idea what he was doing. Instead she simply took it, simply nodded, as if everything she was disappeared in mere seconds.

"No one can know what happened last night," I continued, hoping something, anything, would bring out some sort of reaction from her, but it didn't.

"Okay," was the word that followed, with the soft shrug of her shoulders. "No one will know."

Jesus fucking fuck! I wanted to break something. I wanted to yell, destroy, do something, but I couldn't bring myself to leave her. Not yet.

"Why the fuck aren't you fighting me?" I asked instead, hating the words the moment they came out of my mouth.

A knowing smirk came onto her face, laced with a chill that had nothing to do with the atrocious weather on this godforsaken mountain.

"Because there's no point." She finally moved away from the wall, and my eyes zeroed in on the red marks at her throat, courtesy of me, and I would've done anything in that moment to take back what I just did. "Because you're just like every other bully, Adrian," she murmured, her voice dipping low just as her hand came up to swipe something off of my shoulder.

I looked down, seeing the snowflakes on my black coat, only then realizing that I didn't even notice them falling. But what hurt more than the sound of her voice, laced with so much indifference, was the fact that she was calling me a bully.

"I know your kind," she continued, twisting the knife deeper and deeper into my gut. "You like having toys that only belong to you. You like pretending that the world exists just to do your bidding, Adrian." She smiled at that, but the smile never reached her eyes, and I yearned to touch her. To apologize.

To explain why I reacted in such a way.

Why I didn't know how to behave in her presence.

Why I hated her and needed her and why it could only end up with my demise.

But I kept my mouth shut as she continued her verbal attack.

"And you can leave your marks on my skin." She looked up at me defiantly, that little spark I needed to see coming back to life. "You can touch me, make me come, make me yours in a physical way. You can do all those things because you are bigger and stronger than I am, but mark my words," she stood up on her tiptoes, her lips brushing against my earlobe, making me shiver, "you will never have my soul. You will never own those parts of me you truly want to own. And that…" She stepped back, smiling from ear to ear, her eyes filled with vengeance. "That is where my power lies. You can hurt me, that's true. You could probably kill me right now if you wanted to. I'm still healing, so there's no way I can fight you off like I usually could. But you want something else from me, and I will never," she spat the words out, "ever belong to you."

"Vega—"

"Save it," she interrupted, taking a step away from me, then another one, until she was a safe distance from me. "The world doesn't belong to you, Adrian Zylla. It isn't yours for the taking. Forgive me for mistaking you for someone worthy." She smiled sadly, unknowingly killing me in the process. "I won't make the same mistake twice."

She spun on her heel and almost ran away in the direction we came from, leaving me with my reeling thoughts as the snow fell on me, covering the ground with a white cloak, while her words dug deeper and deeper until I knew without a doubt that Vega Konstantinova would be the death of me.

And I wouldn't mind dying for her.

For my little liar.

But instead of going after her, I watched her disappear around the corner, letting the cold seep into my bones as a plan formed in my head.

She was mine, whether she liked it or not, and I would stop at nothing to claim her.

Body, mind, and soul.

She might have been willing to give me her body, to let me use her, but I suspected that if I played my cards right, she would give me everything else too. And I would finally be able to figure out who she really was.

Her disappointment in me hung heavily in the air even after she left, but she wouldn't have been disappointed if she didn't feel this same pull as I did. If she didn't feel like she would go crazy if we weren't near each other. Her parting words told me as much, and I wanted her to think I was worthy.

I wanted to be worthy of her even though she lied to all of us.

But I would uncover all her secrets.

I would figure out who Vega Konstantinova was.

And once I did, she would have nowhere to hide, nowhere to run.

The monsters living inside of me liked her. They liked her fire, her defiance, the way she spoke to me, the way she didn't care who I was. They liked what she did for them so much that they started purring every time she was close, and I didn't want to let that go.

She was mine and I was tired of waiting on the sidelines while other people found happiness, because I knew without a doubt that she was my ending.
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There was a war brewing in my gut, threatening to split me in two if I wasn't careful enough. There was a part of me that naively believed that Adrian Zylla wasn't as monstrous as the file I was given made him out to be. That perhaps much like me he had no other choice but to wear a mask designed to keep the rest of the world out, far away from him, while he hid his true nature from those that would do harm to him if they ever knew. From those that could use it against him if they understood what kind of a person he truly was. That part of me also believed that maybe he would see the same in me. That I wasn't just what was written on paper and that I wasn't as heartless and unfeeling as people made me out to be.

That I wasn't just the ruthless soldier, sent to kill those that The Schatten put a target on, but so much more.

I forgot for a second there that Adrian could never know who I truly was. That no matter what, he could never know who I worked for and why I was here.

If he did, he would no doubt kill me on the spot and send my head in a bag back to Heinrich as proof of what happened to those that dared to go against the Zylla family.

And that was where the second part of me came into play. The one that hated him simply for what he represented.

I didn't lie when I told him he was just like every other monster in this industry. I didn't lie when I told him he would never have other parts of me even if he used my body. That part of me wanted to destroy him, because it knew his family had something to do with Tyler's disappearance.

That part of me knew cutting off the head of one snake would mean easier access to the other snakes, and if I were to further rid this world of those that harmed the innocent, then so be it.

But as I stood here on the tatami mat, barefoot and with my arms crossed over my chest while the rest of the people came in, among them Yolanda, I realized that everything I told him held a little dose of a lie, because he had already managed to slip through my defenses and take residence in my heart.

Maybe it was the vulnerability I saw last night when he came to my bed, or maybe it was the fury earlier this morning when he attacked Dante, or the jealousy that slipped through the cracks of his personality when he forbade me from ever meeting with his friends. Whatever it was, he was already in there, and I had no idea how to eradicate his presence from my veins.

He was in my bloodstream, spreading fast like poison, and if I wasn't careful enough, he would destroy me from the inside out.

I was sent to destroy him, to figure out the secrets he was harboring. I wasn't here to fall for him, yet it was happening against my will, and I had no idea what to do with that information. I had no idea what to do with this heavy feeling in my gut, telling me I shouldn't run from the emotions he’d been awakening, but I didn't know how to accept them either.

There was no way out for me if I failed this mission, and failing wasn't something I would ever be okay with anyway.

"Hey," Yolanda said as she approached me, her face filled with worry. "Are you okay? I heard what happened earlier."

"I'm fine," I said, and I wondered if I would ever get tired of saying the same old lie over and over again. Maybe one day I would actually believe in those two words. "I have no idea what happened, but I know it had nothing to do with me."

As if.

I could recognize it for what it was, but I didn't have enough balls to say it out loud. Adrian was jealous of his friend, and he didn't know how to say it out loud, because just like me, he refused to believe in this insane connection the two of us had.

And maybe if I continued ignoring the eruption of emotions every time he was around, I'd be able to get out of this place without losing my heart or my life.

"Are you sure about that?" Yolanda asked, standing right next to me. "They saw you leaving with Adrian and coming back just a couple of minutes later, with red marks on your neck." Her eyes landed on the spot where Adrian's hand had been. "Even I can see the marks. Did he hurt you?" she asked, whispering as the rest of the students started gathering around, standing in line on the tatami. "Did he say something to you?"

"He tried hurting me," I murmured, staring straight ahead at a blank spot on the white wall opposite of us. "But I'm okay."

There it was again—another white lie.

The truth was, I wasn't okay.

I was terrified out of my mind, not because I thought he would kill me, but because I couldn't recognize the monster that was choking me. I couldn't recognize the man in front of me, and it bothered me more than I wanted to admit. I started connecting him with warm feelings, with safety, no matter how insane that sounded. But when you lived the life I did, many things stopped sounding insane, even though they were.

I did what I promised myself I never would—I was falling for another monster, and there was no scenario where it would end up well.

"I'm here if you need to talk," Yolanda murmured, squeezing my hand, just when the bang of the door crashed through the massive hall we were in, alerting us of the arrival of what would no doubt be our instructor. The whispers of who it could be washed over the group the moment I stepped inside, but everyone was as clueless as I was.

I was about to thank Yolanda for her words, when my eyes connected with stormy dark ones, staring right at me as he crossed the distance between the door and where the rest of us stood, wearing different clothes than before. The motherfucker looked better as well, and in the place of the black sweater he had on this morning, there was a plain black T-shirt, similar to the ones the rest of us wore, accompanied by beige cargo pants and boots.

And he was glowing.

Smiling.

Fucking grinning at me as the murmurs of the crowd intensified, as everyone slowly realized who our instructor was going to be.

He wasn't fazed by the murderous looks I was sending his way, or the fact that almost everyone looked at me and then at him, trying to figure out what was happening.

"You gotta be kidding me," Yolanda murmured, her voice barely above a whisper as Adrian motherfucking Zylla raised his hand, silencing the students standing around us.

"I know we're one day late with classes, thanks to that little inconvenience yesterday." Inconvenience? He was calling the death of an innocent girl an inconvenience? "But we're here now, and since you already know who I am—" An arrogant bastard. "—I think it's only fair that you all introduce yourselves as well."

The girl on my right sighed dreamily, her hands clasped firmly in front of herself as her blue eyes drank him in, no doubt imagining all the things he could do to her.

And I loathed her almost instantly, which in turn ended up with me loathing myself, because Adrian wasn't mine, and I wasn't his. That silly notion was what got me the bruises on my neck when I tried saving him from himself and Dante, only to end up as a punching bag for him.

"Let's start from here." He pointed to the first person on his right, a shorter, bulky guy, who I saw at The Pit the other night. He took off his mask for one second, just before I got into that ring, but I would recognize him anywhere.

"Hector Ayala," he said proudly, keeping his chin high up. Adrian nodded and pointed at the next person.

"Claudia Neumann," she said, her soft voice carrying over us, but I wasn't looking at her. I wasn't even trying to.

My eyes were plastered to Adrian and the way he carried himself, filled with an authority and renewed energy I hadn’t felt before. It was as if a different person stood in front of us, and gone was the crazy look in his eyes as he listened to each and every name, as if he could memorize them all.

There were at least fifty of us here, and while I prided myself on having a good memory, I wouldn't be able to remember everyone's names, even if I tried to.

The girl on my right pulled my hand and I looked at her, ignoring the names that came after Claudia.

"Yes?" I asked, recognizing that she wanted to ask something. Yolanda looked at us, her brow furrowing, but she didn't say a thing.

"Can I stand on that side?" she asked, her soft voice barely audible even without everyone else talking. "It's just… He usually asks the last person to do something, if what everyone said is true, and I don't want to⁠—"

"It's okay," I sighed. I had no idea what he could ask that could be so bad, but she seemed scared, and she was the last one.

We shuffled quickly, careful not to pull any attention to us, and as the students introduced themselves I realized they were getting closer and closer to me.

"Yolanda Engström," my friend said loudly, and I wanted to hug her for sounding so strong. I promised I would train her and I intended to keep my promise. Once we were done with classes today, I'd have to talk to her and check when we could schedule some time for the two of us.

"Arabella Mathies," the girl I swapped places with said, and I had no idea if the people at the other end of the row were even able to hear her.

My eyes stayed plastered to the invisible spot on the wall on the opposite side, but there was no running away from those dark eyes when they landed on me. I didn't want to look at him, to acknowledge his presence, but I also didn't want to make the first day of classes a living hell for myself.

I moved my head just a little, enough to look at him, and there was no mistaking the self-satisfied smirk on his face when those eyes I really, really hated devoured my entire body, telling me without words what was on his mind.

"Vega Konstantinova," I said, almost adding fucker at the very end, but that would've been childish, and he already managed to make me feel like I was less than, and I wasn't going to give him any further satisfaction of seeing me fall apart.

"Vega," he murmured, almost as if he was tasting my name on his lips, lost in thought as everyone else looked at me. "Where are you from, Vega?" he asked, making my heart thunder in my chest, slamming against my rib cage.

That fucker.

"Russia," I answered, unflinching, still looking at him.

"Russia?" He smiled. "I really, really like Russia," he said in fluent Russian, and if he thought that would faze me, then he had another think coming.

"It is a beautiful place," I replied in Russian as well, sending him virtual middle fingers, because it was obvious that he was toying with me. "Not as welcoming to strangers," I added, raising my eyebrow at him. "And it might be a bit too cold for some."

But instead of glaring at me as I thought he would, because that was his usual MO these last three days, he smiled, shocking me momentarily. His face transformed, pearly white teeth on full display, without an ounce of bitterness in his eyes. He was already good in a fight, but that smile—that smile was a weapon on its own.

"I heard they train you from a young age back in Russia," he said in English this time, while all eyes were directed at us, volleying as we sparred verbally. I had no idea what he was trying to accomplish with all these remarks and questions, but I wasn't going to budge.

"They do." I nodded, reminding myself that I was just a soldier and he was an instructor. Years of training with The Schatten showed me you should never challenge your instructor in front of everyone else, but God, he was making it harder and harder with every second to not say something that would bring him down to his knees.

But I'd made a promise to myself and that promise had no space for Adrian Zylla and his manipulations. My brain already came to the conclusion that this attraction I felt for him, this insane yearning was only due to the fact that those broken shards of my heart still searched for that one place they could call home, and he was the first person I felt anything for in such a long time.

We weren't friends, him and I. I wouldn't even go as far to say that we were acquaintances. He was a mission for me, and I was just a girl he wanted nothing to do with, and that was where the story ended.

Yet even as I stood here, surrounded by so many people, it was as if we were the only ones in the room, and the way he kept staring at me was anything but innocent. He didn't look at the others this way, and he sure as hell wasn't this cheery earlier this morning.

"Good." He nodded absentmindedly, before turning toward the rest of the students. "I'm gonna keep this short. I know some of you had some training before, and I also know some of you had none." His eyes landed on Yolanda who seemed to shrink in front of my eyes. I wanted to march up there and smack him, but I stood rooted to the spot, digging my nails into the soles of my palms, calming myself down.

Yolanda was like the sister I never had, and I wanted to protect her in any way possible, even if it meant protecting her from him.

"But I want to reassure you that once you get out of this place in four months, you'll be able to attack and defend yourself in ways some people could only dream of." I almost snickered at that, but I kept my facial expression neutral, because there was no way he would be able to teach me anything I didn't already know.

He was a skilled fighter, I would give him that. While I didn't have an opportunity to see him really fight yet, I was pretty sure he wouldn't be here if he didn't know a move or two. But to teach me something new? Yeah, I wasn't counting on it.

The Schatten made sure we learned everything there was to know, every single combat strategy and every move known to humankind. Besides, I wasn't here to learn how to fight or how to defend myself like some of the others were. I wasn't even here to make new connections and meet people that could help me with my future, like Yolanda was.

I was on a mission, and as long as I kept up with pretenses I would be good. Adrian didn't suspect anything, and I hoped the background check they probably ran on me came back clear. After all, I was still standing here, unharmed, and if Heinrich and Alena failed to do their jobs, I would've been dead a long time ago.

"Be on time, don't fucking call me sir, and if you need to know, I am twenty-five, a Leo—" Of course he was. "—and I have no time for bullshit. If you're not going to give me your best, then you know where the door is. Don't let me stop you." Right now I really wished I could walk out and never look back.

But I needed to go and meet Dante later on, and I had to get inside The Brotherhood and find out what they were gathering people for. It seemed to me as if they were creating an army, but for what purpose? Adrian's father already had enough people in his pocket that he would never need to look for new recruits. Dante and Jax both had enough backing from their families, but there must have been something I wasn't aware of, and I was about to find out what.

I also had to get into Adrian's room somehow. I assumed he stayed at the admin building, but I would have to ask Yolanda about that. She knew more about this place than anyone else, and I could always make it seem like I had a silly infatuation with him.

"Vega!" His deep voice boomed around us, making me turn my head to look at him. "Ten laps, fast-paced," he started giving orders. "Don't hold out."

Ten laps around this hall wouldn't have been an issue if I didn't have bruised ribs and a fucked-up shoulder, but I wasn't going to show that weakness to him. I simply nodded and turned before I started running, already hearing groans from behind.

I was agile enough to be able to run that much, and cardio was one of the things The Schatten always told us to keep up on. But I started worrying when my shoulder started screaming during the fourth lap, the pain spreading through my chest, and I knew I wouldn't be able to last all ten without collapsing.

But I bit down on my lower lip and pushed myself, slowly entering the fifth one, when out of nowhere something slammed into my legs, over my shins, and I tumbled down, falling onto my bad side.

"Fuck!" I cursed out loud, trying to lift myself up. Adrian's face materialized in front of me, that smug look I wanted to wipe off visible there.

"First rule, Vega," he murmured, almost purring at me. "Always be aware of your surroundings."

"Fuck. You," I spat out, loud enough for him to hear, narrowing my eyes as the shock at my words slid over his face. "There was no fucking need for that."

"Are you defying me, Vega?" he asked, almost begging me to tell him yes, but I wasn't going to grant him that satisfaction.

"No," I gritted out, more pissed off that I had to listen to him than anything else. "I will be more careful next time."

"That's what I thought." He moved away, holding in his hands a long wooden rod, playing with it. "Get up and continue."

And that was how the rest of the class went.

He attacked me more times than I could count, and each and every time I got up, keeping my words to myself and deciding that my life was more important than defying him. And if they kicked me out of the Academy, I would be as good as dead, because Heinrich wouldn't take kindly to me fucking up this mission.

This was a perfect opportunity to attack Adrian, to see what the Zylla family was up to, and I wasn't going to fuck it up.

By the time the three-hour mark passed, I was furious, tired, pissed off, more bruised than ever, and I just wanted to get the fuck out of this place and lick my wounds in private. The pitying looks I received from other students did nothing to soothe the ache that was slowly spreading through my body or diminish the anger I felt toward him.

And every time he hit me, every time I fell, tripped, and stumbled, he was there, laughing in my face, telling me to get up, to stop being a baby, while my ribs screamed in protest. My shoulder was more fucked up than it was before, and I had a feeling I would need to visit the infirmary whether I wanted to or not. There was no way I'd be able to have one more day like this without at least some pain meds.

"That's it for today," the son of the Devil himself announced while I barely stood straight. Only my sheer stubbornness kept me from tumbling down. "It might not seem like a lot, but I believe you guys have learned a valuable lesson today."

I gritted my teeth as he came closer to me.

"Which is what, Ms. Konstantinova?" he asked, smirking the entire time.

"Always be aware of your surroundings."

"That's right!" He almost squealed, and I wanted nothing more than to smack him across that stupidly handsome face and get the fuck out of here.

Fuck the mission.

Fuck my future.

I would kill him right here and right now if given an opportunity. I had no idea why I thought it would've been impossible for me to kill him. With each passing hour he was making my decision easier and easier.

What little feelings I had for him were getting buried so deep down I had a feeling they would never be able to resurface.

"You're dismissed," he said finally after another round of psychobabble on how we should be on the lookout even while in an environment we thought was safe.

I stopped listening to him at least ten minutes ago, and when I noticed that everyone had started moving toward the lockers, I did too, avoiding looking at Adrian as much as possible. I counted my steps as we crossed over the tatami and then over the cold, hard floor, ignoring the whispers around me.

Yolanda's hand wrapped around my upper arm and I was thankful that I at least had one friend in this hellhole. The rest of the girls here either looked at me as if I stole their favorite toy and wanted me gone, or as if they should be afraid of me. I had no idea which was worse, and if they thought for one second that I liked his attention on me… Well, they could have it.

They could have him. I didn't need that kind of distraction in my life.

"That was brutal," Yolanda murmured as we stepped in front of my locker. "I thought I would need to get you to the infirmary in the middle of class. Fuck, dude," she looked at my lip, "you're bleeding again." Why wasn't I surprised?

I brought my hand to my lip, wincing as my thumb connected with the cut that got reopened when he sent me flying down to the floor in the middle of the sparring session I had with one of the guys whose name I forgot.

"Fuck," I cursed, licking over the wound and hating the coppery taste of blood in my mouth. "Do you have a tissue?"

"Yeah." Yolanda nodded. "Gimme just a sec. I'll bring it to you."

She disappeared to the other side of the locker, and as I turned toward mine, opening it, I noticed four girls I didn't know starting to surround me.

One of them, the blonde one, with eyes the color of ice and slightly taller than me, was one of the offerings I fought against in The Pit.

"You’re so full of yourself, aren’t you?" she started speaking, coming closer to me as I opened my locker.

"I honestly have no fucking idea what you're talking about," I huffed. I was tired, hungry, angry, and so ready to get out of here. "Is there a reason why you and your buddies are surrounding me?"

I looked at her, seeing the rage filling every pore of her face.

"Let me guess." I laughed. "You're here to warn me off of Adrian Zylla, because he's yours?"

"Stay away from him, bitch!" And here I thought that teenage hormones dissipated once you reached a certain age.

"Look, darling," I sighed. "If you want him, he's all yours. I wouldn't touch him with a ten-foot pole even if my life depended on it. Men like him are not exactly my type."

"Liar," one of her friends yelled out. "I saw her this morning, clinging to him, and then they disappeared behind the building. She wants your man, Bethany." Her man?

Now that made me laugh.

"I know," Bethany said, seething with rage. "I'm not gonna say it twice." Bethany thought she was smart, ambushing me like this, trying to intimidate me.

"You shouldn't talk to me, darling. Talk to your man." But according to Bethany, that was the wrong thing to say.

She launched herself at me, heading straight for my hair that was tied in a high ponytail, thinking she would probably get some leverage like that. But she should've known better than to fuck with me, especially after I fucked her up in The Pit the other night.

I moved swiftly to the side, letting her grab my hair, but not before I grabbed her by her neck. Her eyes widened when she realized I had a hold of her, and before she could pull back, before she could do anything to me, I slammed her against the lockers, alerting everyone in the vicinity of what was happening.

"You." Slam. "Do." Slam. "Not." Slam. "Attack me." Slam. "Without repercussions!" I thundered, my fingers squeezing tightly. She gasped for air as we gathered quite the crowd around us. "And don't be a motherfucking bitch, Bethany. If you have a boyfriend, fiancé or a husband that obviously isn't paying attention to you, then you should take your frustrations out on him, not the girl that has no fucking idea what you're talking about. Instead of watching out for other girls, you're attacking me, because, what? I'm allegedly doing something with Adrian?"

"H-Hurts," she whimpered, trying to claw her way out of my hold.

"Good," I spat out. "It should. The next time you even think of attacking me, think twice. I don't have time for petty games and for little girls whose only real value is hidden between their legs. Don't come at me or mine, Bethany. You saw what I can do. You already know what I'm capable of. Don't fuck with me, darling!"

"You're killing her!" someone behind me yelled out, her voice laced with panic.

"I'm not," I uttered. "If I were killing her, trust me," I turned and looked at the dark-haired girl that came with Bethany and the panic in her eyes, "you would know. There would be a lot more blood."

I unwrapped my hand from Bethany and stepped aside, feeling the adrenaline fueling me. My head lifted, looking for Yolanda who stood on the side, shell-shocked and with a white towel in her hand.

"I think it might be time for me to go to the infirmary now," I told her as I came closer. "And if you don't mind, I think I need to get out of here as soon as possible."

Yolanda nodded, wrapping her arm around my middle and guiding me toward the exit, while the rest of the girls that were gathered just moved from our path, letting us pass.

"That was fucking badass, dude," Yolanda murmured, excitement wrapped around her words. "I have never seen Bethany scared like that."

"I honestly have no idea who that chick is and I don't want to know."

"Seriously?" Yolanda looked at me from the side, her eyes drilling into me. "That's Bethany Adler," she murmured as if the name was supposed to mean anything to me. "From the Adler family?" I was still drawing a blank as we exited the combat building, heading toward the main building where the infirmary was. "Since she came to the Academy she's been repeating one thing and one thing only," Yolanda added.

"Which is?" I finally asked, thankful we hadn’t seen anyone familiar on our little trek. We got some weird looks, but I guess at this kind of place, no one really asked questions.

"She said that her father, Senator Adler, arranged a marriage for her." Yolanda looked around just as we were about to enter the main building. "She says the marriage was arranged into the Zylla family." My blood ran cold. "It seems that she and Adrian Zylla are going to get married once she graduates."

And the apple I ate before coming over to the combat building threatened to come up. That motherfucker was engaged?


21

[image: ]
VEGA


There weren’t many things that had the ability to surprise me. Snow in the middle of May was one of them, which only happened once in my short life. People being kind for no reason whatsoever was another one. But learning that Adrian was engaged and was about to get married just in a couple of months? Well, that surprise definitely took the cake.

What kind of a man would touch another girl, do all those… things with another girl, if he was already engaged to be married in just a few months? I mean, it was obvious he didn't give a fuck about anyone but himself, but God—show some fucking integrity.

The first hour after Yolanda dropped that bombshell on me, I was in shock. Unable to concentrate or think about anything else. He occupied my thoughts even when I didn't want him to, and I stubbornly refused to believe it was for any other reason than the anger I was feeling toward him.

By hour two, I was slowly fuming that he would seek me out, sleep in my bed, touch me, make me come, when he had another girl he was promised to. It hit all too close to home that I would never be anyone's first choice. I was always the second, the third, the fourth, the hundredth choice to people I cared about.

To the people I would give my life for.

How many times did I find myself in the same situation, huh? How many fucking times did I trust that someone would put me first, only to betray me in the blink of an eye?

But none of those previous times made it feel as if parts of my soul were slowly shriveling, and I couldn't explain it. Why did he have such a strong hold on me? What was it about him that made me crave him, that made me want him in ways I had never wanted anyone else?

It wasn't his looks or his status. There was something in those dark brown eyes that pulled at the deepest, darkest parts of my soul, that made me think he was the one.

I didn't believe in soulmates. Hell, I barely believed in love, but he shattered all those convictions, leaving me open to a world of hurt if I allowed him to get any closer. And to know he was engaged, that his girlfriend—sorry, fiancée—went to the same school as I did right now, that I would most probably have to look at the two of them together all over campus, being all lovey-dovey.

Fuck that shit. The faster I finish this entire stint, the sooner I could get out of here and forget he ever existed.

My heart had a problem with killing him, but that didn't mean I couldn't cause havoc and uncover all those nitty-gritty details Heinrich needed. And if he still wanted Adrian Zylla dead, then he could send one of his other pets to do it, because I wasn't going to. And the moment I got back to my room I was going to go through the information that was already given to me again.

There were sparse details about Tyler's time here, but I was going to use it and find out what happened to my childhood friend. There had to be something more in the dean's office, and if my memory served correctly, there was a cabinet with all the student files against the wall next to the desk. The chances of Andries keeping anything about Tyler were slim, but I had to check.

If not there, then his laptop maybe. I just couldn't leave this place without checking.

They told me he had disappeared, just simply vanished one night and no one knew where he went. I wouldn't have blamed him if he did, but the Tyler I knew would have found a way to contact me without alerting The Schatten. The Tyler I knew would have never left me behind to suffer at the hands of The Schatten, because he knew what they were and what they would create if they kept me.

So I refused to believe their lies, and I refused to believe that my best friend would just vanish without a word. He would've left a note—something.

Heinrich said the Zylla family was involved in Tyler’s disappearance, but I couldn't trust him either. I couldn't trust anyone until I found concrete evidence that could support Heinrich’s claims, because from what I had seen of the Academy so far was that it held so many secrets etched into the dark walls of its buildings, and one wrong move could cost you your life.

I was surrounded by killers right now. I couldn't just approach this like every other mission I had been on.

There were no backup plans I could fall on if shit went sideways. If someone figured out who I was and why I was here. I couldn't exactly just jump off the cliff and disappear into the night if Adrian or one of his friends decided I was as good as dead.

I wasn't going to make assumptions about him and his involvement in Tyler's disappearance, but I obviously couldn't trust him, and he made it clear that he hated me. That he wanted nothing to do with me. Which only added fuel to the anger I felt over the things he failed to mention.

It was silly, feeling this betrayed when he didn't exactly promise me anything. We weren't together, he wasn't mine, and he didn't need to tell me what he was doing or with whom, but the way he touched me last night, the way he held me, and the way he murmured soothing words made me think I had maybe misjudged him. That he maybe carried a mask around other people but was different behind closed doors.

But this morning proved otherwise.

So until I figured out what was going on here, he had to stay away from me. I wasn't going to jeopardize this mission just to get a taste of something that could never belong to me. And Adrian Zylla could never and would never be mine. That was clear as day.

So instead of sitting in the corner of the library I found after history class, I marched across campus toward the cemetery Dante had mentioned, ready to get there before he did. I trusted no one in this place and least of all people that held secret underground fights and were involved in something as shady as The Schatten itself was.

My head turned up toward the sky and my breath hitched in my throat at the sight in front of me. Well, more like the sight above me, and I couldn't look away.

Two eagles, not too far away, were soaring through the sky, low enough for me to see the white marks on their necks and their tails. Their calls echoed around me, and I stood frozen in the spot even as other students rushed next to me, giving me dirty looks because I was blocking the path leading toward the main building.

They looked so beautiful. So free up there in the sky as the snow fell, dancing on the wind with no care in the world.

I wanted to have that, to be so free, so unabashedly loose with nothing holding me back. I envied the power they emanated, ruling over us without ever having to lift a finger. I envied these beautiful creatures, because they had everything I ever wanted.

But I didn't have time to dwell on things I couldn't change, or to envy those that had what I so desperately wanted. My phone rang in the back pocket of my pants, the reminder I had set to go and meet with Dante alerting me it was almost time, and I started walking again, peeling my eyes off of the pair soaring high up in the sky, uncaring for anything else in this world.

When I was just a child, I would sit by the window in that massive house at The Schatten Estate, staring at the backyard where crows gathered, just mingling around, looking at the mansion we were secluded in. Their dark, beady eyes should've scared me, but even as a child I could recognize how smart they were, how much power they held because people often underestimated them due to their size and the sheer fact that they were birds and not human beings.

I decided then and there that I would be just like them—seemingly harmless on the outside, but deadly on the inside. When my training started I held on to that promise, and it was what landed me in the top-ranking line, ready to join the agents in the field. I just never realized how much trouble that was going to bring my way.

I turned around, looking at the spot where the eagles were, but I couldn't see them anymore. I wondered what they were doing here, considering they usually migrated farther south during the winter to look for fresh food and water, but I had a feeling that these forests still had enough wildlife they could hunt and the lake underneath wasn't exactly frozen yet.

Maybe they had their nest somewhere close by? These mountains went high above the Academy, the top hiding behind the misty clouds, shrouded away from the human eye, and even though it looked mesmerizing, I wouldn't want to be trapped somewhere up there during the winter. Not when the wind relentlessly swept over the mountain and especially not as the snow started falling faster, covering the ground more and more with a white blanket.

I was thankful my boots could sustain this kind of weather, but I had a feeling I would have to buy some warmer clothes, at least until the rest of my things would arrive. I didn't expect them to come within a day or two, but if they weren't here by the end of this week, then I would have a real problem.

Most of my weapons were in those trunks I left with Alena to be sent to the Academy, since I couldn't exactly bring them with me on an airplane, and I only had a gun and a few throwing knives I had managed to get while in Frankfurt, along with the one I had strapped to my thigh right now. But it wasn't enough.

Nowhere near enough, especially since I had a feeling that whoever had killed Rebecca would come back, and I wasn't planning on being a sitting duck while someone tried to kill me. To make matters worse, Rebecca knew how to fight. She gave me hell while we fought and I couldn't understand how someone could overpower her and kill her in such a brutal way.

Unless… Unless there is more than one person, I thought to myself.

But as soon as the thought popped inside my head, I shook it off, refusing to think about it right now. I had a list of things I had to do, and worrying about some random girl's murder wasn't one of them. It shook me, that I could admit, but not because I wasn't used to death, but because of the way it was done.

I would need to check in with Alena in a day or two, so maybe I could ask her and see what she knew about it. There was no way in hell we had a rogue agent working alone. Heinrich was too careful to let something like that slip by. Those that managed to run away always returned back—either on their own two feet or in a body bag. There was no other way.

I looked to my right as I passed the admin building, rounding the corner slowly. My eyes focused on the windows on the upper floors, trying to figure out which one was Andries’s office. I was far too tired when I just arrived to pay attention to all the details, and I would need to find a way to walk through the building again and figure out where things were located. There would be alarms, that I had no doubt about, and I would need to disable them if I wanted to get into that office.

Andries was an asshole, but he wasn't an idiot, and the files I had on the Zylla family told me Gerard Zylla valued Andries more than some of his other soldiers, and I wondered what that was about. Andries wasn't part of his family, and I couldn't imagine that Adrian liked the man either, considering his father seemed to care more about the dean of the Academy than his own son.

There were a couple of pictures of Andries with Gerard, or at least I thought that was Gerard. The man was careful to stay out of the spotlight, which bugged me. Most of the other men in power made sure people knew who they were and what they looked like. They fed their egos that way, influencing the masses and collecting new soldiers. Then why would Gerard keep himself in the shadows?

Unless he was hiding something?

The moment I came to the clearing right behind the admin building I could see the entire town of Wolfhöle, just like earlier when I clung to Adrian's back. The sheer reminder of this morning stabbed through my gut with vicious force, warning me I was fucking this mission up even before I did anything significant.

If Alena could see me now, she would be the first one to reprimand me for my reckless behavior. There was a list of fuckups I’d made so far, and I had to fix all of them. This wasn't my first rodeo working undercover, but with the way I handled things, you would think I had never done a single mission in my life.

Straight from the start I allowed myself to befriend someone here, which was a massive red flag on its own. Then I allowed myself to get knocked out in a dangerous place, with no backup. And like the cherry on top, I allowed myself to start falling for a guy that should've been nothing more than a target.

And the more I kept thinking about killing him, the worse this heartache became, and unless I wanted to break myself, I knew I would have to fail in at least one aspect of this mission.

People of Wolfhöle whispered about the curse of St. Vasili's Academy. I was starting to think they were right, but not in the way they thought. No, the curse of this place was much greater and much stronger than they thought.

It slithered inside your veins, making you forget who you were and where you were at. Making you comfortable, almost complacent, until it attacked, slicing straight through your heart, destroying everything you worked so hard for.

My curse was Adrian Zylla, and his stupidly handsome face, and the darkness that calmed my own. My curse was the yearning for a better place to call home and the person I could one day call mine.

My fucking curse was The Schatten and the burden they had put on me, turning me into a monster I never wanted to be.

My mom would've been ashamed if she could see me now, regardless of who she was. And the closer I came to the cemetery that was also overlooking the massive lake right underneath the cliff, the more the regret started pouring into my veins. She would've hated the person I became. She was no saint, but she did her best to keep me in the light, even when the darkness continuously called my name.

I had no idea what happened all those years ago, or why that man attacked us, and maybe I’d never find out, but I knew she was protecting me. I knew she wanted to keep me away from the darkness, from the tragedies of this world that a child should never get to know. She did her best, and I failed her. It was my screaming that got her locked up. It was my panic as I ran down those streets, alerting all the neighbors who called the cops, that destroyed her life.

It was all my fault.

But I was going to make her proud. The things I had planned for the future, the things I knew about The Schatten… Once I was done with all of them, they'd be begging me to stop.

The hair at the nape of my neck stood up just as I approached the metal gate at the entrance to the cemetery, realizing that someone was watching me. I halted in my steps, inhaling and exhaling slowly, listening to the sounds around me. I couldn't hear anything from the sound of the wind or the pine trees swaying. I needed silence to hear if someone was walking behind me, but I couldn't hear shit.

And it unnerved me.

My steps quickened as I entered an old cemetery, the dates on some of the gravestones dating back to the 1800s, way before the Academy was even formed. But the sinister feeling of being followed never ceased, even as I took the sharp turn left, disappearing between old crypts that were surprisingly in rather good shape, all things considered. I highly doubted anyone had used this area in at least fifty years.

My heart pounded when the first sound of steps behind me flickered through my ears, and my hand wrapped around the hilt of my knife, pulling it out and keeping it in front of my body.

Maybe it was Dante?

Maybe he was trying to scare me?

Whoever it was wasn't really scaring me. They were pissing me off, and I fucking hated being this pissed off.

Pressing my back to one of the crypts right next to row after row of old graves, I leaned over, looking at the direction I just came from, but there was no one there. Was I just imagining it? I was about to step aside and sheath my knife, when a heavy weight pressed against my back, and a hand came out of nowhere, knocking my knife out of my own and pushing me against the crypt.

Hot breath washed over my neck and a warm hand wrapped around my throat, while the other one pulled my arm behind my back, holding me in place.

"Fuck!" I yelled out, my cheek painfully pressing against the hard surface of the crypt, feeling each pebble on my face.

"Hello, Bambi," a familiar voice rasped behind me, his lips pressed against my ear. "Got you now." The motherfucker chuckled, pressing his body farther into mine. I couldn't move.

I could barely breathe, and he knew it. There was no way I'd be able to fight him off if it came down to it.

"What the fuck do you want, Adrian?" I seethed, just as he spread my legs with his own, pressing his knee between.

A moment passed, the silence almost unbearable while nothing but the sound of our breathing registered in my mind, when the words I least expected rushed out of him, rendering me speechless.

"Everything."
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I never knew one simple word could hold so much meaning. Especially not the word so softly whispered by the one person I just promised myself I would stay far away from, for more reasons than one. Yet the moment he said that, the moment his fingers on my throat flexed, increasing the pressure with every passing second, I knew I never stood a chance against the avalanche that was Adrian Zylla.

He was the torrent that was going to destroy my world, and I didn't need a crystal ball to see how this would end. It ended with me left in pieces and him walking away once he figured out who I was.

But that didn't mean I couldn't have my fun. It didn't mean I couldn't hurt him for fucking with my heart unknowingly. For being a cheating bastard and someone unworthy of my time.

"I bet your fiancée wants the same from you," I murmured, letting the poison out, uncaring how that made me sound.

I was jealous.

Jealous of the girl that looked like she could have everything she ever wanted. I was jealous of Bethany because she had the one thing I needed. For all my years and all the things I did, I was still just a girl, incapable of controlling her emotions, because I never learned how.

No one ever told me that bottling everything up had consequences and that it would all start pouring out when you least expected it. Everyone had a trigger, and I guess Adrian Zylla was mine.

He flipped me around, caging me between his arms. A storm brewed in those dark depths as he looked down at me, the tic in his cheek popping up as he swallowed heavily. "Who told you I have a fiancée?"

"She did," I murmured, my eyes latching on his lips. "She was so kind as to tell me to stay away from you, since you don't belong to me."

"Hmm." His nose brushed over my cheek, my eyes closing involuntarily as goosebumps erupted over my skin. "And are you? Going to stay away from me, I mean?"

"I think you need to stay away from me." His teeth clamped down on my neck, pulling out a moan deep from my soul just as his tongue replaced the burn, tasting me, licking me, driving me fucking insane.

I forgot why it was a bad idea for me to mingle with him.

I forgot why I told myself to stay far away from someone who was my target.

None of it mattered as he dropped his hands to my head, his long fingers wrapping around my loose hair, holding tightly.

"I don't think I can," he admitted finally, pressing his hard cock against my stomach, making me heady with desire. "I don't think I want to," he added, looking down at me again.

This close to him I could see the yellow flecks shining in his eyes, almost completely replaced by dilated irises, making his eyes so much darker than they usually are.

"And I don't think you want me to stop."

"Are you sure about that?" I bit out, not about to make this any easier for him. I wanted him, that much I could admit, but he would never get to know just how much. How much every single touch, every single word, and every single look burrowed itself deep in my soul.

He would never know that in the years to come, I would never forget that for one moment in time, I allowed myself to feel something other than the constant numbness that had been an ever-present companion for most of my life.

He would never get to know that I would've changed my very DNA just to hold him a bit longer. Just to hear him say he belonged to me. Somewhere deep inside I knew it had everything to do with the fact that I never had anything of my own.

Every single item of clothing, the rooms, the furniture, none of it ever belonged to me. And I wanted him to be the first person, the first object of my desire that would look at me and see through the cracked mask I didn't want to wear anymore.

I wanted him to truly see me.

But I also knew that what he felt was nothing but desire. I was just a new shiny toy he could play and fuck around with, and I wasn't going to forget that. I couldn't give him a place in my heart, but he would forever stay etched in my soul.

"Oh, I'm sure, Bambi," he grunted, dragging his cock over my stomach, and I knew without a doubt I would be late for that meeting with Dante. I just hoped he would wait. "You want me as much as I want you."

"I thought I was beneath you," I smarted, not yet ready to let those words go. Or maybe I used them as a reminder of my own to remember who he was and where this could lead. "I thought I wasn't worthy of your time." There was no question in my words, and I knew he wouldn't even try to deny them, but I didn't expect to see the regret swirling with desire, or the pinched line of his lips as he looked down at me as if he was trying to figure me out.

"Don't look at me like that." I frowned, not liking the way he tried to penetrate through my walls. I knew it was contradictory, wanting it and at the same time telling him not to do it, but I would never be able to survive him if he ever managed to get through.

And we weren't made to be together. We weren't in the right place or in the right mind frame to embark on a journey that could fuck us up.

"Like what?" he asked.

"Like you're trying to figure me out." He tilted his head with the blank expression on his face as the words tumbled out of my mouth. "There's nothing to figure out, Adrian. What you see is what you get. If you want to know something all you gotta do is ask." Not like I would tell him the full truth.

"But what if I want to know your deepest, darkest desires?" His voice dropped as he pressed his forehead to mine. "What if I want to know what makes you happy and what makes you smile? What if I want to keep you?" My breathing hitched at the last part, the dreams of a silly little girl spiraling out of control, but I snuffed them out, keeping them in check, because he definitely couldn't want all those things. No one ever did.

"Let's not pretend this is something special," I mumbled. "You don't want to know me, not really." His eyebrows scrunched, his mouth opening as if he was about to say something. "Let's not pretend you're here because you're looking for forever with a girl you barely know, Adrian. We both know you'd be lying, and one thing I hate more than anything else in this world are liars." Even if I was one right now. "We both know I will never find pearls in your ocean of misery, and that's fine."

It wasn't. Not really, but he couldn't just march up here and tell me he wanted everything from me, when I knew he would be lying. There was not a single person on this planet that could want something like that from someone like me. There was not a version of my life in which happy and good things could happen.

So I wasn't going to make myself believe in a fairy tale when they were reserved for people better than me.

"Maybe you're wrong," he finally said, his words holding a meaning I didn't want to unwrap right now, if ever. "Maybe I am tired of living in that ocean of misery, Bambi." He put everything behind those words, telling me, showing me with his eyes, but I couldn't trust it. I couldn't fucking trust him.

"No." I shook my head and wrapped my arms around his neck. As much as I wanted to bask in the warmth of those words, and as much as I wanted to believe everything he said, this man was like a walking bipolar disorder. In one moment he wanted me dead, while in the next he wanted everything from me.

It was tiring trying to keep up with this game of hot and cold, and I'd be damned if I allowed myself to love him when he could never love me back. Because I was tired of loving people that would never love me back. I was fucking tired of always being second best. I wanted someone to choose me, to pick me and say they were waiting their entire life for me.

And Adrian Zylla wasn't that person.

His head dipped down until our faces were mere inches apart, consuming me with the way he looked at me, telling me without so many words that he didn't like what he heard but wasn't going to argue.

Of course he wasn't.

We both knew I could've fought him off, pushed him away, done something to get away from this situation, but I didn't. I wanted him as much as he wanted me, and I wasn't going to deny myself the things I wanted. Not anymore.

If this entire mission ended up in flames, at least I would know for once in my life that I chose myself and my own desires over the ones The Schatten tried to saddle me with.

And when he crashed his lips to mine, unforgivingly taking everything I had to give, seeking more with every stroke of his tongue against my own, I knew what this was.

This wasn't love. This was pure hate, and we were getting consumed by it.

His hands disappeared in my hair, pulling and tugging, playing my body the way he wanted it. My nails scratched over his nape, earning a growl my lips swallowed and before long, he had me lifted up in his arms, carrying us farther away from the crypt and toward one of the graves. I could no longer see the small path that supposedly led toward the temple Dante had mentioned, letting Adrian do whatever the fuck he wanted with me.

I felt alive with goosebumps jumping all over my skin. His hands felt strong underneath my butt, handling me with the same determination I saw earlier. His body buzzed with energy when he finally let go of me, placing me on top of a tomb, covered with what might have been marble once upon a time.

My legs shook, the nerves eating at every single piece of my sanity, and I wouldn't have it any other way. But common sense prevailed for just one second, intruding on the moment and flooding my mind with reality.

He wasn’t mine.

He could never be mine and I had to stop this.

I opened my mouth, ready to stop this, ready to get out of here, but before I could say anything, Adrian slid between my legs, capturing my mouth once again.

He kissed me like a man possessed, like he couldn't get enough of me, and every single thought I had of getting away from him dissipated into thin air. Snow landed on his dark hair, creating a perfect contrast just as he slid his hand over my chest, playing with my covered nipples that were pushing through the thin material of my sports bra. My back arched, my eyes latching on to that self-satisfied smirk on his face, just as he started his descent toward my pants.

"Perfect," he murmured to himself as he unbuttoned my pants and I lifted my ass, letting him slip them down my legs. My boots followed and within seconds, he had me half naked and panting in front of him.

My eyes landed on his hard cock, straining against the material of his pants, while my mouth salivated at the mere thought of having him inside me. I could feel the slickness between my legs, and without preamble, my hand slid over my chest, my stomach, and down toward my folds, playing with myself.

The first stroke of my fingers against my clit had me arching again, pushing toward him, but it wasn't enough.

"Adrian," I moaned, closing my eyes as image after image flashed behind my closed eyelids, picturing him above me, his muscles straining, his mouth set into a firm line as he held himself back from coming, as he fucked me. My eyes flashed open, connecting with his, and only then did I realize that he had pulled down his pants, stroking his cock slowly, leisurely, following my every move.

I had never cared much about the male appendage, at least not until now. It existed for one thing and one thing only, and there was never anything worthy of salivating over.

But Adrian's cock… Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. I wanted to wrap my lips around the reddish head and pull softly with my teeth. I wanted him to lose control and give me all the power he wielded. I wanted to feel the weight of him in my hand as I stroked him up and down, going faster and faster with each stroke, until he would shout into the abyss, showing me how much he loved what I did.

"Look at you, my little goddess," he rasped, his voice caressing my soul in ways I didn't know were possible. He approached me slowly, his eyes firmly plastered to the spot where my fingers danced over my clit. "You were made for me."

Adrian dropped down to his knees, taking a hold of my hand and bringing it to his lips, licking my fingers with his eyes closed, groaning with each new lick. "You taste like heaven, Bambi," he murmured, while my heart thumped furiously. "And I am never letting you go," he pushed out, just as his eyes connected with mine, filled with so much conviction I almost believed him.

Almost.

He could use all the pretty words and all the pretty lies to make me stay and open myself up, but he didn't have all the facts. He didn't know that if I wanted to, I could knock him out now and kill him on the spot, finishing this mission before it even started. He didn't know that the only reason I came to this godforsaken place was him, and not for the reasons he might have thought.

But God, I didn't want him dead. It was fast, it was instant, this lust I felt for him, but every time I thought of him dying, my heart squeezed painfully, making it hard to breathe.

And the same happened right now.

His tongue licked from my opening all the way to my clit, while he lifted my leg above his shoulder, burying his face in my cunt. His other hand still held my wrist, and there was no way I would be able to move even if I wanted to. He ate me out like a man on a mission, like someone that wanted more than I could give.

I guess we were both looking for salvation in the wrong places, hoping two wrongs could make one right. He was running from his misery, from his demons, and I was trying to silence my own. We were just using each other, believing in the fairy tale of what it would be like if we were only two random people attracted to each other, with nothing else holding us back.

A torment lived inside of him. I saw it every time I looked into his eyes. So much pain that the first time I spoke to him I thought he would wrap me in it and cage me until I would never want to leave again. He had no idea how much he showed if only one were to look deep into his eyes.

But people so very rarely did, because they were too preoccupied with their own shit to worry about someone else's. They were too busy, too unobservant because it was easier going through your day if you didn't have to think about anyone else.

Humans, in a nutshell, were selfish beings, and I was one of them, because I didn't want to get lost in the dark abyss that called out for me. Begged me to accept it, to look at it and help it.

Adrian suddenly pulled my clit with his teeth, making me yell out loud, and as I looked down at him I could see the glistening on his chin and the desire brimming in those eyes.

"Stay with me, Bambi," he ordered, rubbing his forefinger around my opening, igniting the fire in me higher and higher, until I was nothing more than need and yearning for what only he could give me. "That's it, baby. That's my good girl. Look at me when I eat you out."

"Oh, fuck!" I bellowed as his finger entered me, stretching me slowly just as his mouth descended back on my clit. I had no idea when he let go of my hand, but instead of putting it aside, I buried my fingers in his dark mane, ripping a few strands when a second finger joined, bringing me higher and higher and higher and— "Adrian!" He pressed against something inside of me, and my entire body shook, my belly clenching.

Yet instead of stopping, he laughed, the vibrations washing over my clit, and I knew there was no stopping the eruption inside of me. My entire body shook with the aftershocks of my orgasm, and instead of moving away, he kept lapping at me, eating me out as if he couldn't get enough.

My mouth formed an O, my eyes rolling into the back of my head, when he pushed in a third digit, stretching me to the point of pain. I was already sensitive from the orgasm that was still rocking through me, but nothing could have prepared me for the shock of the second one that came within seconds as Adrian increased his pace.

My entire body tightened, snapping in the last second, as the shock of the orgasm of all orgasms shook through me, starting at my tiptoes, rising through my legs and connecting in my center, making me explode around his fingers.

"That's it, Bambi," he purred, pressing soft kisses to the inside of my thigh. "Let me taste you. Show me what only I can do to you." His words shouldn't have made me even wetter, but as he drank up every last drop of my release, climbing up my body with kisses above my shirt, and stopping at my lips, I realized I was in more trouble than I initially thought.

And I wanted more.

I wanted to feel him, to see him lose control.

His lips pressed against mine, softly at first, claiming me within seconds with a punishing grip as he bit down on my lower lip. Tasting myself on him should have been repulsive, I always thought it would be, but it only made me want him more. His fingers weren't enough. His lips weren't enough.

"I want you inside me," I murmured between kisses, holding him tightly around his neck. "I need you inside me," I enunciated, uncaring how that made me sound. He stilled above me, his cock nestled between my folds, sliding through my pussy lips, firing me up from the inside out.

"You have no idea what you're asking of me," he rasped, holding himself as still as possible, but it was as if his hips had a mind of their own. "God," he groaned, dropping on his elbows right next to my head, hiding his face in the crook of my neck. "I don't have any condoms."

"We don't need them." I winced the moment the words came out of my mouth.

It didn't bother me before, the fact that I had the best birth control known to women, but for whatever reason, it bothered me now. Not because I wanted to have kids. Not because I wanted to have them with Adrian, but because it was yet another choice that was taken away from me, when I was too young to understand what was happening.

I could still remember the smell of that sterile room my handler brought me to, and the old doctor leering down at me as he told me to count to ten when he placed the mask over my face. I still remembered the aching pain in the pit of my stomach when I woke up the next day, asking what had happened.

It took me years to understand what they'd done to my body.

It was my body. My fucking choice, yet they sterilized us like animals, taking away the possibility of ever having children. They treated us like cattle, like we were nothing more than animals. But they never did the same to my male colleagues. They never tried to take away their choices from them, with the reasoning that they wouldn't become overly emotional if they impregnated some random girl.

As if women were these hyperemotional beings, incapable of making decisions based on logic and not simply emotions.

"You're on birth control?" he asked, pulling slightly away to look down at me.

"Something like that," I lied, because there was no way I would ever tell him that I could never have kids. “I’m gonna trust that you’re clean.” I arched an eyebrow at him, hoping against hope that he would confirm it. Not being able to have kids was one thing, but I could still catch an STD if I wasn't careful enough.

"I'm clean." He smirked. "Or would you like to see the test I took just before coming to the Academy?"

"No," I shook my head, "I think we're good." I looked down his body, almost laughing at how idiotic we looked half dressed and fucking in the middle of the cemetery. I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling him down onto me. "Now," I murmured, licking the shell of his ear as he leaned down. "I need you to fuck me like you hate me, Adrian. That shouldn't be too hard for you."
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My whole life I’d been a good son, a good soldier, a fucking martyr for my father's cause, and I would've continued being one if I hadn't uncovered the truth about my brother's disappearance. About the role my father had in it and how he wasn't dead as they made me believe.

Until I realized that everything I had ever believed in was a total fucking lie, and the monstrous shit I did in the name of my father meant nothing. That he would never be happy until he turned me into just another clone of his. And I wasn't going to let him.

Seeing Vega on that train felt like seeing the first rays of sunshine after an eternity filled with dark clouds and rain. It didn't matter that I knew I would most probably never see her again, but I couldn't pass up an opportunity to inhale the sweet scent lingering around her, or tell her she looked good enough to eat.

When I realized she was here at the Academy, it was as if something inside of me broke open, deciding without my input that it would let her in no matter what I did or said. She consumed me, my thoughts, my sleepless nights, and now with a clear head after the night I spent with her, I could finally see what was right in front of me.

I didn't forget that she was lying to us, or the way I behaved toward her. I didn't forget the numbness spreading through my limbs when she told me I wasn't worthy, or the promise I made to myself. She was still mine, goddammit. I wasn't going to let her slip through my fingers.

Not right now. Not when I had finally found someone that could calm the monsters down and keep the demons at bay. Not when one look, one touch from her felt like a balm on this open wound I carried around. I was going to uncover all, but I was done waging a war against myself and what I wanted. What I needed the most.

I had spent my entire life denying myself what I truly wanted, and I was done playing the martyr for a man that cared for no one but himself.

So I plastered a smile to my face this morning, going through that class, intentionally messing around with her, drinking up every single one of those little grunts and annoyed expressions, because I knew she couldn't figure out what the fuck was going on. I couldn't either, if I was being truly honest, but something snapped in me when she walked away after our altercation.

And as something snapped, something else slid into place, and I knew I wouldn't be able to let her go. But to see her going toward the cemetery later on, knowing she was going to meet with Dante, made my blood boil all over again. It was absolutely out of character, and I knew my friend didn't want her in any other capacity but as part of our crew, yet the irrational part of me won over the rational one, and instead of just going there and meeting my two friends, I followed her like an obsessed stalker. Followed her every move, making myself believe I was only doing it to satisfy my curiosity.

He had already told me they'd be meeting today, while also cussing me out for attacking him. But we both knew he was asking for it. There was no need for him to wrap his hand around her neck like that or to stand that close to her, but he was goading me, wanting to see what I would do. He was lucky Vega was there to stop me.

Her voice pulled me back from the pit of rage I found myself in, her touch soothing the jealous beast inside my chest.

But just because I knew he wouldn't do anything, it didn't mean I could stay back and let them meet without me, since he had asked me to stay away this one time. He was going to meet her whether or not I liked it, and I would rather be there to observe. To keep my eye on her. Jax was going to meet us there as well, and I could've just gone to the meeting spot, pretending this morning never happened, but I didn't want to. And with the killer on the loose and Andries doing jackshit to investigate it, I wasn't taking any chances.

I didn't plan for this to happen, with her underneath me, breathing heavily as she looked up at me, while my cock twitched, snug between her pussy lips. I fought for control, for some semblance of it at least, but there was no going back after her little plea rolled off of her tongue.

"You want me to fuck you like I hate you?" I asked, my voice dripping with lust, with need for her. I hated that statement, that ask of hers, because she really did think I hated her. She really thought I meant all those words, that she wasn't good enough for me—that she didn't belong with us?

I hated the need I had for her, and I wanted to fight against it, rebelling against my own body and my own mind, but it was futile trying to evade what was inevitable. I hated the fact that she was still lying to me, that we didn't have enough time yet to get to know each other.

I hated that fucking Bethany opened her big fucking mouth, spewing bullshit that would never happen, even if my father wanted it so desperately he threatened my own life if I tried to stop it. I loathed the hurt in Vega's eyes when she asked me about it in her own way, obviously thinking I would truly marry someone like Bethany.

I never wanted to tie myself to another person, until her. I knew it was insane, this connection we had, this absolutely crazy need coursing through me, but I had a feeling the more I fought against it, the harder it would be on both of us. I never believed in soulmates, in the existence of that one person that was simply made for you. The person you would recognize the moment you saw them, until I saw her.

She put a motherfucking spell on me, and I was hers for the taking.

"Vega—"

"Please, Adrian," she whimpered, closing her eyes as if looking at me was becoming too much. "I just… I don't want the lies. I don't need the words you would inevitably be telling your fiancée. I'm here already. I don't need you to convince me. Just fuck me and—" I pulled back and slammed into her in one move, groaning at the feeling of her tight pussy wrapped around me.

"Is this what you want?" I asked, angry she would ask something like that from me. Angry she felt like she needed to do it, knowing it was my fault. Knowing I was the one to blame for the insecurity etched in her face. "You want me to fuck you like I hate you?" I sneered, wrapping my hand around her throat, making her look at me. "Open your eyes, Bambi. Look at me while I fuck you." Her brilliant cat-like eyes opened, that veil she always carried around already pulled tight over them, and I knew right now wasn't the time to uncover all those secrets she hid from me.

"That's it, Bambi," I groaned, pumping into her with long strokes. "God, you have no idea." I shook my head, dropping my chin to my chest, trying to compose myself. She had no fucking idea what she did to me. Infatuation was too small a word for what I felt with every stroke, every little touch of her hands on my chest.

Love was too big of a word, because this wasn't it.

Obsession, possession, infatuation, they all wrapped together, creating this avalanche I couldn't escape. She was inevitable. She was fucking mine, and I would show her why she would never be able to get away from me.

"Oh, Adrian!" she moaned, arching her back, baring her neck. My eyes landed on the small pendant tied to the black string I hadn’t seen before. A half-moon-shaped object glinted in front of me, pulling a smile from me.

For all her bravado, for all her walls, she was still just a girl deep down, and I was going to pull her out. I wanted to know all sides of her. All those hidden parts, just so I could lock them up and keep them with me, because no one else would ever get to see her like that. No one else would ever get to see her like this, spread out, moaning, writhing, and begging for release.

My hips increased their pace, my body pushing me toward the brink, but I didn't want to finish without her.

I slid my hand over her chest, kneading her breasts, before dropping down her stomach and to her clit, pinching the little nub until her screams started echoing around us. Her pussy fluttered around me, making my eyes roll into the back of my head. The pressure pooled at the bottom of my spine, little talons of pleasure dragging over my back, going all the way to my groin.

My balls pulled tight, and I was almost unable to keep my eyes open. But I wanted to look at her. I wanted to see her as my orgasm took over.

Her green and brown eyes never left mine. Her plump lips formed an O as she came, while my fingers played her clit like my favorite fucking instrument, and as she clenched around me one last time, I erupted with a roar, emptying myself inside her.

My legs almost gave out as my body twitched, and I covered her body with mine, feeling her small, dainty fingers on my back, rubbing circles as I came down from my high. I completely forgot my jacket in the haste to follow her, only now realizing how fucking cold it was and what an idiot I was for taking her here.

Anyone could've passed by. The knowledge that Jax and Dante probably already knew and could hear what was happening didn't sit well with me, but I would have to deal with that later.

I turned my head to the side, going for her lips, when she turned her head, giving me her cheek instead. The monsters roared, unable to hold back, when I pulled her head back pressing my lips to hers with urgency. Did she not feel this between us?

She bit down on my lower lip just like the other day, and within seconds I tasted the coppery tang of blood in my mouth, grinning when she wouldn't let go.

I lifted us up with her still on my now limp dick, feeling our juices dripping down her thighs, and turned us toward the crypt we had abandoned earlier. Her grip on me eased, her teeth slowly moving away from my throbbing lip, but all she had managed to accomplish was for the heat to reignite in my groin, making my dick harden again.

Her eyes widened the moment she realized what was happening, my blood glistening on her bottom lip.

"Let go of me, Adrian," she deadpanned, glaring at me, almost completely unmoving.

"No."

"Adrian—"

"No, Bambi." I smiled at the aggravated look on her face. My hips swiveled, my dick pushing deeper inside her, making both of us groan. "You don't get to discard me like that. I meant what I said."

"And I did too," she whispered, pressing her forehead to mine. "You gotta let me go. Trust me."

"No, we're going to⁠—"

"If you say we're going to talk, save it. Seriously?" She was getting angrier and angrier with each passing second, and I had no idea how to keep her here. What to say to keep her here. "Was Dante even going to show up and talk to me about The Brotherhood, or was this some elaborate scheme for the two of you to laugh at me behind my back?"

"No." I shook my head. "I'm pretty sure both Dante and Jax are cursing us right now because we're late. I wouldn't do something like that to you."

"Wouldn't you?" she asked, her eyebrow arched high. "The way you spoke to me, the way you behaved⁠—"

"I know. I'm⁠—"

"No, no." She started wiggling in my grip, and unable to hold her any longer, I let her down, feeling cold for the first time without her body pressed to mine. "I don't want to hear your apologies, because they mean nothing. Trust me," she murmured, picking up her pants and putting them on, wincing as the snow clung to the material, making it wet in places. Her boots followed, and she continued killing me without even knowing it. "I have no idea why you suddenly got this crazy idea that you would swoop in and apologize as if we were friends where you did something bad."

Her head lifted up, her eyes looking straight at me.

"You're not the first, and you won't be the last person that says something like that to me. You're also not the first person to try and kill me, choke me, whatever the heck you want to call it. You're also not the first nor the last person that has fucked me and is now thinking you need to give me some silly promises of tomorrow and a relationship I never asked for. I don't wanna hear it, Adrian."

Fuck, she was vicious, and if that didn't make me fall even harder for her, I had no idea what would.

"Now, I'm going to go over there," she pointed in the wrong direction, and I approached her, moving her finger in the other direction. "Okay, there then, and talk to Dante and Jax, and, well, obviously you since you're going to come as well. You won't mention this to anyone, ever. Understood?"

"Oh, yeah." I grinned.

"And stop fucking smiling like that. It's creepy." She kept mumbling to herself as she walked toward the area where I knocked her knife out of her hand, and bent down to pick it up.

I had my hands full with this one, but I loved a challenge.


24

[image: ]
VEGA


What was the name of the emotion when anger and shame mix up together, laced with just a sprinkle of lust and a whole lot of confusion? If I ever found out I would probably be using it to describe my current state as I all but marched toward the meeting spot with Dante, my entire body throbbing, reminding me what just happened.

I had sex with Adrian.

I had sex with my instructor, my target, my technically enemy, the one person I shouldn't even be touching with a ten-foot pole, yet I did.

And I wanted more. God, did I want more.

When he laid on top of me, holding me like that, there were no whispers in my mind telling me I would never be able to have something pure, something good in my life. There were no doubts where he was concerned, but I couldn't stay. Rationally I knew I couldn't stay, but as I put distance between us, my heart clenched painfully, all but begging me to go back.

And I couldn't. I wouldn't fucking do that to myself.

I still had no idea if he was my enemy or if he knew what happened to Tyler. I still had no idea why Heinrich wanted his family destroyed. There was more to it than simply wanting to get them off the board and take over their territories. Hell, I didn't even know which territories belonged to the Zylla family.

So I marched toward the little temple Dante mentioned, furious at myself for succumbing to the desire, to the need. It wasn't like me to let someone hold me like that. It wasn't like me to fall deeper just because someone had put their dick inside of my body.

I was close to begging him to take me to his room, to hide me from the rest of the world.

I was tired. So fucking tired of living this life, of pretending I was a soldier, of making sure I never broke. I just wanted to shatter, to cry, to allow myself to experience the grief I had never processed. I never stood a chance against those that stole me from the life I could've had.

I never stood a chance against destiny, and if Adrian Zylla was part of that destiny, I was doomed.

Two lone figures stood right next to the ruined little temple, glaring at me as I approached. And I could only imagine how disheveled I actually looked.

"So nice of you to finally join us," Dante grumbled, his face looking like he went through ten rounds with Muhammad Ali, although the way Adrian pummeled into him might have been worse. "If you screamed any louder I'm sure you would have woken up the bears on the mountain."

My cheeks reddened, my ears burning.

Jesus fucking Christ, they were here the whole time.

"Dante," Jax warned, giving him a massive side-eye. "We talked about this. You won't embarrass Adrian's girl."

"I'm not Adrian's girl," I spat out, offended they would put me in a box before they even met me. "I'm not here because of him or because I need to be someone's girl."

"I know," Jax huffed. "It's just⁠—"

"It's just nothing," I rebuked. "I belong to no one. Not to Adrian and not to another man. And who I fuck," I glared at Dante, "is none of your business."

Dante stood in front of me, glaring for a second longer when a bright smile spread all over his face, transforming his features.

"What did I tell you?" He turned toward Jax as he asked the question. "She can stand up for herself."

"Yeah, yeah." Jax rolled his eyes. "You told me. And look, Vega…" Jax turned toward me. "Adrian⁠—"

"Why, for the love of everything, are we constantly discussing Adrian?"

"Yeah, guys," that annoying fucking voice piped up behind me. "Why are you discussing me?" I didn't have to turn to see that he was smiling.

I wished he wasn't here, but I guess it only made sense for him to join us, since it seemed he was the one running this show. I just didn't like it.

My body still buzzed from the three orgasms he stole from me, and I was yet to be convinced that he wasn't the conniving son of a bitch Alena and Heinrich portrayed him to be. I wanted to be angry at him, at the fact that he played me so well without an ounce of resistance from me, but I guess the moment his arms wrapped around me, I was a goner.

I was a goner when I saw him on the train, yet I never thought I would fall this ungraciously for a man that most likely played games like this for fun. There was also that little nagging voice in the back of my mind, telling me he was engaged, even though he didn’t confirm or deny those claims, and I had no idea what to make of it.

"You know, Adrian," Dante grinned, "I thought I was loud during sex, but you," he whistled, "that was definitely something else."

Adrian snickered, passing by me and going to stand right next to his two friends, smiling at Dante as if he didn't try to kill him just this morning. "We both know you're the loudest one," Adrian said, looking at Dante. "Besides," his onyx eyes landed on me, "you don't hold back when it's the best sex of your life."

He was goading me, wanting to see my reaction, but I was as far from a prude as possible, and if he thought he would embarrass me by talking about it… Oh boy, he was in for a rude awakening.

"I've had better." I shrugged, reveling in the frown that took over Adrian's face, quickly replacing the smug look he carried. "But in all honesty," I looked at all three of them, "I wasn't aware we were here to discuss my sex life or how loud someone could moan while getting fucked." Shock and disbelief laced their harsh features, seemingly surprised by the words coming from me. "If you want to, I can give you a written report on what it felt like, which strokes worked the best, which ones didn't, and which points⁠—"

"That's enough," Adrian all but growled, earning a smile from me.

"But why?" I batted my eyelashes, feigning innocence. "This is what you guys wanted to know. I mean, I could try out all three of you and then you could compare notes?" Dante blanched, while Jax paled and took a step away from a fuming Adrian who kept clenching and unclenching his fists, obviously furious at the way I dismissed what just happened. "It's just sex, cupcake." I laughed, loving the flush on Adrian's cheeks. "I don't mind. Jax and Dante look like the type that would know what to⁠—"

"Vega," Jax was the one to warn me. "Stop it. No more. We get it and we're sorry for talking about it in the first place. Besides," he took a deep breath, "if I don't have to see that infirmary for at least a couple of days it would be great."

"Duly noted." I nodded. "Don't ever think that just because I'm a girl I'm gonna get embarrassed because I had sex when I wanted it. That chauvinistic shit won't work with me, so don't try it again. And you can stop looking like a bull ready to attack," I said, looking directly at Adrian. "We got what we needed from each other, and that's that. You can save that growly, possessive shit for your fiancée, because I don't want it."

Dante's eyes widened, volleying between Adrian and me, but I was done tiptoeing around because I wanted to hide who I truly was. Alena warned me I should keep my tongue locked behind my teeth and shouldn't step on any toes while here, but fuck that entire plan.

It was obvious they failed to inform me of all the things that were going on at this place, so I wasn't going to follow the instructions set out by people I couldn't really trust.

"Now, are you going to tell me why you're creating an army, or should I just keep guessing?"

Jax's breath hitched, the sound almost too loud even with the wind blowing around us. Adrian narrowed his eyes at me, and Dante looked like he would rather be anywhere else but here.

"I won't be beating around the bush and pretending I didn't at least try cracking the question of why you would hold those meetings at The Pit. I mean, at first…" I chuckled, walking toward one of the graves and sitting down on the hard surface. Forgive me, Father, and all that shit, but the dead wouldn't mind me resting here. "At first I thought this whole 'secret society' thing," I added air quotes, "was just some rich people having nothing better to do but intimidate the younger ones and have some fun while at it. But then I saw all those people that weren't even part of the Academy, and while the masks were a great touch to make people feel like The Brotherhood was some super-secret thing, they were just props, hiding what is truly happening there." None of them jumped to correct me or stop me from talking.

They listened promptly as I kept on babbling all my theories.

"Then the call for offerings came up," I continued, gauging their reactions. "I mean, you called out Yolanda, for fuck's sake." Jax smirked at that. "Had you really done your homework you would've known that Yolanda wouldn't even be able to fight a cat, not to mention someone that was already trained to be a professional killer."

"So you stepped in," Jax added.

"So I stepped in."

"Why?" he asked, obviously trying to understand my reasoning. "You must have known it would be brutal."

"I did." I nodded. "I gotta say, at first it was for selfish reasons, because I wanted to see what was truly happening. But I also didn't want Yolanda to get embarrassed, or even worse—killed." I didn't add that I didn't want to see that light of hers diminished. She was everything I would never be, and while she had demons of her own, she was still as pure as you could get in this fucked-up world of ours. And I would do everything in my power to protect that. "It was obvious, of course, that the people I fought against were the ones attending the Academy. I'm pretty sure if it were one of the others who were already part of your little crew, I wouldn't have been able to fight against so many of them. So…" I stood up, closing the distance between the four of us.

They looked imposing, standing right next to each other, looking down at me as if they had no idea what to make of me. Truth to be told, if they really wanted to, they could kill me right here and right now, but the interest in their eyes told me they weren't going to do that.

If they were really creating an army, then they needed as many people as possible, and I knew I was good at what I did.

"Wanna tell me why three guys with powerful enough families would need to create an army, or should I keep guessing?"

The squawk of an eagle tore through the air, and I looked up to see the pair I noticed earlier hovering above us, playing with the wind as if it wasn't trying to blow them away.

Adrian tilted his head as I looked back at them, studying me as if he was really only now seeing me. They already knew I could fight, but what they didn't know was that I weighed pros and cons in every single situation, and somewhere between my arrival to the Academy until now, I realized that if The Schatten failed in their promises to me, then I would need to turn elsewhere.

There was no way in hell I was going back to that life, and it was glaringly obvious there were things The Schatten failed to tell me, and whether or not that was intentional was left to be seen. But I was no damsel in distress and I took charge of my own destiny.

If that meant having a backup plan of a backup plan, then so be it.

Maybe my mom wouldn't have been proud of all my actions, but she would be proud of me fighting for myself. Working for a crime syndicate was all cool and dandy until that same work threatened your life, and something told me Heinrich wouldn't let me go even after I finished this mission.

"So?" I repeated again, hating the silence slowly enveloping us. The three of them kept glancing at each other, then at me, then back at each other, making me huff in frustration. "Is this one of those situations where you guys can read each other's minds because you've been friends for quite some time, or something else I should know about?" Dante started laughing, bending in half, making me grin as well. The side of Jax's lips pulled up, telling me he found it at least a little bit funny, but Adrian still had that unreadable expression on his face, and I had a feeling he would be the toughest cookie to break.

"I really, really like her," Dante announced, straightening up, still smiling from ear to ear. "Can we keep her?" he asked his friends who just kept staring and staring and fucking staring. It was starting to get really annoying.

"How do you know all this?" Adrian asked, absolutely ignoring Dante's question.

"I'm observant." I answered. "I pay attention to things, to the way people talk, the way they behave. The patterns, you know? I like being in control, one way or another."

Jesus, his stare only became heavier and if I thought that being on the receiving side of that heavy-lidded stare would ever become easy, I was wrong. He looked at me with both desire and a hefty dose of distrust, and I guess I couldn't really blame him.

I wouldn't trust me either, but I wanted in. I wanted more options if I planned on surviving and reaching an old age. And I had a feeling these three actually took care of their people.

We were all monsters, that much I knew, but there were those monsters that cared for those in their close circle and those other monsters that didn't give a flying fuck about anyone but themselves.

I wanted to be in that first group.

"Look," I relented. "I get it, you don't trust me."

"We don't," Adrian confirmed, making me bristle. Well, I guess he didn't have to trust me to put his dick inside of me, but whatever.

"Yeah, I figured as much." I glared back. "But you know I'm the best there is at this academy. You saw what I can do, what I'm capable of."

"The question, Bambi," Adrian started approaching me, "isn't whether or not you're capable of being a part of The Brotherhood." The tips of his boots touched mine, his hand softly brushing against my own. "We all saw what you could do and how capable you are. The question is, why you would want to join something that would take you away from your father, from your home country? You are going to go back to Russia after this, yes?" There was something in the way he looked down at me, something that told me he knew more than he was letting on, but it wasn't going to derail me. If he truly knew who I was and why I was here, I would've been dead by now. "Why enter a war when you could go back to your peaceful little life?"

Peace?

He thought my life was peaceful?

I wanted to laugh at him and cry at the same time. "Don't talk to me about peace when all I have ever known is war," I bit out. "And if joining another war equals my freedom, I would gladly take it, no questions asked. But don't stand there and think you know me, because you don't."

"We've read your file," he continued, completely unaware of the eruption in my veins. "What more is there to know?"

Everything, I wanted to yell.

Not one single thing that was written there was correct, apart from the fact that my mother was no longer alive. But I had to play the long game and if I lost my cool now, I knew I would never be able to get into their inner circle.

"I guess you'll never know," I said instead, taking a step back from him. His scent was intoxicating, his presence heady, making my head spin, and instead of wanting to punch him as I should've, I shivered, wanting something softer, something that would make me feel safe. "I see this was a waste of all our time." I nodded to myself, looking down at the thin layer of snow on the ground. "I'm sorry about your face." I looked over Adrian's shoulder, directly at Dante. "I'll see you around.

"Now wait a minute!" Dante yelled out at the same time as Adrian said, "I didn't know you would give up that easily, Bambi."

I spun around in a second, walking toward him with determination in my steps. My hands fisted the collar of his shirt, feeling his freezing skin underneath my fingertips. "I'm not giving up, asshole." He grinned at that. "I just know when I'm not wanted, and one thing I've learned over the last couple of years is to never beg people to keep me in their lives or to let me participate in something."

"Are you sure about that?" he whispered, leaning down until his lips hovered above mine. "That you're not wanted, I mean?"

"I don't know," I murmured. "You tell me."

Our eyes clashed, our breathing becoming erratic, and I almost forgot about the audience we had, until Dante said, "Guys." Clearing his throat, he continued, "As much as I don't mind watching certain things, I think we still need to talk. And, Adrian, stop being an asshole. She's right," he added. "We need her, and I've made it more than clear that I want her to be a part of it."

Adrian's eyes darkened as Dante spoke, his arm wrapping around my waist, keeping me flush with him, as if he was holding himself back from blasting at his friend.

"You're right," he called out loud enough for Dante to hear, slowly stepping away from me. "But I think we need to continue this conversation in my cabin."

"Your cabin?" I frowned.

"Oh, didn't you know?" Jax laughed. "Adrian is your regular, run-of-the-mill lumberjack."

"Shut up." Adrian laughed, his face taking a completely different look as he bickered with his friend. "But we should get going. I'm freezing."

"You should've thought about that before running out of the building without your jacket," Jax admonished, earning a scowl from Adrian. "I'm just saying."

"Thanks, Sherlock," Adrian grumbled. "I have no idea where I would be without your wisdom."

"Dead?" I asked, inserting myself into the conversation, and suddenly all three of them quieted down, looking at me. "What?"

"You're something else, aren't you?" It was Adrian this time that asked this.

"You have no idea," I added in a small voice, deciding to look anywhere but at him. This was like playing with fire and if I wasn't careful, I would get burned.
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ADRIAN


I was in awe.

If this was what infatuation felt like, then I never wanted to go back to the way I was. However, that didn't mean I trusted a single word that came out of Vega's pretty little mouth, or that I didn't have a nagging feeling in my gut telling me I shouldn't let her go.

I was exhausted beyond measure, and this time it wasn't because I couldn't sleep or because I had a mission. It was because my heart and my mind could not get in sync and decide what to do with this girl. She consumed my every thought, my days and nights, but I also knew she was a snake, sent here for reasons unknown to me, and that made her dangerous.

The fact that she was this observant about The Brotherhood also made my skin crawl, but she was right.

We were building an army—our army.

All five of us—well, four since I couldn't exactly count Arseniy anymore—were tired of doing our fathers’ bidding. We didn't agree with their methods, and we didn't want to wait for someone else to take them out. Those men were like cockroaches, almost indestructible, and we were taking matters into our own hands.

My father thought I was here to get some much-needed rest and to waste a couple of months observing people we could collect for our organization. But he had no idea that the plan my friends and I made a couple of months ago was now coming to fruition.

Vega was right about almost everything.

The Brotherhood collected the best of the best. The assassins, the foot soldiers, those that were rejected by their families and those that wanted revenge more than anything. But out of all of them we had recruited thus far, she was the better fighter and I knew without a doubt she could take out even our best fighters if she wanted to, regardless of what she said.

And that kind of skill you could only get if you started training at a very young age.

I saw her fight during class today. Her moves were precise, her hands steady, her eyes focused on her opponent, following every single move they made, and if I was about to announce war against our fathers, I would much rather do it with her by my side.

But there were too many secrets shrouding her. Too many lies I didn't like, and I wasn't ready to just open my arms and welcome her in without question. I understood why Dante pressed for her to join us and why Jax kept quiet when I tried to refuse it, but one of us had to think rationally, and it would seem that would have to be me.

Still, I couldn't deny that she had a point, or the fire in her ignited my own. She was strong, that much was clear, but there was a sort of fragility hiding behind those mysterious eyes, which only made the need to wrap her in my arms and hide her from the rest of the world greater.

And as she walked ahead of us, as if she knew where we were going as we headed out of the cemetery, I couldn't keep my eyes off her swaying ass, or the way she ignored my burning looks.

"Careful there, brother," Jax murmured next to me. "Her clothes might catch fire if you keep staring that hard."

"Fuck off, Jax," I chuckled. Unlike Dante, I didn't have a need to strangle him for just looking at her, but it didn't mean I liked it. "And stop looking at her."

"Why?" he pressed. "You said it yourself, she's not exactly worthy of you," he whispered the last part, careful so she wouldn't hear. "Which means she's fair game for⁠—"

"Jax," I growled, looking to my right at my best friend. The motherfucker wore a smug smile as he looked back at me, fucking with me.

"You look good today. Did you…" His eyes widened. "You slept?"

And I had no idea why, but my cheeks tinted red, remembering just how hard and well I slept last night. And how pissed off I was when I woke up. I told myself it was because I allowed myself to be vulnerable next to someone that could be my enemy, but in reality, I was pissed because I wanted her something fierce, and my cock didn’t understand that we couldn't have her all that easily. "I did." I nodded, trying to hide my embarrassment from him.

"How? Did you take something? Did you…" he trailed off as realization dawned on him. "Adrian," he murmured, his voice laced with unspoken warning. "You didn't sleep in your own bed last night, did you?"

"No." I shook my head, because I knew there was no point denying it. "I didn't." I looked straight ahead at Vega's back, while the green monster in my chest kept pounding every time she looked up at Dante who was chatting with her as if they were old friends.

I didn't have to tell Jax where I slept. He was smart. He could figure it out.

"Are you two," he started. "What are you two?"

"Nothing," I mumbled, hating that word the moment it spilled over my lips. "We're nothing."

"That thing back there didn't exactly look like nothing. I mean, Dante's face doesn't exactly look like nothing." Jax wasn't one to beat around the bush, but I didn't like his line of questioning. Mostly because I had no idea what to do with this tightness in my chest or the fact that I couldn't fucking stop thinking about her.

I had to put some space between us. I had to get out of here, remove myself from her presence. She was a distraction I didn't exactly need right now, and I didn't want to fuck up everything before it even started. Besides, I knew I wasn't going to react well if she truly did decide to fuck one of my friends.

She wasn't mine, but every single nerve ending in my body screamed, rebelling against the thought. Some part of me had claimed her, and I fucking knew the one taste would never be enough.

"I think I need to get out of here for a while," I murmured. "Maybe go to Munich or somewhere outside of the country."

"I can have a jet ready for you tonight," Jax said, no questions asked. He understood better than anyone else why I needed to disappear from time to time. Why I had to take the time off to put my mind back together, and being around Vega was messing with everything. "What time do you want to leave?"

"Whenever," I answered after a minute of silence. A minute too fucking long, because my gut constricted painfully when I thought of leaving her behind. "You'll keep an eye out on things?" I looked at him, asking him without so many words to keep an eye on her.

I wanted to lie and say it was because I didn't trust her, but we both knew there was more to that request than I wanted to admit, and Jax was all too happy to let me live in denial for at least a little while longer.

"I promise. I'll keep an eye out on things and I'll keep Dante in check." He chuckled. "He's been a bit difficult since Gabriela left."

"Did they start fighting again?" He nodded. "What was it this time?"

"You know she likes riling him up." Jax shrugged. "I have no idea if there's something else happening, but you know he keeps pushing her to let go of some things, but she's stubborn."

"They both are," I added. "But I'm glad she isn't here anymore. That girl is trouble and I don't know if I like her fucking around with Dante's mind. He already has enough shit on his plate even without her adding her mess."

Jax huffed, softly murmuring, "Don't I know it."

Silence descended on us, only broken from time to time with Vega's ringing laughter, and I wanted to bottle that sound, cage it in my hands, and never let it go. But getting attached to a girl like her had disaster written all over it, and I wasn't even sure if she would want to be tied up with someone like me.

That very thought had me sobering up, shaking my head as if it would help me to remove the notion of her belonging to me from my mind. But it was there already, burrowing deeper and deeper, and I knew the decision to get out of here for a while was the best one I had.

I smothered the parts of me that didn't like it, silencing them, when Vega suddenly stopped, just as we exited the cemetery heading toward my cabin, her entire body going rigid.

"What the fuck is that?" she asked, her voice vibrating with something I hadn’t heard before—fear. "Holy shit!" she yelled out, just as Dante thundered, "Vega! Stop!"

My mind played catch-up, trying to connect the dots and understand what was happening, but when Vega started running toward the massive oak tree that had been on these grounds for as long as I could remember, I saw it.

The snow that started falling this morning, and continued periodically throughout the day, wasn't white around the tree. A crimson trail led all the way to the trunk, and I could see why.

A body swayed in the air, the long black hair of a girl going this and that way touched by the wind. And Vega was heading straight for her.

My instincts went into overdrive, and before I could stop myself, I rushed after her, lifting her off of the ground and turning us around, obstructing her view of the girl.

"Adrian, let me go!" she screeched. "We need to help her. We need to⁠—"

"She's already dead, Bambi," I murmured, hating the panic in her voice and the evident fear in her eyes. "There's too much blood on the ground for her to still be alive."

"No, no, no." She shook her head, fighting against me. "This is the second girl. She can't be dead." But she was. Vega knew it as much as I did, yet she refused to accept it. "I know who she is," my girl whispered, and the mere thought of her being my girl warmed something around my cold, hard heart, and I didn't want to take it back.

She was my girl right now, even if I needed to fight against that.

"We fought in The Pit. She was good. Really, really good," Vega murmured, her body going lax against me. "Who's doing this shit?"

"Adrian!" Jax called out before I could answer her, and I turned us around, looking over her head at my friends. Jax lifted what looked like an envelope in his hand, his face pale, eyes wide, and I already knew what was written there.

"Vega," I started, needing to know. "I need you to be honest with me, baby girl." She looked up at me, frowning. "Is there anyone that would want to harm you?"

She looked confused for a second before answering, "I'm pretty sure there's a long line of people that would want to hurt me." Which did nothing to appease my worries. "Why?" Her eyebrow arched, her eyes shining with emotion, and I knew we would need to tell her about the previous note. "Adrian?"

"There's something you should know about Rebecca's murder." Her gaze turned stony, her eyes firmly plastered on me. "There was a note, addressed to you."

She pushed away from me as if my touch burned her. "What did it say?"

"Vega—"

"What did it say, Adrian?" she gritted out, her face paling more and more with each passing second. "I want to know."

I thought Jax was exaggerating when he mentioned the note after we found Rebecca, but the moment my eyes landed on those words, written in bright red ink, I wanted to forget I had ever seen it. But my protective instincts didn't flare up back then. I didn't have her back then. I didn't sleep next to her, hearing her sounds and seeing underneath that cold, hard exterior, there was a girl who had demons of her own.

"Adrian," she huffed. "Either you're going to tell me or I'm going to ask Jax."

"It said…" I swallowed heavily. "It basically said he is coming for you. That he's going to protect you." She blanched at my words. "He said he was coming for his girl." And if I for a second thought she had anything to do with Rebecca's murder, I could see from the expression on her face that I was wrong.

Whoever did that was a sick bastard, but I thought it was a fucked-up joke. I thought someone was messing around, until my eyes once again landed on the girl hanging from the rope, her throat sliced open, while dry blood covered the rest of her body.

"I think there might be someone at the Academy who is out to hurt you," I added.

"And you didn't think it would've been a good idea to tell me when all this happened?" she yelled, throwing her arms in the air. "What the fuck? If there's a maniac that's out to get me, I deserve to know."

"We had no idea if it was just a joke or⁠—"

"Because it was one incident," she finished for me. "But now…" She slowly turned, her eyes on the girl. "Now it isn't only one incident, is it?"

"No." I shook my head. "It is not. And Dean Jansen will probably want to talk to you now. The last time we managed to keep him away but⁠—"

"I want to see it," she said, before she started walking hurriedly toward Jax.

"Vega!" I rushed after her, catching up just before she stopped, taking the note from Jax who looked just about ready to get the fuck out of here. I couldn't blame him.

We'd seen some fucked-up shit in our time. We'd done some things that would make Satan himself blush, but this… This was barbaric. This was insane.

I looked up at the girl, her eyes open, void of life, filled with remnants of the fear she must have felt when the bastard took her life, and for a second, instead of the girl I saw Vega up there. Vega and her beautiful eyes, empty of life, completely void of any emotion, covered in blood.

I couldn't help myself even if I wanted to. I couldn't stop my reaction, and instead of talking to her. Instead of voicing out my worries, I picked Vega up again, this time throwing her over my shoulder, and started marching toward my cabin.

"Adrian!" she shrieked. "What the fuck! Put me down."

"No," I refused. "You'll be staying with me."

"Are you out of your mind?" She kept on yelling. "I cannot stay with you. I won't be staying with you. Put me the fuck down. Now!"

But she didn't understand, couldn't understand. I could barely understand this urge to run away with her, to protect her, to get as far away as possible from here. She didn't understand and I couldn't explain, so instead of talking it through, I kept on walking toward my cabin, grunting here and there as she kept on hitting my back with her fists, complaining the entire time.

I knew Jax and Dante were going to call the security team along with Andries, and I knew we would need to talk with him, but my instincts were to get her out of there, and fast.

Even if it meant having her hate me even more than she already did.
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He was out of his fucking mind. I had no idea what crawled up Adrian's ass, but my resolution not to kill him was waning with each new step he took, carrying me to God knows where.

My head was swimming with a million and one thoughts, trying to figure out what prompted him to have such a reaction, but I was drawing a blank. Yeah, we fucked—once—but he didn't exactly strike me as the type that would go berserk because someone was obviously trying to get to me.

And that was yet another thing I didn't want to think about, fighting off the shuddering in my body, because I knew the more I thought about it, the more I would want to get the fuck out of this place.

There was a lunatic walking all over these grounds, and what bothered me more than the fact that he or she was after me, was the fact that innocent people were dying. And I didn't miss the fact that the newest victim was also one of the girls I fought against in The Pit.

"Adrian," I growled for the hundredth time, hoping beyond hope he would start listening to me. "Put me down. Now!"

"No."

"Why the fuck not?" I was bristling, angry, and I hated this helpless feeling more than anything. I’d had my fair share of idiots over the last couple of years. I had guys that were obviously crushing on me, but all of them were harmless. I didn't mind walking straight into dangerous situations, because nine out of ten times I knew what I was getting myself into.

This, right here, I had no idea what was happening. I had no idea who would be after me and why. I had no idea if this was just some fucked-up game Heinrich had orchestrated to keep me in line, or to have me running back to them, or if it was a real fucking threat.

I was in the dark, and that scared me more than I wanted to admit.

I wiggled in Adrian's hold, trying to get myself out of his ironclad grip, but that only earned me a slap on my left butt cheek and a whole lot of grumbling from the man holding me. If we were any other people, maybe, just maybe, this whole display of possessiveness and worry would've been hot, but we weren't those other imaginary people. As a matter of fact, I was pretty sure he would kill me himself if he got a chance.

And not because I was part of The Schatten, which I was pretty sure he had no idea about, but because I was pissing him off, and I had no idea why.

"Adrian." I groaned as my ribs pressed against his shoulder, sending another jolt of pain through my body. "I'm gonna be sick." Which wasn't a total lie.

Okay, it was a little lie, but I couldn't imagine he would want to have my vomit all over his back.

"Swallow it."

Swallow it? Fucking swallow it?

He’d lost it and was officially on my list. Which list you might ask? The hit list. The one I kept in my head for all those people that pissed me off.

"I am not swallowing anything, you big ape." My hands turned into fists and before he could say another word, I started hitting his lower back—again—and earning nothing but a few annoyed grunts—a-fucking-gain. "You can't do this," I moaned, complained—call it whatever the heck you want to call it. But he made me feel like a little girl all over again that would need someone to save me.

If anything, I knew how to defend myself. There was no way whoever was coming after me would be able to harm me.

Tell that to those two girls. Pretty sure they knew how to defend themselves as well.

Goddammit, brain. God-fucking-dammit.

"We're here," he grumbled, fishing out a pair of keys from his back pocket, and I regretted not digging through them, if for nothing more than to annoy him.

My neck strained from the position I was in, and I stopped trying to lift my head minutes ago, but I felt the change in the air as he stepped through the door of something. All I could see was the wooden floor and glimpses of furniture, and I assumed this was his place. I foolishly thought he was slumming it with the rest of the staff, back in the admin building, but of course he had to have his own place.

Before long he lifted me off of his shoulder, setting me on the ground, and like a drunken person I stumbled, almost crashing against the chair that was standing right next to me. My head swam, my stomach churning, while my entire body tried to find its equilibrium. But I was failing.

Massively.

Long fingers pressed against my waist, and just as I was about to push him away or try to argue again, he had me up in the air, carrying me as if I weighed nothing, all the way to the bed, dropping me down like a sack of fucking potatoes. "Stay," he all but barked at me, pointing his finger as if I were a dog, ready to obey.

"I'm not a dog," I thundered as he walked away from me.

"Don't I know it." His grumble could be heard from the other side of the cabin, but instead of getting up and trying to reach the door, I stayed put. I assigned my mellowness to the fact that the longer I sat, the better I felt, and the dizziness that was threatening to knock me out was slowly dissipating.

It wasn't because I was obeying him. No. Not at fucking all.

Leaning on my spread knees, I closed my eyes for a second, when I felt a shift in the air. My eyes flew open, seeing a glass of water right in front of my nose, attached to long, lithe fingers that were playing me like a flute not so long ago.

"Drink it," the fucker grumbled, and as I looked up I was met with the torrent of anger visible on his face. "You'll feel better once you drink this."

"I wouldn't be feeling like shit if you didn't try to kidnap me."

"I didn't try to kidnap you." He scowled. "Drink it," he pushed again, slightly shaking the glass in front of me.

"What if it's poisoned?" Okay, I didn't have to be a smartass. I could've kept my mouth shut and tried to get into his good graces. If I still planned on uncovering things about him and his family, the best course would've been to get him to like me. But that ship had sailed a long time ago. Besides, his superpower was bringing out the worst in me, and that wasn't going to stop. "What if it's mixed with some drugs that are going to knock me out, and then you'll be able to do whatever you want to with me."

"I'm pretty sure I don't need to get you unconscious to do whatever I want to you." He smirked, staring at me as if all of this was extremely amusing for him. "Unless you're trying to tell me what happened earlier was because someone had drugged you."

I glowered.

And then I glowered some more, before slowly taking the glass of water from him, drinking it in one, while my eyes stayed connected with his. "Good girl," the fucker murmured, igniting the fire in the pit of my belly, making me hate him just a little bit more.

I lowered the glass to the floor, right next to the bed, not knowing how to approach this situation.

I had questions about Rebecca and her murder, and it was obvious he had all the answers. "So, are you going to tell me about the previous letter?" His eyes flashed, and I tightened my hold on the letter I managed to snatch earlier. "I can always go and ask Dante. He would be more than forthcoming about—" One second I was sitting there, the next I was on my back, with him hovering over me and his hands tightly wrapped around my wrists, pushed above my head.

"You will not talk to Dante," he bit out. "Not today. Not ever." His hips settled between my legs, and I wasn't imagining the hard length pressing against my center. "Everything you need, you can get from me." That single sentence was laced with multiple meanings, but as much as my body was warming up to the idea of round two with him, and as much as my heart hammered, as if it was trying to reach him, I couldn't get distracted.

I swallowed down the words that wanted to emerge, that wanted to push him, mock him, to see how far he would go before he snapped, because there were more important things we needed to discuss.

"Do you know who's after me?" I asked instead, my voice small, almost inaudible as Adrian sank his face into the crook of my neck, his nose dragging over my sensitive skin. "Adrian?"

"Hmmm," he grumbled. "We don't. And it's pissing me off."

"Then why am I here?" I continued, closing my eyes when he swiveled his hips, making me bite my lower lip instead of moaning out loud like a bitch in heat. These reactions I had to him had to stop. I would put the much-needed distance between us, even if that would shrivel the remnants of my heart. "Adrian," I whimpered as his teeth clamped down on my exposed skin, quickly replaced by a slow drag of his tongue, leaving heat and promises of dreams I couldn't have behind. "Stop it!"

I shot off the bed, pushing him away before he could contemplate what was happening, and scooted to the other end of the bed, putting distance between us. "You have to stop," I said, almost breaking down in front of a man that probably looked at this as some sort of a game. "You said I could ask, so I'm asking. Why the fuck am I here Adrian?"

His hair was disheveled, his eyes the darkest I had ever seen them, and I didn't miss the outline of his cock as he kneeled in front of me, the tic in his cheek repeatedly appearing, as if he was trying to hold himself back.

"You're right." He exhaled slowly, deflating in front of my eyes. "I don't know why you're here," he admitted after a second too long, avoiding my eyes. "Truth be told," he chuckled darkly, "I have no answers to give you, except the fact that I couldn't stand to have you there out in the open. But don't ask me why."

"I won't," I said quickly. "But we both know I'm not staying here. I need to talk to⁠—"

"No," he growled, coming closer to me. "You're not leaving this cabin until I speak to Andries."

"Adrian," I started slowly, hoping he would finally listen. "You're being irrational. Tell me, if something like this were to happen to Yolanda or any of the other students, would you take them to your," I looked around, "cabin and try to protect them because someone was mildly disturbed and wanted to get to them."

"This person isn't mildly disturbed," he refuted. "This is a maniac, Vega. A motherfucking maniac who obviously thinks he's doing you a favor by harming those that fought against you. So forgive me for caring a little bit too much."

I tilted my head, observing him for a second, hearing what he was trying to say, even though I didn't agree with one single thing. "You still didn't answer my question," I pushed. "Would you do something like this to any of the other students? Would you confine them to your cabin and isolate them until the threat was dealt with?"

His head snapped up, his eyes narrowed at me, and I knew the answer even without the words. I didn't need them to see the truth written all over his face.

"That's what I thought."

"Vega—"

"Adrian!" Jax's voice carried through the cabin, interrupting whatever it was Adrian was about to say, and before he could stop me, I scrambled off of the bed and stood in the middle of what looked like a mini living room.

Jax pushed inside without knocking, and for once, I was glad for the distraction and to see him. His eyes took in the situation in front of him—me standing as still as a statue and Adrian still on the bed, no doubt glaring at me.

"Andries wants to talk to you," Jax said, coming slowly toward me. "You have the letter with you?"

"I do." I nodded, refusing to look behind me even when Jax's eyebrows hit his forehead, because I knew he was seeing a very grumpy-looking Adrian. But it wasn't my fault he couldn't control his emotions.

It wasn't my fault he was playing hot and cold, giving me fucking whiplash most of the time.

"I'll head there now," I announced, passing by Jax and straight out of the door, seeing a grinning Dante standing outside. "What are you smiling about?" I asked bitterly, ready for this day to just be over.

"Oh nothing." He smiled wider, stepping closer to me. "Nothing at all."

Scoffing, I moved past him, only to realize he was following me just a few steps behind. "You don't have to come with me."

"No can do, Vega," he chuckled. "Jax gave me my orders and I heard them loud and clear. I don’t have to tell you who gave him the order, do it?” His eyebrow arched, driving the point home. “Trust me—I kinda don't want to lose my head if Adrian decides you're not protected properly during this entire shit show."

I opened my mouth and then closed it, not knowing what to say. I had to admit—something eased in my chest at the mere thought that I wouldn't be alone, walking toward the admin building, even if it meant having to endure Dante's company for a couple of minutes. I half expected Adrian to say something, to stop me, to maybe come with me, but I needed to remind myself that this was a man who hated me one day and wanted to fuck me the next.

I had to remind myself that just because he slept in my bed and just because we had sex, it didn't mean he actually cared about me. I’d had my fair share of possessive men, and Adrian was just another idiot who didn't want anyone to touch his newest toy.

It was just too bad that my heart didn't listen.

Shaking off thoughts of a man that made my head spin, I looked down at the envelope in my hand and without waiting to reach the dean’s office, I ripped it open, pulling out a white card, my blood turning into ice the more my eyes kept flickering over the words written in cursive.

Vega Konstantinova will be mine or no one else’s.

MINE.

As if I didn’t already have other things to worry about.
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Twelve days.

Twelve fucking days and not a single word from Adrian. Not that he was at the Academy at all.

The man disappeared the day we found the second body, and I wasn't brave enough to ask Dante or Jax where he had gone. But he wasn't here, and I wished with my entire being that I didn't care. That it didn't bother me that he had such a visceral reaction to me being harmed, only to completely disappear, leaving me behind.

But I should've gotten used to it by now.

People left, whether I liked it or not. This was exactly why I never allowed myself to start feeling, to start dreaming about all the possibilities, behaving like a lovesick girl just because someone had shown me an ounce of attention. But I was starved for it, desperate to feel just a little bit of happiness, no matter how toxic it was. I hid all those parts of me, pretending to be this well-rounded adult, ready to take on the world, but in reality I was still the little girl whose mother got locked up and then died just three years later, leaving me all alone in this big, bad world.

I was still just a girl whose best friend disappeared, who never had anyone she could call her own.

I recognized the signs the moment I walked into Dean Jansen’s office, constantly thinking about Adrian and his reaction. I completely disregarded the fact that I wasn't here to fall for a man, especially one that was my target, and started overthinking and dissecting everything he said and everything he did.

Only to be left behind.

Again.

I should've known better. God, I should've been smarter, but almost two weeks after his disappearance, I still pondered over the events of that day, and I had no idea what to do to erase him from my mind. Rationally I knew it was a good thing he wasn't here.

We were swimming through dangerous waters, and I had no doubt he wouldn't look at me the same if he only knew the truth. I wasn't even sure I liked him, not really, but when darkness was all you ever knew, even the smallest flickers of light had a tendency to pull you in and lock you in a new cage.

And caring about someone else was a cage. A gilded one, but a cage nonetheless.

Jax took over Adrian's classes, and while he mostly kept to himself, I didn't miss the glances he threw my way, or the worried look on his face every time our eyes clashed. I also didn't miss the way he followed Yolanda around the class like a lost puppy, while my friend was completely oblivious to the fact.

Dante became my shadow, and after talking to Andries and explaining that I had no idea what was happening, they decided it would be best if I wasn't left alone at any time.

But it was getting tiring having the massive man follow me from my building to classes, and even Yolanda noticed that I wasn't my usual self. I couldn't exactly tell her that it felt as if my heart was slowly breaking, because Dante wasn't the one I wanted to see. I couldn't tell her that as much as I appreciated the fact that the staff at the Academy took all the precautions to make sure everyone was safe, I still felt as if someone was watching me, waiting, lurking in the shadows, and I didn't appreciate feeling like an animal in the zoo, with every single person monitoring my every step.

They turned the Academy upside down, checking everything from the records to the tunnels underneath, where The Brotherhood held their little meetings, but they hadn’t found anything. And I had no idea if that made me feel safer or more worried, because whoever caused this ruckus was here somewhere, and we still needed to find them.

A bone deep fatigue had slowly seeped inside me, making each and every day harder to get through. Alena called several times, but I wasn't in the mood to talk to her or even pretend that I had something to report. I kept going over the files I was given, but nothing I could read there would solve the mystery in my head, which was this unexplainable attraction I felt toward Adrian.

It was more than just his good looks or the fact that one look felt like scorching heat on my skin. I knew what it felt like when you simply felt attracted to a person on a physical level, just wanting to scratch an itch. But this was more than that, and with each passing day without him here, I felt the darkness seeping inside further, telling me I wasn't good enough even for someone like Adrian Zylla.

Then there was the whole other issue I didn't want to think about.

The Brotherhood.

Dante and Jax kept the information to a minimum and I wasn’t too eager to constantly talk about it. What was the point when there was someone at the Academy trying to get to me? The Brotherhood could wait.

For now.

I walked outside of the main building, buttoning my coat, seeing Dante already in front, leaning against the wall as if this entire arrangement didn't piss him off. I doubted he wanted this, considering he probably had ten other things he would rather be doing.

But he still came, every single day, and I liked to think we were becoming somewhat friendly with each other. He spoke of Italy, and I mainly listened, telling him I would need to visit.

I had only ever been to Rome once, and that trip was one I would much rather forget, considering it almost cost me my life.

"Ready to go?" Dante asked when he saw me, his frown deepening as I approached. "You look like shit, Vega."

"Well, good evening to you too, sunshine," I chuckled, closing the distance between us. "You look like you just came out of some super-fancy magazine, but not all of us can look pretty all the time."

"Cut the crap, V," he murmured, leaning closer, inspecting my face. "Your dark circles have dark circles. Are you sleeping?" Barely, but I didn't want to admit it.

My mind didn't want to shut up. I was tired—beyond tired—but the moment my head hit the pillow it was as if everything that was plaguing me came rushing at me, and imaginary scenarios started playing out, keeping me awake for most of the night. Fear wasn't exactly an emotion I would use to describe what this unknown entity was awakening in me.

Anger, more likely. Pure fury, but the fury I felt wasn't only directed at this faceless monster they were trying to protect me from. It was directed at Adrian and it was also directed at myself.

Leave it to me to fall for the first man I saw on the train, turning me into a brainless idiot, just because I had more damage than normal people.

"Sometimes when I blink I pretend that I'm asleep." I laughed, but it sounded hollow even to my own ears, and Dante wasn't exactly happy.

"You know we're going to catch this maniac, right?" He was so convinced, so confident, but I wasn't. If the maniac didn't want to get caught, then he or she would probably stay hidden. "You don't have to be afraid."

"I'm not afraid," I huffed and started walking toward my building. It took him a second to catch up with me, what with his long legs and fast strides. "I'm furious. I am absolutely furious at this entire situation. I know how to defend myself, dammit. I know how to take down men twice my size, and yet we're stuck together because you guys think I need to be protected."

"Vega." He inhaled sharply. "This isn't about you not being able to protect yourself. Those girls, they knew how to fight as well, but this person is smart. Remember how both of them just disappeared, and none of their friends knew where they went. We don't want that to happen to you. You're part of The Brotherhood now and we protect what's ours."

That one simple statement shouldn't have sent shivers all over my body, while invisible talons clenched around my heart, slowly heading toward my throat, pushing unshed tears to my eyes. It shouldn't have meant as much as it did, because I wasn't going to be part of The Brotherhood, not for too long.

The more I talked to Dante, the less I was convinced that I should start my relationship with them based on a lie. I wanted them to know who I was and where I came from, but I couldn't exactly tell them I was their enemy.

Dante let it slip a few times over the last couple of days how much they hated The Schatten, and how every single agent that worked for The Schatten was nothing more than a soulless monster, ready to do whatever, because they were so brainwashed. And he wasn't wrong, not even a little bit, but it still pained me that I was in that same bucket.

I would be the soulless monster in their eyes, and while I had no idea what kind of feud they had with The Schatten, it was obvious it didn't start over something simple. Knowing Heinrich, he probably managed to screw up one of their families, or even all of their families.

I didn't know enough about the history of this world I was a part of, but the more I learned during history class, the less I was convinced I wanted to continue this charade for Heinrich. I wanted to come clean and tell them the truth. I wanted to warn Adrian that Heinrich was planning something, and planting me here was just the first step.

I wasn't afraid of the faceless monster haunting these grounds, but I was terrified of Adrian's reaction once I told him.

"I know it's a lot to take in," Dante continued speaking while I stayed quiet, walking right next to me. "But The Brotherhood is more than just an army, Vega. We aren't creating it on a whim. We want to give people a family, a place where they can feel safe. We're not exactly creating a club led by Mary Poppins, but in the sea of all these other monsters, we might be the best ones. And trust me, I grew up surrounded by monsters." I looked up at him, hearing the emotion in his voice. "And I wouldn't wish that on anyone."

"I know," I murmured, understanding what it was they were trying to do. Dante explained just two days ago that their fathers needed to be taken down. They’d been on the throne for far too long, destroying everything, becoming too greedy, and they wanted them gone.

The funniest thing was that I wanted in. I wanted to help them take down those men that cared only for themselves, and not for the innocents they were targeting.

None of us were saints, but we had enough heart to see that targeting entire families was wrong. It was beyond wrong, and I wanted to stop it.

"I know you know," he chuckled, wrapping an arm around my shoulders. "And I know you're pissed. We're all pissed." I swallowed heavily as we continued walking, seeing my building not too far away from us. "And I want you to use that anger and direct it at the idiot that thought it would be a good idea to target you. I need you to train like you have never trained before, to be the best there is. And I want you to go in now," he murmured as we came closer to the entrance. "And go to sleep. You look like shit, and I'm worried you're just going to keel over one of these days."

I looked up at him, knowing that my eyes shimmered with tears, but I didn't care.

The Schatten had never made me feel this protected, this cared for. Dante was almost like the brother I never had, and I didn't want to let it go. I didn't even want to think what would happen in the near future, when I would need to either come clean or leave them behind.

Instead of saying anything, I wrapped my arms around his middle, burying my face in his coat, hiding my true emotions from his inquisitive eyes. Dante grunted, but instead of pushing me away, he wrapped me in a tight hug, murmuring soothing words I couldn't quite hear, but my soul did.

Cracks that had never been filled started filling in with each new word he spoke, rubbing my back, telling me that everything would be okay. If only he knew what kind of a monster he held in his arms, he wouldn't be standing here with me.

He would've been on the other side, aiming his gun at me, and after these two weeks at the Academy, I felt guilt for the first time in my life.

"Thank you, Dante," I murmured. "I think I needed that."

"Anytime, bella. Anytime." He took a step back, petting my head like a little kid, while I kept my eyes on the ground, trying to figure out a way to get out of this mess. "Come on, go in. Jax checked your room earlier and everything looked good."

I winced at that, that guilt piling up and up, because I was taking precious time from these men. We weren't a family, but if I had the chance I wouldn't think twice. I would embrace them wholeheartedly, not even asking a single question. But as it would be, I couldn't let that happen.

At least not yet.

"I'll see you tomorrow morning, right?" I murmured, walking backward toward the building. "At seven?"

"Yeah." He grinned, burying his hands into the pockets of his coat. "I'll be here. Get some sleep!" he yelled as I put more and more distance between us, and before long, I was at the very entrance, feeling Dante's eyes on my back, grateful I had someone to talk to today, if only to distract me from all the issues.

I rarely lingered in the common area, and while everyone that was seated around had their eyes plastered on me, I didn't stick around, choosing the comfort of my bed instead of sitting around and trying to make small talk, when we all knew they didn't want me here. It wasn't like I was making any effort to make new friends, but sometimes I wished I was more like them, free to mingle and free to exist.

But I wasn't like them, and thinking in this way would only bring a whole lot of heartbreak. I didn't need more shit to pile up in my brain, because I did want to sleep.

Yolanda had left Ambien in my room, or at least she said she did when I met her during lunch, because she was the only one that knew I couldn't sleep. She was also the only one I trusted enough with the keys of my room, and when I saw her during lunch, getting back my keys, she didn’t have to say anything for me to recognize that look on her face. Yolanda wasn’t trying to hide how displeased she was that I looked like shit from the lack of sleep, but at least she didn’t start berating me again, telling me I needed to rest or would collapse one of these days. She swore it would help, and I hoped it truly would. I couldn't go on like this, sluggish, barely able to walk around because I wasn't getting enough sleep.

I never had an issue with it before, but now it was as if all the lights in my head were switched on, making it impossible to shut my mind off for more than an hour or two.

Fumbling with the keys in my pocket, I exhaled slowly as I started unlocking the door, relieved I didn't have to attend any of the evening classes today. Frankly, I was quite certain that even if we did have something, I wouldn't have been able to pay attention, which kinda sucked, because I actually liked the classes here.

I pulled out my phone as my hand landed on the light switch next to the door, only to jump in the spot when I saw him.

"What the fuck are you doing here?"

Adrian sat on the edge of my bed, slouched, looking worse than ever. Dark circles around his eyes made them so much darker, while dark stubble lined his jaw, unkempt and so unlike him. His hair was in disarray, and I couldn't help but notice that he looked absolutely shattered as he sat there, looking at me with resignation in his eyes.

His lips parted, his nostrils flared, and something like relief washed over his features, as if he were happy to see me.

"Adrian, I asked you a question," I said as I shrugged off my coat, letting it fall to the ground. "What are you doing in my room?"

It pained me to see him like this, seemingly defeated, almost decimated, but I was so angry. So fucking angry and hurt that he would just disappear like that.

"I tried, Bambi," he rasped, his voice seemingly deeper than before, as if he hadn't been using it enough. "I tried to stay away. I tried leaving this place." He stood up slowly and walked toward me. "I tried erasing the taste of you from my lips. I tried forgetting the look on your face as you came." His finger wrapped around my white lock of hair, twirling it around. "I tried forgetting your scent, driving myself insane over the last few days, because all I could think about is you. All I can see is you, Bambi. All I can feel is you. Here." He pressed his hand to his chest, destroying me with the fire burning in his eyes. "You snuck in, Bambi, and I don't know how to erase the memories of you from my bloodstream."

My breath hitched as his long fingers wrapped around mine, pulling me to him. I was like a puppet—his to hold, his to manipulate—and he wrapped himself around me as if this was all he needed.

"I thought leaving this place would show me how idiotic it is to feel this way. This needy, this unhinged when it comes to you."

"We don't even know each other," I whispered as he dragged his hand over my hair, his cheek pressed against mine.

"I know," he mumbled.

"You hate me."

"I don't," he denied. "I hate the way you make me feel. Like I would die if I don't hold you even for one day. Like the world would end if you don't look at me and tease me and tell me to fuck off." I laughed at that. "I don't hate you, but I wish I did. And I know you don't hate me either."

"I—" I wanted to deny it. I wanted to tell him that every part of me hated every part of him, but I couldn't.

I was tired of all the lies, all this deceit, all these games I'd been playing. I was so fucking tired of everything I ever did and everything I was still doing, and all I wanted was to sink into the bed and have him hold me for at least one night. One simple night where I could pretend I wasn't Vega Konstantinova and he wasn't Adrian Zylla.

"It's okay," he mumbled, pulling me slowly toward the bed. "I don't need your words to see the truth, Vega. I just want to hold you tonight."

He sank onto the bed and I followed, climbing onto his lap with my legs on his sides and my arms tightly wrapped around his middle. Adrian kept running his hand over my hair, playing with it, murmuring softly, and before I could even recognize the signs, my eyes fluttered closed, the tiredness from the last couple of days catching up with me.

"I couldn't sleep without you, baby girl," he croaked. "I couldn't fucking sleep and I knew I had to get back to you."

"I couldn't sleep either," I admitted just as he fell onto his back, pulling us closer to the headboard. My boots slipped off of my feet, but I couldn't open my eyes to see what was happening. The zipper on my pants was lowered, the button undone, and as he maneuvered me on the bed, I let him take off my pants as well. They ended up somewhere in the room with a soft thud, and before long, he was wrapped around me, clinging to me, showing me without words what he needed.

I turned around, pressing my hands to his chest, and I quickly realized he was shirtless. Peeking, I saw his clothes were gone too, and the only thing he had on were boxer briefs, keeping him away from me. My head upturned, our eyes clashing, but there was none of the usual desire in them. There was no urgency in his movements, and I knew how much he needed this, because I felt the same.

I pushed my leg between his and threw my arm over his waist, loving the way he tightened his hold on me so my body was flush against his.

"Good night, Adrian." I yawned, pressing my cheek to his pecs.

"Good night, Bambi," he murmured, pressing his lips to the crown of my head.

My mind quieted down just as our breathing slowed, and before long, the darkness took over, pushing me into a dreamless slumber.
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I knew I was all alone even before I opened my eyes, and I fought against the disappointment that was slowly creeping in, pushing unwanted thoughts into my mind. But I couldn't stay in my bed the entire day, as much as I wanted to, and instead of wallowing in self-pity and hating myself for once again succumbing to Adrian and his whims, I got up, rubbing the sleepiness from my eyes before looking around my room.

My coat was no longer on the floor but on the chair in the corner, and as I looked down at myself, I noticed I was still in the same shirt as yesterday, without my pants.

It all felt like a dream, having him here last night, and a part of me thought I had imagined him. I spent days thinking about him and trying to figure out my own feelings, pretending his absence didn't hurt as much as it did. But if I had learned anything last night it was that I would need to either tell him the truth or get out of here.

There was no other option.

He told me I snuck into his bloodstream, but he was the one that destroyed all the walls I had erected, pushing through with no questions asked, and I had no idea if I would survive him rejecting me after he found out who I truly was.

I was trying to look at all of this from a rational point of view, but there was nothing rational about the way I felt. There was nothing rational in this insane pull I felt, and even as angry and hurt as I was, I held on to him last night, too tired to argue and too tired to talk about anything, thinking we would talk today, that he would be here once I woke up.

But he was gone.

I turned to my right and my heart started hammering in my chest, bruising my ribs, when my eyes landed on the folded piece of paper with my name on it. My shaky hands took a hold of the paper, opening it, while my eyes flickered over the words written in black ink, trying to gauge his mood from what was written.

Meet me at the cabin after classes. We need to talk.

–A

As much as I wanted to believe that he would repeat the words he had said last night, I couldn't hold on to that. I couldn't because I would inevitably hurt myself if he had something else in mind. For all I knew, he could want to talk to me about The Brotherhood and not about what was happening between us, but whatever it was he wanted to talk about, I would need to tell him about my past and my life.

I would need to shatter myself if I truly wanted to get out of The Schatten, and maybe, just maybe, he would understand. Maybe he would understand why I needed to lie and maybe he’d be able to protect me.

Folding the piece of paper and leaving it where it was, I got up and headed straight to the bathroom, cleaning myself up and then getting dressed. I still had to go through an entire day of classes before meeting him, and I needed to think.

I needed to figure out a way to tell him the truth.
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I couldn't focus the entire day. Class after class I was useless, distracted, thinking about Adrian, about last night, about my life and where I wanted to go, what I wanted to do. I couldn't keep living in constant fear of The Schatten, and I knew, without a doubt, that Heinrich would never let me go.

His promises meant nothing and I couldn't allow myself to live like a shadow anymore. I didn't want to.

I wanted to be free, to walk down the street and know the people in coffee shops, bakeries, restaurants… I wanted to have friends, someone to go home to.

Perhaps I was too young to think like this, but after so many years of living how The Schatten wanted me to live, I couldn't continue it. I didn't want to become Alena and I didn't want to help Heinrich while he hurt both the guilty and innocent.

Even the walk with Dante this morning hadn't helped, and if he noticed I was distracted, he didn't say anything. I was just glad we didn't have any of the grueling classes today, I knew I wouldn't be good for any of them. But the closer we came to my last class, the worse I felt, and jitters I never experienced in my life were ravaging my entire body.

So instead of going through the main door to meet Dante before heading to Adrian's cabin, I slipped through the side door, because I needed to think. Tonight could make or break my future, and if I wasn't careful, if I didn't think this through, then there would be no future to look forward to.

Adrian maybe cared about me in his own way, but did he care enough to help me? Did he care enough not to kill me on the spot because I was a traitor?

I passed the admin building in a rush, worried Jax or Andries would see me without Dante, and when I finally entered the small patch of forest that was located just at the edge of the property, spreading onto the mountain above, I could finally breathe properly.

The owls sang in the night, their voices mixing with the sound of the wind slamming into the mountain, and as much as I had complained about the weather here, I was starting to get used to it. I couldn't say it was pleasant, but it wasn't as bad as it was earlier. The snow melted on the grounds of the Academy, but if I looked up, I could see the thick layer of white on the mountain, brilliantly white, and instead of hating it, I wanted to explore those parts.

I remembered the road that could take us higher up into the mountain and I wondered if Yolanda knew the way.

But thinking about the mountain wasn't going to solve my dilemma, nor was it going to help me put into words the truth I needed to tell Adrian. I also knew I didn't have long before they sounded the alarm for me. Dante would soon figure out I wasn't at the main building anymore, and since he wouldn't find me in my room either, I had maybe half an hour before a search party would spread through the campus.

So instead of wandering aimlessly, I turned in the direction of Adrian's cabin and started walking slowly, listing the pros and cons in my head, wrapping my arms around myself when the wind started blasting faster, hoping this wouldn't give me pneumonia just because I wanted to think.

I could almost see Adrian's cabin in the distance, or at least the lights he had on outside, when I heard it. The unmistakable sound of footsteps, the crunching on the ground, and there was more than one pair.

I looked up at the sky, right through the bare treetops, seeing the clouds hiding the moon, and I cursed inwardly, knowing I had no weapons to defend myself. I was too distracted when I left my room today, with my mind in the fucking clouds. If my old instructors could see me, they wouldn’t be pleased, because I forgot the first rule—always be protected.

My heart roared, the fight-or-flight instinct awakening inside of me, but I kept walking slowly, carefully listening to the sounds around me. My knife wasn't with me, and I cursed myself for leaving it behind today. I usually didn't need it, but I should've kept it with me. I should've taken it.

The footsteps came closer, the whispers on the wind becoming more pronounced. "Who's there?" I called out, turning around, trying to see into the darkness, but there was nothing. My eyes zeroed in on a tree trunk just a couple of feet away from me, thinking I had seen movement, when a pain like no other blasted over my back as someone slammed something into me, making me fall to the ground.

My eyes closed, trying to fight against the pain, trying to get up, but just as I started lifting myself up on my knees, a kick came to my stomach, making me grunt in pain.

"Bitch!" a feminine voice shrieked as the punches kept coming. My back, my stomach, my legs, they were all a target, and as I rolled onto my back I saw four figures wearing ski masks standing above me, their faces hidden, but I stored the sound of their voices in the back of my head.

"You're nothing!" one of the girls yelled out just as her foot hit the side of my body.

"A fucking filthy orphan!" another one thundered, and I covered my head, hoping they would at least avoid that spot. But before I could wrap myself into the fetal position, someone grabbed my hair, pulling me up, and as two people held my arms, the third one started hitting me with their fists, targeting my face, the side of my head, my stomach, my chest.

The pain kept erupting all over my body, my mouth filling with the coppery taste of blood, and I knew, I just fucking knew they wouldn't stop.

Their curses and filthy words didn't bother me, but the fact that I would never get to tell Adrian the truth, that I would never get to warn him about Heinrich, that was what bothered me.

And as they pushed me onto the ground, bloodied and incapacitated, before the darkness took over, his name was the last thing on my mind.
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Someone was screaming.

Someone was… My eyes flashed open, my throat raw from the sounds erupting from me, and I quickly realized it was me. I was screaming.

"Shhh, baby girl. It's okay. You're okay," Adrian's voice pushed through the fog in my mind, and it took me a second to notice I wasn't on the ground anymore, but in his arms. My head pressed against his shoulder, my eyes closing, trying to ignore the pain all over my body, but there was no use. "You're gonna be okay," he murmured, his voice breaking.

I wasn't a stranger to pain or to situations like these, but nothing had ever felt like this. My body was on fire, or at least that was what it felt like. My teeth chattered, the cold winter air seeping deep inside my bones, and all I wanted was to sleep and never wake up.

Maybe then the pain would disappear and leave me be.

"Hurts," I croaked as he carried me.

"We're almost there, Bambi. Almost there. Just stay with me, okay? Stay with me." I was with him. I had no idea what he was talking about, but it took all my willpower not to close my eyes and drift away.

"God, she looks terrible," someone said, and somewhere in the back of my mind the voice registered as a friendly one, but nothing made sense. My head throbbed, my body was completely shattered, and whoever spoke was probably trying to help.

"Shut up, Jax," somebody else said, and I recognized him. Dante. My friend Dante. He was here as well. "Just shut up."

"I'm okay," I mumbled, or at least I thought I did, but it sounded jumbled, my lower lip was swollen, and I couldn't open my eyes. "I promise." But even that came out more like I pwoms, and I knew that wasn't good. That wasn't good at all.

"Don't talk, Bambi. Just, save your energy, okay? Save your energy," Adrian murmured, his steps getting hurried, and before long I knew we were entering his cabin. "Where the fuck is the doctor!" he roared, making me close my eyes again. "I need him here, now!"

Feet shuffled on the ground as he lowered me down on his bed gently, cradling my head as if I were a kid. I opened my eyes again, looking up at him and trying to smile, but I knew that it looked more like a grimace when a fresh wave of pain washed over me, making me whimper all over again.

"You came for me," I mumbled, swallowing the distressed sounds trying to erupt from me.

Adrian's hands landed on my cheeks, so soft, so careful, and I wished I had more time to tell him the truth. It had to happen tonight, but I knew I wouldn't be able to.

"Who did this to you, Bambi?" he asked, his voice barely above a murmur, but the fury lacing those words wasn't lost on me. Neither was the pure anger swirling in the dark pits of his eyes, mixed with the worry grazing his features. "Can you remember? Who did this? Who dared to hurt you?"

"I don't know," I mumbled. "Masks." I coughed, feeling the blood in my mouth. "Too dark."

"Shhh, it's okay," he grunted. "We will talk later. You need to rest. Just stay with me, okay? You gotta stay with me."

My brain worked like crazy, trying to grasp everything happening around me, and it took me a moment to notice I wasn't the one trembling—it was Adrian. His hands shook as he cupped my cheeks, his thumb slowly rubbing over something on my skin, which made me wince again.

"I'm sorry, baby girl. I'm so sorry. But you'll be fine. You're gonna be just fine." He kept repeating the same words, over and over again, his lips pressing against my forehead, my nose, while his hands never steered away from my cheeks.

I opened my eyes wider, fighting against the darkness slowly seeping into the edges of my vision, and saw the unshed tears in his eyes. I saw the terror, the fear, the helplessness, anger, all mixed together, and almost all directed at me. His entire body shook while he sat next to me, and I knew I was completely wrong about him.

"You don't hate me after all." He opened his mouth to say something, but I couldn't keep my eyes open any longer. The terror in his voice as he yelled out my name followed me into sleep, wrapping around me like a blanket, meant to protect me.

And then I couldn't hear anything else.
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ADRIAN


I was trained to be a soldier.

Unfeeling.

Cold.

Detached.

Removed from all the human emotions that could destroy me.

I thought I had a good life. I thought I was a good son, loved, revered, until it all fell apart when I destroyed the one person that actually really loved me—my brother. My need to be the best, to show everyone what I could do, to stop living in his shadow, ultimately destroyed the best fucking person I knew, and it was all my fault.

I had no idea how human I was until he disappeared, until my father made it seem as if he never existed.

But I thought I would never again feel that kind of pain, that kind of devastation, until a call from Dante, who told me Vega never came out of the main building and that she wasn't in her room. I told myself she was probably walking here, coming to me as I asked her to, or well, told her to, but when I saw her lifeless body covered with leaves, bleeding on that cold, unforgiving ground, I lost it.

I always laughed when people spoke of their heart breaking and feeling like it started bleeding out, until I dropped to my knees, trying to wake her up. Trying to see if she was still breathing.

And I knew then and there that I would burn the world for this girl, whether she wanted it or not. She was mine now, and I wasn't letting her go.

I thought I could run away from the feelings she had awakened in me. I thought I could erase her from my mind and go back to what I used to be. Just a hollow man, cruising through life with no real anchor.

Vega Konstantinova was my anchor, my reality, my future, and I was a fool to think she would disappear from my mind if I put enough distance between us.

Going back home was a mistake, but I needed to see my father. I needed to show my face, to make him believe I was still the same son he raised, even though I wanted nothing more than to kill him on the spot. What I didn't expect was the manila file he handed over filled with information on the girl I was obsessed with, telling me she needed to be gone.

Vega Konstantinova was an agent for The Schatten, and I had no idea if I wanted to yell or laugh, because I was right all along. What surprised me was the fact that my first thought wasn't that I needed to eradicate her and save myself.

It was that I needed to save her from them.

I’d been keeping an eye on her, and Dante and Jax did too, and for someone that was supposedly sent to destroy me, she didn't even try anything. She went to her classes and then back to her room, ignoring everyone and everything, except for her friend Yolanda.

My father observed me, and I knew he was looking for any kind of slipup, anything that would betray my emotions. But as I went through her file, I found another piece of information he unknowingly gave me.

Vega wasn't just an agent for The Schatten. She was Arseniy's lost sister. She was the girl he'd been searching for the last couple of years, and to think fate would play in this way and send her to me was uncanny, but I wasn't going to overthink it.

Whether Arseniy liked it or not, Vega was mine. Vega—Azra—whatever the fuck her real name was.

She was mine.

I wanted to stay away for an entire month, to fix my mind, to find a way to exist without needing her, but all that dissipated into thin air when Dante called me, informing me Andries had received a note similar to the ones we already found with the dead girls, clearly saying that Vega belonged to the maniac.

I already knew why my father shoved her file right underneath my nose. Andries was feeding him information, and I wasn't exactly subtle in the way I handled things with her. But I was done hiding the people I loved because my father would use them against me.

He thought he had the upper hand now, not knowing that a storm was coming his way.

I wanted to talk to her, to ask her about The Schatten, to tell her the truth about Arseniy and everything else, but instead, she was lying in my bed, mostly unconscious, only waking up a handful of times over the last two days, and I couldn't do anything to erase her pain.

Dante and Jax had to pull me away from her when the doctor had arrived, restraining me as she continued whimpering even unconsciously, while Dr. Jericho hooked her up to an IV, checking her over. He pumped her with pain meds, telling me she didn't have anything broken but was severely bruised.

Her stomach was black and blue, her back even worse, and once I found the fuckers that dared to do something like this to her, there would be hell to pay.

My phone started ringing on the table, and even without looking at it I knew who it was. My father was calling to check if the job was done, and I wasn't in the mood to talk to him and pretend like everything was okay. I’d thought of him being the one to order this hit, but no matter how much I wanted to blame him, I knew him better than that, and I knew he operated differently.

He wanted to teach me a lesson. He wanted me to destroy the one good thing that had happened to me in my life, and I wasn't going to do it.

Not again.

Instead of answering, I stood up from my permanent spot on the bed right next to her, and walked toward the table, switching it off. There were several missed calls and a couple of messages from him, but I didn't want to waste any time thinking about him. The man wasn't worthy of my time, and I had more important things to take care of.

I thought we would have more time to put The Brotherhood into action, but with Vega here and the threat on her life, I knew I had to act fast. My father would no doubt send his goons to try and bring me home, but the Academy didn't belong to him anymore. It was mine now, and Andries would soon figure that out as well.

"Adrian." Vega's raspy voice had me spinning around so fast I almost gave myself whiplash.

She looked better than two days ago, but the bruises on her face reminded me that I had almost lost her, that she could've died in the cold or they could've killed her before I was able to tell her how I truly felt. I was hoping she knew already, that she could feel it too, but my girl needed to hear it from me.

"Hey, Bambi," I murmured, walking toward her. "Are you thirsty?" She nodded slowly, her dark hair bouncing around her head.

I brought a glass of water to her, holding it close to her mouth when her hand moved around mine, taking it away from me. "Thank you," she mumbled, her eyes twinkling, before a frown took over and I knew, I just fucking knew she was in more pain than she was letting on.

Her throat worked as she swallowed the water, while her eyes stayed plastered on me. I took the glass from her as soon as she was finished, setting it on the nightstand, before I sat down beside her, taking her hand in mine. My thumb circled over the top of her hand, a comfort more for me than her, because I did not want to overwhelm her.

"How are you feeling?"

"Like I was close to dying?" She chuckled softly, trying to lighten up the situation, but I wasn't having it. The dark thoughts swirled in my mind with the memory of her lying there, unmoving, unconscious, and instead of laughing with her, I looked down at our joined hands, seeing the tremble in mine. "Adrian, hey," she mumbled. "I'm okay. Hey, look at me."

"You almost died," I bit out more forcefully than I wanted to, taking a deep breath to calm myself before closing my eyes. "You almost died on me, Bambi," I whispered, opening my eyes to look at her. Emotions swam through her cat-like eyes, but she didn't say a word. "When I saw you there…" I shuddered, moving myself closer to her. "When I saw you there, I thought… I thought⁠—"

"Hey." Her trembling hand cupped my cheek, making me look at her. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to scare you. Hell, I didn't mean to scare anyone. I just needed to take a walk and think before coming over here." I wished her words were able to soothe the deep-rooted ache in the center of my chest, because maybe then I would be able to start breathing properly, but all they did was send a new wave of grief over my body, reminding me I could've been late. Reminding me I almost lost what I could have had.

I wasn't a fool. I knew we had a long road ahead of us, but had destiny taken her away from me, I had no idea what I would've done. I was terrified to even think about a different outcome, and instead of talking more, I moved myself right next to her and pulled her onto my lap, my heart warming up with the small chuckle that erupted from her.

"You're being awfully touchy today," she murmured, settling her head on my chest as my arms wrapped around her, needing this connection more than anything today. "I almost want to push you away and tell you I can deal with this on my own," she whispered, making me stiffen momentarily. "But I'm not gonna do that. I'm not gonna pretend, not today. I have no idea why I'm here, in your bed, in your cabin, Adrian, but I'd be lying if I said I would want to be anywhere else."

She had no idea, no fucking idea, what her words were doing to me. She had no idea that even if she tried to move away, if she tried to go back to her room, I wouldn't have let her. Seeing her like that, hearing her painful whimpers and broken pleas, destroyed something deep inside of me. It shattered the last remaining walls I held on to, thinking they'd be able to protect me from this tidal wave heading in my direction.

But instead of fighting it, I let it wash over me. I let it consume me, drown me, and I wouldn't be able to go back to my bleak existence after this. I wouldn't know how.

"I was so scared," she admitted, making my arms tighten around her, as if they alone could take away the fear she felt when she was attacked. "I don't remember the last time I was that scared, but…" she trailed off. "I realized at that moment that I still had so much to live for. I still had so many plans, so many places I wanted to see. I wanted to love, to be loved, to be truly happy—" Her voice broke, her body shuddering in my embrace, and I never knew anguish like I did right now, ripping me apart.

My rib cage was far too small to contain the emotion spreading in my heart, my lungs too fucking dormant to contain the oxygen overflowing in my bloodstream. Instead of fighting it, instead of panicking, I pulled her even closer, careful not to press on any of her wounds, and pressed my forehead to the top of her head while her body shook, the tremors, the sobs, destroying her as much as they were destroying me.

"You're killing me, Bambi," I rasped, my voice unfamiliar to my own ears, but she was flaying herself open to me. She was showing me the parts she kept under a tight lock, and I was honored she trusted me enough to do that. "You're fucking killing me."

"I'm sorry," she blabbered, hiding her face in the crook of my neck, her tears soaking the T-shirt I wore. "I don't even know why I'm telling you all this. I-I'm not this… This weak."

"Hey," I admonished, pressing my lips to her shoulder. "You're not weak. You're one of the strongest people I know, Vega." And after seeing her file and all the things she went through, that statement was truer than ever. "You amaze me, baby girl." I pulled back because I needed to look at her face. I needed her to understand.

I didn't want us to talk about The Schatten or our fucked-up lives, not today. She still needed to rest and the last thing I wanted was to make her feel trapped. I had no doubt she would try to fight me once I told her about her file, or once I told her about her connection to Arseniy. And I wanted her to be strong enough for that.

I wanted her to feel safe with me, and she would never feel safe if I failed her now.

She kept her head lowered, avoiding my gaze, but I wasn't having that. "Vega," I murmured, putting my finger underneath her chin, lifting her face up to meet mine. Her green and brown eyes glistened, the bruises on her face only creating a contrast with her emerald green eye. I had never met anyone with heterochromia, and I wondered if this was something she had inherited from her mom, because Arseniy definitely didn't have it. "You are safe here, okay?" Her face scrunched, her tears threatening to spill again. "I know I'm not the easiest person to be around. I know we got off on the wrong foot, and that my words hurt you. I know that, and you'll never know how sorry I am for saying all those things. But you're mine, Bambi. And you're so fucking strong. So fucking powerful."

Her face twisted and like an avalanche, her tears spilled down, rolling down her cheeks before she could stop them. My heart contracted at the sight of her sorrow, but she needed to get it out. She needed to know she didn't have to keep it all in, hiding from me, because I would always be here to catch her even if she needed to fall from time to time.

I leaned down, an urge to wipe her tears, to show her she wasn't alone, driving me insane. My lips pressed against her cheeks, the taste of her salty tears exploding on my tongue, while her wide eyes followed my every move, unmoving, barely even breathing.

My hand wrapped around the back of her neck while my thumb skated over her throat, hoping beyond hope she would understand, even if I couldn't say the words out loud yet. There were too many things hanging between us, but I wanted her to see me.

God, I wanted her to see the real me, not the monster everyone else knew.

My lips ran over her left cheek and then the right one, removing any remnants of her sorrow, soaking it in until the only thing left were her red-tinted cheeks and wide eyes filled with more questions than before.

"Adrian," she started. "What⁠—"

"Shhh," I murmured, pressing my lips to the corner of her mouth. "We don't have to talk. Not yet. Not today. I just want to hold you and show you that you're not alone. I want you to know I'm not going anywhere, that I'll always be here for you whether you like it or not."

Her plump lips pulled at the corners, a real smile slowly gracing her face for the first time, timidly, as if she was still scared what I was telling her was a lie and she couldn't hold on to that idea no matter what.

I knew how hard it was letting go and trusting other people. I knew what it felt like constantly worrying that those you cared about would never care for you, and I didn't want that for her. I wanted her to free fall, just like I did, but I understood that she would need a lot more than just a couple of kisses and words that might as well mean nothing to her.

Vega was someone that needed actions over words. I could give her a thousand promises, but if I failed to deliver on them, there would be no coming back from that.

"You can relax, Vega. Trust me." Her eyes narrowed at me, and her hand slowly landed on my cheek, cupping it, stroking me as I closed my eyes, reveling in the feel of her against me. I soaked in her warmth like a man starved for the sun, and I had no idea how bleak my life was until these little touches that wouldn't mean anything to someone else, but they meant the world to me.

I couldn't remember when the last time was that someone had touched me like this. Freely, softly, as if they were afraid I would break. And I was breaking apart, in a way. She unraveled me, threw me off-balance, and I wouldn't have it any other way.

She had awakened the monster in me, and he recognized his mate. He recognized her soul even before my mind had time to catch up.

I fell back with her in my arms, cradling her head while she kept her hand on my face, wrapped around me like she also couldn't get enough of me, no matter what.

"I think I might like you, Adrian," she murmured sleepily, her lips brushing against my throat, sending a new bout of fire through my veins.

I chuckled at her, tightening my hold on her body. "I think I might like you, too." Although, like wasn't a strong enough word to describe what I felt for her, but she wasn't ready to hear that and I wasn't ready to open myself up that much. I wanted to tell her all about me, about my family, about the things I did, and I wanted her to stay once she found out I knew about her.

I fucking needed her to stay, because I was choosing her.

I just hoped she would choose me too.
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I’d been staring at the ceiling for the last fifteen minutes, counting the cracks that had lined up over the years, clutching the note from Adrian in my right hand while also hoping he would be back soon.

After a week of resting and barely moving from the bed, I could say I was finally able to get up and walk toward the bathroom without feeling like roadkill. But did that stop Adrian from carrying me around like a child? Absolutely not.

The man was relentless, hovering around like a mother hen, and I was surprised to see him gone when I woke up earlier, with a note that said he had to go to the admin building and to wait for him since he would be bringing breakfast.

We'd been living in our own little bubble this past week, ignoring everything and everyone from the outside world, and I'd be lying if I said I didn't like it. My phone was switched off, and I knew once I powered it on there would be multiple messages from Alena and possibly Heinrich. She expected a report at least every second day, and by now I had missed all of our check-ins. A part of me hoped she would assume I was dead or at the very least discovered and held somewhere in a dungeon, just so they would leave me alone.

But Alena knew me better than anyone, or at least she thought she did. The plans she shared with me were nothing short of insane, and I had no idea why she thought it would be a good idea to pull me in on her little rebellious act, but she did. Now that I had more time to think about it, I couldn't help but analyze that entire conversation we had just a couple of months ago.

She never did anything without planning properly before, and seeing that she hadn't made any new moves in all this time, I was starting to think she either worked with Heinrich and was trying to uncover which agents would work against him if an opportunity came up, or she was buying time until she hit Heinrich where it hurt him the most.

Truth be told, I didn't want to be a part of her little coup, and I told her as much, but that didn't mean she would stop trying. I saw it in the way she looked at me during my short time at the headquarters and the meeting with Heinrich. She was studying me, her eyes following my every single move, and I would be a fool not to protect myself.

People often said you should choose the lesser of two evils if faced with a decision, but she was still evil, even if it was packaged in a different box. She still wanted power, as much as Heinrich did, no matter what her reasoning was, and I couldn't trust her.

I couldn't trust anyone, and until I told Adrian the truth, I wouldn't be able to trust him either.

He was intense, that much was obvious. The man went from cold and aloof to caring and protective in the span of a few days, and I had no idea if any of it was actually the truth. But I wanted to believe him. God, how I wanted to believe him.

I wanted to let go of all these prejudices the people around me would always hurt me and nothing good could ever come out of trusting another person. Every time I thought of letting go and just falling into his embrace, something in my stomach clenched painfully, reminding me of all the other times my trust was broken.

I was already spending all my time here with him, giving him a chance to prove what he said was true and not just pretty words wrapped in a bow. His words and his actions over the last week were slowly swaying me, making me feel safe—safer than I was in a long time—but a few days could not erase the years of distrust and skepticism I harbored.

So I was giving myself time; time to understand him, myself, and everything that was happening.

He looked at me as if I put the stars in the sky, and I had no idea what to do with the feelings slowly unfurling in my gut. All I knew was, I didn't even want to go anywhere else. Perhaps it was the years and years where I had to take care of myself, but it felt good letting someone else take the reins.

For the first time in my life, I didn't have to be in charge. I didn't have to think about anything but getting better.

I slowly lifted myself up and looked around the cabin. It was a dainty little thing, barely fitting the bed in the back, with a small kitchenette on the opposite side, right next to the door leading to the bathroom. A desk stood perched right underneath the window overlooking the front side of the cabin, and I could imagine Adrian sitting there, going over paperwork or whatever it was that he did.

The bathroom was located right next to the kitchenette, almost bigger than the rest of the space, which I was grateful for because I desperately needed a shower. My cuts were already better and the bruises on my body were slowly fading from that gnarly black-and-blue color into green tones, and I couldn't keep lying around doing nothing or I would go out of my mind.

I swung my legs over the edge of the bed, waiting for the dizziness to hit, but it never came. The first real smile came over my face as I stood up on my own, without my knees trying to give out.

Adrian's shirt hit me mid-thigh, brushing over my skin as I walked toward the bathroom, when a stack of files on the table pulled my attention, making me stop momentarily. My eyes skidded over a familiar-looking manila file as my heartbeat increased, thumping in my ears.

I approached slowly, while my mind told me I was imagining things, that there were others who used the same logo on their documents, but as I stood in front of the table, looking down at the tiny golden scarab beetle at the bottom of the manila file, I knew it came from The Schatten.

Heinrich was obsessed with ancient Egypt and the symbols from that period, making the scarab beetle the official logo of our organization. I often joked that he thought himself to be a pharaoh, but I wasn't laughing now. Not when the file that definitely belonged to the organization I hated from the bottom of my heart rested on the table of a man I was slowly falling for.

I sat down on the chair in front of the table, unable to keep myself in an upright position anymore. It wasn't my injuries that had me shaking, but the knowledge of what I was going to uncover once I opened it.

My hands shook as I pulled the thick file from the table, looking down at it with more fear than I ever had before. It wasn't the fear of what was inside, but it was the fear, the shame, that would no doubt follow once all my suspicions were confirmed.

I flipped open the imposing first page, my breath hitching the moment my eyes landed on a picture of me taken just last year. Alena needed to update our files, and I never questioned it, much like the others never questioned it. But to see it glaring back at me here shook me to my core.

I had no idea how Adrian had this or why he had this. Did he already know? Did he already know I was working for The Schatten?

He played me, I realized. He told me what I needed to hear, what I so desperately wanted to hear. Even a fool could understand I had issues if they only had a chance to read through this file.

A dead mother, no father, taken in by The Schatten at the age of seven, trained over the years, first mission barely above the age of ten… He fucking knew!

My chest constricted as the claws of despair scratched at my throat, reminding me once again that I could never trust another person. I was a fool, a fucking fool. So fucking desperate for a grain of love, for a grain of understanding and care, that I fell into the trap of a man that only wanted to use me.

Before I could swallow it down, the first sob erupted from my chest, cleaving my soul in half. I wanted to trust him. I was about to talk to him today, tell him everything and ask him for help. I was going to confess my deepest, darkest secrets, because I thought I had seen something in him, something that also existed in me.

Loneliness.

Pain.

The way he talked about his brother these last couple of days, the way he talked about his life, made me think we weren't all that different. It made me feel like he could be the one to erase the misery I was living with for so long, and he… He betrayed me.

He used the moment of weakness to smudge my vision, to make me think someone in this world could really care for me. He shattered the walls around my heart, and I let him. I let him because I was too tired of fighting against the world. I was too tired of living like a shadow.

And he fucking used me!

My eyesight blurred as I went over the information about my previous missions, my strengths and my weaknesses, the weapon of choice I always used, the body count I left behind me, the psychological evaluation when I was just a kid, until I skidded all the way to the end, seeing a familiar-looking paper added there.

Mission objective: Vega Konstantinova

My blood ran cold, my anger brimming in the pit of my stomach as I saw what Adrian was tasked to do. He was supposed to kill me.

He was supposed to destroy me, much as I was supposed to destroy him, but I obviously failed, and he was going to win. He destroyed the stitches I clumsily put on the wounds of my heart, ripping them open with no care in the world, and all for what? To destroy me?

How long did he have this document? How long did he play this game with me, while I was an idiot who couldn't see the truth, who didn't even try to uncover the details about his life?

This file had everything on me. Every single thing, including my real name, my mom, my past, all the things I went through, every single nightmare I had shared with that fucking therapist when I was only a child. Everything.

He had everything on me, and I had nothing.

This whole time I was dreaming of the future I could possibly have, while he was buying himself time to finally strike and destroy me. The Brotherhood, Dante and Jax, I couldn't believe it all wasn't part of the ploy to get me to trust them, to share the secrets of The Schatten with them, just to be killed in the end.

They weren't my friends. They weren't people I could trust.

There was no one in this entire fucking world I could trust. As if someone had thrown a bucket of ice-cold water over me, the realization I was trying to avoid dawned on me—I was completely alone.

If Adrian had a file that had obviously come straight from The Schatten, it meant they were working with him and his family. It meant I could trust no one but myself.

And that meant I needed to get the fuck away from this place, immediately.

I closed the file and placed it on the side when I saw another one lying just underneath it. I didn't know my heart could break this much, but as I opened it, it wasn't information on people from the Academy.

It was me and my mom, standing in front of the house we lived in. I couldn't have been more than four years old in the picture, but I looked so happy. So fucking innocent.

She looked happy, with her green eyes and dark hair piled on top of her head, holding me in her arms as she grinned for the photograph. I had no photos of my mom. I barely had any memories of her, but as I saw her in this photo, as I saw her bright smile and the happiness she radiated, I knew without a doubt that everything she did, she did to protect me.

My thumb rubbed over her face as tears cascaded down mine, while the deep-rooted hatred I tried not to think about bloomed in my chest.

The hatred toward myself.

"I'm so sorry, Mama," I murmured, letting myself mourn the loss of the one person that truly loved me. "I am sorry for destroying your life." I knew if it wasn't for me, she never would've gotten caught. She never would've ended up in jail and I wouldn't have ended up in an orphanage that was just too happy to give me to The Schatten.

They were supposed to protect me, find me a loving family, a place where I could grow up and become the person my mom would've wanted me to be. Not this monster, this unfeeling, cold murderer.

My hand rubbed over my sternum as I worked through the thinner file, letting my tears wash away the misery brewing in my gut. There was nothing out of the ordinary here, nothing I didn't already know. My birthplace was the same as always—Tuzla, Bosnia and Herzegovina. My mom's name, my name, my physical appearance, with the exception that they hadn't listed my heterochromia.

I guess they thought that wouldn't be necessary.

Nothing screamed at me as weird, except… Except there was a piece of paper I had never seen before. There was a picture of a man I couldn't recognize.

His dark hair was slicked back, emerald eyes adorned by dark lashes and eyebrows in the same color as his hair, as if they could see through my soul. He was definitely older, maybe even older than my mom, but what interested me was the boy, a teenager more likely, standing next to him, frowning at the camera and looking like he would rather be anywhere else but there.

My eyes flickered over the text written in cursive on the photo—Oleksandr Morozov and Arseniy Morozov. Holy shit, this was Adrian's friend. But why was this here? Why was their picture in the file about my mom and me?

The letter behind it was written in Russian, and wiping my tears from my cheeks, I started reading, my eyes widening as the information finally registered in my brain.

My daughter, Oleksandr wrote, judging by his signature at the bottom of the letter. My mom's name was mentioned several times, along with mine, or at least, my real name. I… No, this couldn't be right.

I kept on reading, stuck on the words that changed everything I ever knew.

Elvira ran away with my daughter. Find her. Retrieve her. I want her with me.

His… No, no, no.

My head started shaking as I read and reread the letter, trying to make sense of all of this. I was Oleksandr Morozov's daughter? I was Arseniy's sister?

Was that why Adrian had this? Was Arseniy worried I would try and take his empire from him or something equally as stupid? My God, they were all in on this.

Adrian, Arseniy, Dante, and Jax. They probably knew who I was the moment I stepped onto these grounds. I wouldn't have been surprised if they knew who I was even before then.

Were they working with Heinrich to eliminate me? I knew he wasn't happy with me and I knew he would never let me go, especially not after I threatened him, telling him I would destroy everything he worked for if he tried keeping me. But this was low, even for him.

This was low for all of them, but I knew what I needed to do.

I was postponing my plans because I thought I could do this properly. I thought I could finish this mission and be free, but that wasn't going to happen, was it? They would never let me go.

Closing the file containing all the information about my childhood and upbringing, I slowly stood up, wiping the remnants of tears, of the heartbreak I’d experienced in the span of a few minutes, and started moving. My feet carried me toward the kitchenette, just as the lock on the door turned, telling me I was no longer alone.

Adrian Zylla thought he could fuck me over and kill me as if I was nothing but roadkill, completely irrelevant in the grand scheme of things, but he had no idea who I was. None of them knew, not even The Schatten, and I would make them pay for what they planned to do to me.

It would've been one thing to try and attack me, to kill me, but it was a real kick in the teeth that they tried to make me fall for the man that was tasked to kill me. They wanted me to be cold? They fucking got it.

They wanted to break my heart and destroy my soul? They got that too.

Before he could enter, before I could change my mind, I took the knife from the kitchen and stood tall, facing him. I wouldn't be swayed, not anymore.

Adrian Zylla made a mistake betraying me, and I was going to show him just how badly he fucked up.
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ADRIAN


Today was the day, or, well, the afternoon, considering it was already after three. Vega was starting to feel better. I wanted to talk to her yesterday, but instead of talking about The Schatten and her involvement with them, as well as my father's role in this whole mess, we fell asleep, until I woke up at eleven, leaving a sleeping Vega behind.

I thought I would surprise her and bring some breakfast from the admin building, since we had managed to empty my fridge and pantry, but Jax and Dante called me in, telling me they had new information to share.

Turns out my father was working with Heinrich, and I had no idea how to feel about that. I had no idea why he would do something like that, except that my father knew more about The Brotherhood than he was letting on. I thought we had a tight hold on the information we shared between us, but somehow Heinrich found out and shared the information with my father.

Which was why Vega was sent here.

And Heinrich wanted her dead.

My body shook with unreleased rage at the mere thought that they would want her harmed, but Vega wanted to get out of The Schatten and Heinrich didn't like it. An operative Dante's men managed to catch told us as much, as Heinrich was an asshole who considered his people as toys, and when one of his toys started malfunctioning, he decided it was time for it to be destroyed.

He sent her here knowing that if she tried to attack me, if she tried to do anything, she would end up dead, and that way he wouldn't have to clean up his own mess. It worked for him. But Vega wasn't exactly following The Schatten’s directions, and instead of reporting everything she found out about me, she went silent, which was when Heinrich went to my father, telling him about our little relationship.

We had a mole inside the Academy, and I would find out who it was even if it was the last thing I did.

But Vega wasn't safe, even less now. I thought The Schatten wouldn't want to destroy her and make her disappear, but I was wrong. She was in more danger than I was, and instead of picking up breakfast, I rushed to her, terrified someone would try to harm her while I was away.

My heart hammered in my chest as I opened the door to my cabin, expecting to see her sitting on the bed, which was her usual spot, but she wasn't there. My eyes flickered to my left, seeing her standing next to the kitchenette. I smiled at her, but that smile slipped rather quickly from my face when I saw the state she was in and the knife clutched in her shaky hand.

Her face was blotchy, her eyes red, and as she took a step back when I stepped in, I knew something was wrong.

"Vega," I murmured, frowning at the pure hatred shining in her eyes. "What's going on? Did something happen?" I didn't like this. I didn't like the distress on her face. All I wanted was to scoop her up in my arms and hold her until whatever it was that bothered her had disappeared, giving me back the girl that kept smiling at my idiotic jokes. The girl that rubbed her hand over my back as I told her about my brother and the fucked-up life I led.

"Stay back!" she practically barked, moving farther away from me just as I closed the door. I didn't understand what was happening, but something was wrong.

Something was really, really wrong.

"Baby girl, it's me," I started, softening my voice. "Put down the knife. There's no one here that could hurt you." But if I thought she would listen, I had another think coming.

She started laughing, her broken voice mixed with sobs that racked her body, but she kept her hold on that knife, pointing it straight at me. "You mean there's no one here that could hurt me, except for you."

Confusion took over, and I stopped where I was, really looking at her. This wasn't the girl I spoke with yesterday. This was the girl I met at the beginning of this school year, hardened, angry, distrustful, and I hated every single thing about it.

"I must say," she grinned, but it looked more like a grimace than a smile, "you really had me fooled, Adrian. I mean, I would clap but I kinda don't want to lower my knife right now."

"What are you talking about?"

"How long have you known?" she attacked, her words filled with bitterness and vitriol, striking me like a viper. "How long have you fucking known that I worked for The Schatten?"

My entire world crumbled, understanding dawning on me as I glanced at the table where that motherfucking file used to sit. It wasn't on top of the pile but on the side and I didn't even have to ask to know that she had read it.

"It isn't what you think, Bambi," I murmured, hoping against hope that she would really listen. That she would really hear what I was trying to say. "It isn't⁠—"

"What?" she bellowed. "The truth?" Her maniacal laughter echoed around the cabin, hurting me in more ways than one. "Spare me your lies, Adrian, because there's no need for those anymore. Was any of what you told me actually the truth?"

"It was." I took a step forward, and she scurried back, plastering her back to the wall behind her. "Baby girl, please. I never lied to you. Everything I told you was the truth. Every single thing."

"How grand of you," she spat out. "You just failed to mention that you were buttering me up only to kill me. Isn't that right?"

"No, I⁠—"

"You were buying yourself time, hoping I would share some valuable information about The Schatten before you could kill me. You and your friends played me." Her voice broke as a fresh wave of tears ran down her cheeks, making me hate myself all the more.

But she had it all wrong. All fucking wrong.

"You read through my file, saw my psychological evaluation, and thought you could get some pussy while at the same time gathering information from the broken girl before you kill her."

"No!" I thundered, getting angrier by the second. At her, at myself, at this entire situation. "That's not true. I never wanted this. I never wanted to hurt you. I wasn't lying to you."

"You just failed to give me all the facts, before you locked me inside your cabin, isolating me from the rest of the world. I must say, though," she murmured, "you're good. Really, really good. You knew how desperate I was for someone, how much I wanted for one person to care for me, to really see me, so you gave me all these stories about your family, about your own misery, because that's exactly what my last psychological evaluation said, didn't it? Vega Konstantinova, eighteen years old, has abandonment issues, wishes to have a family of her own one day." She laughed through her tirade, breaking my heart bit by bit with the amount of sorrow emanating from her.

"Vega, please. That's not what I was doing and you know it."

"I don't know anything, Adrian!" Her eyes were wild, her hair spilling from the bun she fell asleep in last night. "I only know that you used me, that you aren't who I thought you were. I only know that you took the knife and plunged it deep into my heart, because that's who we are. Soldiers, monsters." She was throwing my own words back at me, knowing how much it hurt hearing her say it. "We are just chess pieces on this massive board, and I was nothing more than a puppet to you, just so you could go back to your daddy and tell him what a good little boy you are."

"I know you're angry," I said calmly, keeping my hands up in the air. "But if you would just allow me to explain, then you would⁠—"

"No." She shook her head. "Had you really wanted to explain anything, you would've done that already. If any of what you said was the truth, I would've known by now that you already had all the info about me, my past, my entire life. But that wasn't the objective of your mission, Adrian, was it? Your objective was to eliminate the threat, and that threat is me."

She truly believed I was the monster. She truly believed I would spend days and nights caring for her, begging some invisible force to make her better, to have her look at me with that mischief in her eyes, just so I could kill her? She disregarded the connection between us, believing in the story she created in her head.

But I wasn't going to let us end up like this. I wasn't going to let her run away, because that was exactly what she wanted to do. I could see it in her eyes. She made up her mind about me, without even talking to me, without even trying to understand.

And I understood why. God, I hated it, but I understood why. The world we lived in made us harder, distrustful, jaded, and at the first sign of trouble we always had to assume the worst. But I thought she felt the same as I did. I thought she recognized a kindred soul in me and felt my words deep inside her chest.

I refused to believe this was the end. I refused to believe she would walk out of here, thinking there was no future for us, or that I betrayed her.

I withheld the truth maybe longer than I should have, but that didn't mean I was lying to her.

Removing my gun from my belt, I walked toward her, keeping my eyes on hers the entire time. She trembled, afraid of me, which hurt more than any other word she might have said.

My hand wrapped around her wrist, shaking out the knife she held, and before she could do anything, I pushed my gun to her hand, removing the safety from it. Her eyes widened, her breathing accelerating with each new move I made, and before long, I wrapped my hands around the gun, pressing it to my chest as she held it.

"W-What are you doing?" she stammered, her eyebrows arched high, confusion plastered to her face. "Adrian, step away. I will⁠—"

"What?" I frowned. "Shoot me? Come on then, Bambi. Pull the fucking trigger. Show me you feel nothing for me but hatred. Show me that all these nights and days were a lie. Come on. This is why they sent you here, why you came to the Academy. To destroy me, to find all my secrets. Well, you know them now. You know almost everything there is to know about me."

"I—"

"Pull it!" I roared, feeling the barrel of the gun pressing against my chest.

"I can't!" she screamed, her eyes filled with unshed tears, burning right into mine. "I can't, you fucking bastard. I can't kill you," she whispered, her voice raspy, broken. Her eyes closed, but her hold on the gun never ceased. "I can't kill you, because a part of me still wants to believe you aren't just another person set on my path to destroy me." She opened her eyes, obliterating me on the spot with all the pain shining in them. "But I will never trust you again. I will never trust another person as much as I have trusted you. I have a million reasons to kill you, and I can't fucking do it because you have managed to slither into my bloodstream, and killing you would be like killing a part of myself, and I can't do that. I can't lose more of myself, more of my soul, because there would be nothing left."

My heart broke for her, for the little girl she once was and for the woman she was now. I moved fast, pulling her into my embrace and pressing her head to my chest as her entire body shook from the strength of her sobs, holding her through the worst of it.

"Vega—"

"You need to let me go, Adrian," she whispered, her arms slack by her sides.

"I can't," I said, refusing to even think about it. "I can't let you go. I don't want to."

"You have to," she pressed, slowly pushing herself from me. She straightened up as I let her go, her tears creating rivers of sorrow on her face, but the hard look she gave chilled me to the bone. "You're looking for love in the wrong place, darling, because I have none left to give."

She was pushing me away because she was hurt, but she had to understand. I had to make her understand.

She was mine, goddammit, and I was hers, whether she wanted me or not. I would follow her to the end of the world if she wanted me to, but I wasn't letting her go.

"I'm not a good man, Bambi," I sputtered. "Everyone knows it. Even you know it. If I were a good man, I would let you go. I would listen to you and let you walk out without a second glance, but I'm not good. Not even a little bit, and I'm not letting you go. You're telling me I'm looking for love in the wrong place, and I think you are wrong. You are my home, Vega. You make me feel. You woke me up from the deep slumber I've been stuck in for the last few years and I'm not going back to how I used to be. I'm not going back to a world without you in it."

Her chin lifted defiantly, the hand that held the gun shaking, but her tears weren't flowing anymore and I had no idea if it was a good thing to have her standing this stoically in front of me or not. "What you want doesn't matter anymore, Adrian. I have spent my life fulfilling wishes and dreams of others, following their paths and helping them reach their goals. And I'm done." She took a deep breath and walked right next to me, placing the gun on the table next to the files I had on her. "You should've killed me when you had the chance," she said over her shoulder, looking at me with so much indifference, hitting me worse than if she had punched me in the face. "Now I know what you are. Now I know what all of you are. Just a bunch of liars set out to fool me, to use me, to⁠—"

"Are you even listening to me!" I yelled out, done with the little tirade she was on. "I just bared my soul to you. I told you everything, I⁠—"

"You told me everything you thought I would want to hear!" she roared. "You told me everything you thought the little girl that was abandoned by everyone would want to hear. But I'm not that little girl anymore, and I'm not going to let you break me just so you can gain something from it."

There was no reasoning with her, not when she was like this. She was running from me, from the feelings she was probably experiencing. I recognized it because I tried to do the same, but I wasn't going to let her. It was easier for her to just give me the title of the bad guy and call it a day, hating me for something I hadn’t done than facing the reality.

And the reality was she was falling for me as much as I was falling for her.

"Vega, please," I pleaded with her as she moved toward the coat hanger, pulling hers off of it. "Don't leave. Don't do this. I'll explain everything, just… Just stay with me. I'm begging you." My hand wrapped around her wrist as her eyes cut to me, her lower lip trembling, but she didn't drop the coat. She didn't try to understand.

"You had your chance, Adrian, and you fucking blew it." Vega ripped her arm away from mine, stumbling backward, slowly balancing herself before putting on the coat.

"You don't get to do this, Vega." I was breathing hard, panic clawing at my insides, but I couldn't—no, I didn't want to imagine my life without her. "You're running away from me. Running away from what you feel, and you know I'm not the villain in this story. You know that if I wanted you dead, you would've been dead days ago." Her eyes flashed with a newfound anger, and I knew that was the wrong thing to say. "I don't want you gone. Please. Just talk to me, let me explain."

"No," she answered calmly, putting on her boots that were placed next to the door. "I'm not going to stay and let you sway me with your lies. I don't trust a single thing that comes out of your mouth and I never will. Now, I'm going to leave and you won't follow, Adrian. I'm going to disappear from your life and you're going to give me the same grace and disappear from mine. You won't like what happens if you don't leave me alone."

"I can't leave you alone," I murmured, my chest constricting. "You're mine, dammit. You're⁠—"

"I am not yours!" she screamed, her eyes wild. "I belong to myself and no one else, and you better fucking remember it. If you do follow me, trust me," she lowered her voice, her words laced with promises I didn't like, "I will shatter your perfect little world and leave you with nothing but shards. Do not mess with me, Adrian, because you have no idea what I'm capable of."

She stunned me. Even in her anger, even with the poison dripping from her words, she stunned me, and I knew there would never be another woman for me. She was it.

My present, my future, my ending, and I'd be a fool if I let her go.

But I knew she wouldn't stay now. She wouldn't listen. And instead of trying to stop her, I let her go. I let her walk out of my cabin, making her believe she got what she wanted.

But my girl should've known I would never let her go.

She could run for now, but I would catch her, even if she hated me until the end of our lives.

I belonged to her, and she should've known better than to run from a predator.
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VEGA


I had no direction, nowhere to fucking go, and instead of walking straight to my dorm, I lingered around the cemetery, walking mindlessly, freezing, but even the wind was a more welcome companion than the bitterness swimming through my veins.

I had no idea where to go from here, what to do. I had plans, I always had a backup plan, but my heavy heart refused to believe that this was it. That we would walk away from him as if he never mattered at all. The truth was, Adrian mattered more than he should have. If he hadn't, this betrayal wouldn't have hurt as much as it did.

It wouldn't have made me feel like I was trying to claw out of my own skin, trying to find a way to continue pushing through. He threw me off-balance and I prided myself on always being in control. Always understanding my surroundings and the people around me. But I dropped my shield for him. I allowed him to see glimpses of the real me that I hid from the rest of the world.

I granted him access to my heart, to my smiles, to my very soul, and I only had myself to blame for this heartbreak and devastation I was feeling. I gave him what no one else got from me, and those actions brought me to this very moment.

He listened when I told him to stay back, to let me go, and as much as it pleased me that I wouldn't have to deal with him, a part of me expected him to fight, to show me he didn't lie. I expected him to pull me back, to hold me tight, to never let me go. But that was the part of me that still wanted to believe in happily ever afters, and I needed to silence it for good this time.

Happy endings rarely ever existed for someone like me, and this was only the proof I needed to stop dreaming about things that would never happen. I should've known from the first look, first touch, that he would be the end of me, but I thought I could control it and still come out of this unscathed.

I was wrong.

The ice-cold wind dug deep into my bones as I crossed the campus, thankful for the darkness that had slowly descended on the grounds, hiding my tearstained cheeks as I ignored the people passing by me with only one goal in my head—get to my room and get the fuck out of here.

Adrian still had my phone, but he could do whatever the fuck he wanted with it. I didn't need it anymore, since there was no way I would be contacting Alena or anyone else at The Schatten. There was a lot more to the story than what I just previewed from the files Adrian had, but I needed time to figure it all out. My head was a mess, my heart was like battered meat, and I needed to think clearly. I needed to collect myself if I wanted to do anything about this betrayal.

What Adrian did was fucked up, but The Schatten… They were supposed to have my back no matter what, and they betrayed me as well.

I shivered as I reached my building, storming through the common area with my eyes firmly to the ground, just trying to reach my room. Trying to keep myself in check before falling apart away from the eyes of others. But I should've known my plans would fall to shit when a singsong voice I knew all too well screeched just as I started climbing up the stairs.

"Vega!" Yolanda yelled out again when I failed to stop, rushing to get up the stairs. But just as always, my friend didn't stop. She was relentless in her pursuit, and given that I had no power in me to run up the stairs and try to get away from her, I stopped, giving her my back as she reached me, wrapping her arms around me. "I missed you so much. I tried visiting you, but Adrian…" She stopped talking as she climbed on the stair ahead of me, looking down at my face. I could feel the confusion emanating from her. I could feel the worry as she placed her fingers underneath my chin, forcing me to look at her. "Oh, Vega," she murmured. "What happened?"

I wanted to tell her nothing. I wanted to say a million different things, but as I opened my mouth to speak, instead of words a sob escaped, rendering me speechless and overtaking my body. A fresh wave of tears rushed down my cheeks, crashing into a puddle of despair.

Yolanda wasted no time and instead of asking me again what was happening, she pulled me up the stairs and all the way to my room, wordlessly asking for the key before opening it up. I was glad my key stayed in my coat pocket, otherwise I would've been fucked in more ways than one.

"Come on, babe," she mumbled, leading me toward the bed. "Sit down. Calm down." But I couldn't calm down.

I couldn't breathe.

I couldn't think.

I could only hear the sound of my sobbing while my mind kept pushing images of Adrian standing in front of me over and over again. I wished I could tell her. I wished I could explain, but I didn't trust myself.

I didn't trust my judgment.

Yolanda might very well be one more person that was screwing me over, and I couldn't tell her anything.

"What the fuck did he do?" she asked, her anger like a living, breathing thing as she slowly took off my coat, dropping it to the floor next to the bed. Her hands cupped my cheeks, but I could barely see her. She was blurry in front of my eyes, my tears masking her from me. "I'm going to kill him." She said it so matter-of-factly, only making me cry harder. "Talk to me, Vega. Please."

"I-I can't," I whimpered, closing my eyes.

"Okay, okay," she murmured. "We don't have to talk about it. Tell me what you need. What can I do?"

I knew what I needed to do, but telling her would be a mistake. I needed a friend right now, and I had to get out of this place.

"I need to leave," I sobbed, keeping my eyes closed. "I need to leave this place."

"Oh, Vega⁠—"

"Please," I begged. "I just need to leave and never come back."

She moved away from me, the sound of shuffling and then water running reaching my ears, and as I opened my eyes I saw her holding a glass of water in front of me, nudging me to drink it. "Come on. You gotta calm down. You need some water."

With shaky hands, I took the glass from her, bringing it to my lips and taking a couple of small sips. I was thirsty and hungry, but the last thing I wanted right now was food. I couldn't even think about it without my stomach rolling around.

She moved the chair from the table and sat in front of me, taking the glass from my hand when I couldn't drink any more. "Okay, you need to leave?" I simply nodded, hating that someone else would see me like this. "God, I wish we could make it happen, babe, but we can't."

I frowned. "What do you mean?"

"The road has been blocked for the last two days," she answered, looking at me with so much sadness. "Some stones from the mountain fell down on it, so no one is coming in and no one is going out." Fuck. "They think it'll clear up by tomorrow, but we're kind of trapped here for now."

That wasn't good. That wasn't good at all.

Think, Vega. Think. What can you do?

Unfortunately, there weren't many things I was able to do. Not right now. It wasn't like I could walk down to the town center in this cold and in my current state. I could hide in my room and disappear tomorrow once everyone was gone for their classes.

I could walk outside the grounds and tell the driver to pick me up there.

"Do you want to tell me what happened?" she asked softly. "You don't have to, you know, but it might be good for you to talk about it."

"I don't ever want to talk about that motherfucker," I bit out, feeling the tears brimming in my eyes. "He's dead to me as far as I'm concerned."

Her eyes widened, understanding dawning on her, and instead of pushing and asking for more information, she stood up and sat right next to me, hugging me as if that could solve everything.

And maybe it couldn't, not right now, but it felt good having someone here with me when my entire world was crumbling down.

"Do you want to take a shower?" she asked after a couple of minutes. "Maybe it'll feel good to just refresh and take a nap, huh?"

I didn't. I didn't want to move, but taking a shower could revive me, if only for just a bit, and I didn't want to sit here and wallow in self-pity when I needed to pack and figure out my next steps.

Tonight I would let myself cry and mourn the broken heart I carried in my chest, but tomorrow I would get up and jump into action.

I had no other option.
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ADRIAN


I'd been staring at my phone for at least half an hour, trying to find the courage to call one of my best friends, because I knew I would need to tell him everything. Arseniy was a no-bullshit kind of guy, and if I even tried to bullshit him he would be able to sense it.

And I had no idea what to tell him.

"Are you going to call him or are you going to keep staring at your phone with that sad look on your face?" Dante asked, sitting on the chair opposite me.

He came shortly after Vega left, witnessing my rage and the destruction of my cabin that followed. The only place that remained untouched was the bed where both of us slept, only because I couldn't bring myself to destroy it, to erase her scent from my pillows.

But everything else—shattered, destroyed, much how I was feeling.

I fought against Dante as he tried to calm me down. I wept like a little baby, explaining what had happened, and like the good man he was, he listened without any judgment, not once telling me what a fuckup I was, and we both knew I screwed this up in more ways than one.

First, I should have called Arseniy the moment I figured out who Vega was. I should've told him we had found his sister and to get his ass to the Academy.

Second, I should've told Dante and Jax what was going on, what my father wanted me to do, but I was so caught up in her and the need to protect her and guard her from the rest of the world, I forgot I wasn't alone in this game.

Third, I should've spoken to her and told her everything. Then we wouldn't have gotten into this situation and my heart wouldn't feel like rotten fruit, slowly decaying in my chest. But after three rounds of tequila shots from a bottle Dante retrieved from one of the unharmed cupboards made me think clearer, and I knew I couldn't keep hiding here, giving Vega space until I ran toward her.

It took everything in me to stay in the cabin and give her that space. It took everything to let her leave when all I wanted was to wrap her in my arms and never let her go. She needed time and I needed to figure out a way to get her to trust me again.

"Adrian?"

"Fuck off, Dante," I grumbled. "I'll call him."

"I know you will, but you might want to do it before next year. I mean⁠—"

"Dante," I growled. "I'm too tired to deal with you right now."

"And I'm too tired to see you looking like a pathetic sack of shit," he spat back, obviously not in the mood to deal with my mood. "Either you call him or I will, and we both know he won't like me telling him that you fucked his little sister, bullied her, and made her think we had some secret agenda to kill her." He had a point, but I was too tired to deal with a silent disapproval from Arseniy.

Jesus, he was going to kill me for the way I treated her. Granted, I had no idea who she was at the very beginning, but that didn't mean I had to behave like a motherfucker toward her. On the other hand, he was going to kill me for keeping this a secret for over a week, when he had spent the better part of his life trying to find her.

My fingers wrapped around my phone, illuminating the screen again, only to see that it was already eleven at night. Arseniy would be awake, that much I was sure of. He was in the States at the moment, dealing with some shit, but I knew he would drop it all in a heartbeat to be here.

Especially once I told him that Vega might run, which would definitely earn me a punch in the face.

Dante opened his mouth, probably about to reprimand me again, but I didn't want to hear it anymore. I unlocked the screen and found Arseniy's number, pressing on it before putting the phone in front of my face. It just started ringing, when his sharp, familiar face became visible on the screen, along with Dimitri, a man that followed him wherever he went.

Arseniy’s eyebrow lifted in a simple greeting, while Dimitri answered with a simple, “Yes?”

"How fast can you get to Germany?" I asked, wincing when Dante rolled his eyes, smirking as I sweated profusely while talking to our friend.

Arseniy looked at Dimitri and typed something on Dimitri’s phone, showing it to him. "You found her?" Dimitri asked after a beat too long, reading over the words Arseniy wrote. One of my longest friends looked dead tired and the more I kept looking at him, the more I saw Vega. "Adrian?" Dimitri murmured again when I kept my mouth shut.

"Yeah, I found her. But I need to tell you something, and, well, I'm not sure if you're going to want to kill me or⁠—"

"What did you do?" Dimitri asked just as Arseniy frowned.

Dimitri and Arseniy knew each other since they were kids, and when the time came, Dimitri took over as his assistant, following him around and pretty much being able to read his mind.

"Adrian, what did you do to Arseniy’s sister?" Dimitri hit me straight in the chest with those words, while my friend simply grunted, his facial expression telling me everything I needed to know. He wasn’t happy. Not even a little bit, because even from thousands of miles away, Arseniy knew I fucked up. He could hear it in my voice and see it on my face.

"I fucked up," I admitted. "I fucked up massively, and⁠—"

"We will be there soon," was the only thing Dimitri said before they dropped the call, leaving me sitting there staring at the phone and Dante wincing.

"Well," Dante started. "That could’ve gone worse."

"He's going to kill me," I muttered, pocketing my phone again and closing my eyes. "And with good fucking reason."

"He's not going to kill you," Dante chuckled. "He's definitely going to punch you, and he's gonna be pissed, but he's not going to kill you."

"I honestly would let him," I admitted. The alcohol was supposed to help me forget her face for even just a couple of hours, but there was no forgetting the devastation lining every single part of her features or the pain shining in those eyes. She thought I used her.

She thought I wanted to kill her, and I did nothing to make her believe otherwise.

Vega wasn't one of the girls I met during those stuffy functions my father threw together. She wasn't someone that would believe the words I said just because they came out of my mouth. She needed to be reassured. She needed to know I meant everything I said, and her finding that file was something I never thought would happen.

But maybe the reason why I left it in plain sight was me subconsciously trying to get it over with and start our lives together. I just never thought it would blow up like this.

"I don't like seeing you like this," Dante said, and as I opened my eyes I saw the frown marring his face.

"Like what?"

"Heartbroken." He shrugged. "I don't think I have ever seen you looking like this, and, man, we need to fix this. Why don't you go to her? Why didn't you try to explain what happened?"

"I did," I huffed. "Don't you think I did? I tried telling her, explaining, but she wouldn't listen. And I understand why, but her lack of trust in me hurts, okay? I thought we were starting to trust each other. I told her all about Dain, for fuck's sake." Dante winced. "Yeah, exactly. I want her, Dante, and it isn't just some fucked-up sex thing. I could get that anywhere and at any time, but I. Want. Her."

"I get it, just, uh, maybe try not to mention sex once Arseniy gets here, because he will definitely punch you in your face if he hears that."

I chuckled. "Noted." My chest expanded with the deep breath I took and slowly deflated just as I stood up. "What do I do? I can't march over there and demand her to talk to me. I feel powerless."

"Give her time," Dante said. "I would maybe go tomorrow and talk to her, try to make her understand. She looks at you as if you invented fucking stars, man. It's gross." He gagged, making me smile for the first time tonight. "But if you're feeling this strongly about her⁠—"

"I am," I grunted.

"As I was saying," he rolled his eyes, "if you're feeling this strongly about her, then you gotta fight for your girl. You gotta do something."

My girl.

I liked the sound of that.

Vega was my girl whether she liked it or not. I was going to give her tonight, but tomorrow I was going to her and there was no way in hell I would be leaving without her in my arms.

"You're right. I'm going to⁠—"

"Adrian!" Jax's voice interrupted, booming in the night from the outside of the cabin, and as the door flew open, revealing him, red-faced and out of breath, I crossed the room toward him, trying to figure out what was happening. "Oh, thank fucking God you're here."

"Of course I'm here." Where else would I be? Jax and Dante both knew what happened and that Vega went back. I knew she was in her room, thanks to a little bird called Yolanda, who cursed at Jax when she saw him not too long ago. "What is happening?"

"Jesus, man," he keeled over, breathing heavily. "I thought you went there, to her building."

"Why would I go there? Jax, what's going on?"

He stood up, his eyes scanning the space around us. "Vega isn't here?" he asked, and I didn't like the tone of his voice.

"No, you know this."

"Jax," Dante warned behind me. "What's happening?"

"There's a fire," the man that was more my brother than my own announced. "It's one of the dorms." He looked at me then. "In Vega's building."

My body had a mind of its own, and without waiting for the two of them, I rushed out of the cabin and started running.

Vega's building, Jax's voice echoed in my mind as I ran toward it.

No, no, no, no.

Please, be okay. Please be fucking okay.

The closer I ran the more I could see the flames shining in the dark night, breaking through the treetops.

"Fuck!" I yelled out, pushing my legs to go faster, to just reach there. She had to be okay. She fucking had to.

People were heading in the same direction as me, and I saw a couple of other instructors running, trying to reach the building. And the moment I came to the clearing in front of the building, my heart dropped.

Flames engulfed the entire structure, rising high up in the sky. An ear-piercing sound shattered through the night as a window on the third floor exploded, making the crowd that had gathered in front scream. A blonde girl I knew very well as of late rushed in front of me, and before I could think, I wrapped my hand around her upper arm and yanked her to me.

"Yolanda," I yelled, hoping she would hear me above all the commotion. Her eyes were filled with fear while tears trickled down her face. "Where's Vega?"

"I don't know," she cried. "I wanted to go back for her because I realized she didn't make it out, but they won't let me. She didn't come out, Adrian. She's still in there." And if I thought my heart had fallen out of my chest earlier, it was nothing compared to what I felt right now.

I could hear Dante's and Jax's voices behind me, catching up with Yolanda, but I only had eyes on the front entrance to the building, where Andries stood.

And I ran.

I pushed through the crowd of people gathered around—some of them crying, some looking stoically at the building, while others tried to figure out what had happened, but I didn't have time to listen to their theories. Vega was inside.

Vega was still there, in that burning building, and I knew there was no way she'd be able to run her current state.

I was close, so close, and just as I was about to reach the door, two pairs of arms wrapped around me, pulling me back. "No!" I roared. "She's inside. She's still fucking inside!"

"Calm down, Adrian," Andries said, trying to yank me back, but I fought against him and whoever else it was that held me. "There's nothing we can do. The building is going to collapse."

"No, no, no," I thrashed, trying to get free, but there was no use. "Vega!" I bellowed, my voice breaking, while anguish I had never felt started drowning everything else inside me.

"Get down!" Andries yelled out, pushing me down to the ground just as another explosion shook the grounds and debris fell all over us. "Fuck," Andries cursed, helping me get up, and as my eyes zeroed in on the building I realized the doors no longer stood open. They were engulfed in flames much like the rest of the building.

I had never felt despair like this. Never thought I would want to disappear, but I knew right then there would be no going back for me.

"Adrian." Jax dropped down on the ground next to me with Dante and Yolanda in tow. "Are you okay?"

"She's gone," I mumbled, refusing to believe she wasn't here anymore. But there was no way anyone would be able to survive an explosion like that. Even if she did, she would be dead within minutes from all the smoke billowing out of the building. "They wouldn't let me get to her," I told Jax, turning to him slowly, just as my eyes filled with tears. It was as unfamiliar as the feeling in my chest. "My girl is gone, Jax."

"Fuck," he mumbled, pulling me to him, and as we watched the building burn down, I felt myself drifting away. My body was here but my mind wasn't.

Not anymore.
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VEGA


Smoke wafted through my nostrils and an alarm rang, waking me up from the deep slumber I fell into shortly after the shower I took while Yolanda made a fresh cup of tea for me. My eyelids still felt heavy as I lifted them, the events of the day slowly catching up with me, reminding me what had happened.

But none of that mattered when I started coughing, slowly understanding why.

My room was filled with smoke. The moonlight illuminating the room through the windows made it possible to see the swirling circles in my room.

I jumped up in my bed, groaning when the pain in my back reared its ugly head, reminding me I was still in no shape to do any sudden moves. It was too fucking quiet, and even without my phone I knew it couldn't have been that late. My head still buzzed with pain, the migraine that knocked me out still throbbing in my head. But I pushed through it and stood up, thankful I didn't feel as dizzy as I was just a couple ago, knowing my strength was slowly coming back.

My eyes landed on Adrian's shirt on the floor and a fresh wave of pain shot straight through my chest, just as my lungs seized, making me cough harder than ever. I tried locating the fire in my apartment, but it wasn't inside, and as I looked toward the door, I saw it then.

The bright light coming from outside of the room, from the hallway, and the smoke billowing through the small crack beneath my door.

"Fuck," I groaned, hurrying and picking up my coat and pushing my feet into my boots. "I didn't survive this long just to be killed by fire," I grumbled, taking my knife from the nightstand.

It was getting harder to breathe in here, and for a second I turned toward the window, wanting to open it, when I remembered all the training I had on fire safety and what not to do. I had no idea what kind of fire we were dealing with, and if there were any chemicals in the air, mixed with O2, it could blow us all up.

Turning toward the door, I pressed the sleeve of my coat to my mouth, hoping that would stop me from inhaling too much smoke, but as I opened it a fresh wave of heat slammed into me, making me stumble backward.

"Holy fuck," I murmured, coughing through the smoke as I saw the scene in front of me.

The walls were bright red, burning, melting down as the fire spread all over the hallway. My eyes filled with tears, while the bitter air filled with smoke bit at me, making it harder to see. The fire was spreading from the floor above me and coming down fast, engulfing the entire building in its embrace.

I stepped out of my room and into the hallway, when the entire place shook and a boom like nothing I had ever heard rocked through the air, making me drop down to my knees. My ears rang in the aftermath, my throbbing head making it almost impossible to get up, but I couldn't fucking stay here.

I refused to die here like this.

I half expected other people to still be here inside the building with me, trying to run, but no one was around. They probably evacuated when the alarm started blasting while I was too out of it to even notice. Why didn't anyone wake me up?

They must have done a head count once they all got out. Did the fire start spreading so fast they couldn't come back for me?

I had way too many questions, but there was no time for me to contemplate the whys and hows. I pressed my palms against the wall right next to the door of my room and lifted myself up, feeling the tangy scent of smoke on my tongue. I had seen hundreds of cases where people died from smoke inhalation, and I refused to be another one.

With a grunt I pushed myself up and started walking down the hall, toward the staircase, turning around to see where the fire had reached. I knew that fire could spread quickly, but the speed with which it was spreading through the hallway wasn't normal. Was this an accident or did someone intentionally set it up?

The bright flames eventually reached my room, engulfing the door and surrounding area, and without a second thought, I started running down the stairs, praying the lower floor wouldn't look as bad as above.

The common area came into view, halfway gone, the pretty green upholstery almost burned down. Yeah, this wasn't one of those I-left-my-stove-on kind of fires. This was intentional. I had no idea which way it had started but it was impossible that it would be able to spread from the floor above mine to here without reaching me first.

I didn't know enough about the chemicals that could quicken the spread of fire, but as I stood there on the staircase, watching as it ate away at the room I never really used, my fight-or-flight instincts kicked in and I ran.

I ran down, pressing my hand to my mouth and nose, my throat becoming more and more painful with each new breath I took, but I had to survive this. I didn't want to fucking die.

The ceiling was melting and as I rushed through the tiny area through the common room that was still untouched, a brick fell behind me, making me shriek. But I didn't stop. I couldn't stop. That much I knew.

I could almost see the door now, standing just a couple of feet away from me.

"Almost there," I told myself. "Almost fucking there, Vega."

Sweat ran down my temples, and I knew I looked worse than I felt, but none of that mattered. None of it. My hand trembled as I came closer and closer and my hand extended, ready to wrap around the handle, to pull it open, when a sharp pain slid over my back, sending me flying to the ground.

My spine felt like it was breaking in half, my shoulders and my lower back straining from the effort to pick myself up. I went on my hands and knees, lifting my torso off of the ground, when the second blow came, making me cough violently, choking from the pain and smoke.

"N-No," I murmured, feeling the darkness slowly seeping in at the corners of my vision. "Please," I begged. I begged for my fucking life to whoever was behind me, stopping me from reaching the door.

A hand buried itself in my hair, lifting my head from the ground, but I couldn't see anything. "You're mine now, Vega," he said. He.

And I had no idea who that was.

"L-Let me go," I coughed, choking, but he only lifted me higher, pressing his nose against the back of my neck.

"I got you now, baby. I got you."

"No," I wailed. "Please. No." I knew who it was—the killer. The one that left those letters. The one that started this madness. "Please." I was losing my strength, and as I murmured the last word, I closed my eyes, feeling his lips on my cheek.

"You're mine. Only mine."

Something in the back of my mind woke up. A recognition flared and my eyes flew open, looking into a familiar pair of eyes shrouded by a cloud of smoke billowing around us.

"No," I cried.

"Hello, Vega." He smiled, looking almost the same as he did seven years ago. Almost identical, and I couldn't believe he would do something like this. That he would hurt me like this. "I'll save you."

I wanted to fight against him.

I wanted to scream and shout.

But he pulled out a syringe from his back pocket and stabbed it into the side of my neck, injecting me with God knew what.

"A-Adrian," I croaked, thinking I could call him. Thinking I could call anyone. But my tongue felt heavy and my eyelids started closing, just as the boy—the man I once thought was my family—frowned, wrapping his hand around my throat.

"You don't call his name," he bit out. "You will forget he ever existed. You're mine, Vega. Only mine."

And as his fingers pressed against my pulse point, as the palm of his hand pressed against my throat, I couldn't fight the fatigue anymore. With one last look at the golden eyes I used to love, I sunk into the dark abyss that was calling my name, knowing it wasn't only Adrian that betrayed me.

Tyler—my Tyler—betrayed me too.

To be continued…


Vega and Adrian’s story will continue in The Pretty Psycho
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