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CHAPTER ONE

An Unexpected Arrival

X ulia sat down at the dinner table across from several other
@ ‘// soldiers, who were busy conversing about Ossai, Lockham Castle, and the
Guild.

“This is for you, sir.” She looked up and saw a young soldier with blond hair
carrying a messenger bag. He had been coming by once a week to drop off
Lancer’s mail and never stayed longer than ten minutes. He reached into his
pack, pulled out a stack of envelopes and a brown package, and gave them to
Lancer, Julia’s father.

“Thank you, Radley,” Lancer replied. He flipped through the envelopes
absentmindedly and divided them into stacks.

“What’s in the package?” Julia asked. Even though she knew it wasn’t for
her, her imagination ran away with fun possibilities. What if it was a care
package from Terrence? Or maybe Scarlet had sent a box full of sweet treats?

Julia’s father glanced at the address on the parcel. “It’s nothing,” he said. “It’s
probably files from the Ossain government.” He picked up a letter opener and
cut across the top of the box. Before opening it, however, he paused. “Actually,
I should wait for Liam. These might be the papers he requested.”

He picked up the box and tossed it to a smaller table against the wall. The
box flew five feet in the air, landed on the table, and then exploded with a



deafening boom.

Julia watched as the table underneath the package blew apart, sending
wood, drywall, and dust out from the explosion.

“Get down!” Lancer yelled, pushing her back.

She almost fell out of her chair as she scurried away from the blast.

The room fell silent as the group of soldiers ducked and waited to make
sure the explosion was over. After thirty seconds, Lancer glanced around.
“Everyone okay?”

As the dust settled, Julia saw that the blast had made a gaping hole in the
wall with scorch marks that would forever serve as a reminder of the explosion.
Below the hole was a pile of wood, what was once the table.

A few soldiers inched near the wood and began looking for any more
explosives or dangerous items.

“Radley,” Lancer said, turning to the solider. “Who gave you that package?”

Radley shook his head nervously. “It was just at the Ossain government
building waiting for delivery. I promise, sir, I had nothing to do with this.” The
color had drained from his face.

Lancer held up a hand. “I know, I know. 'm not blaming you.”

As Julia stood up, she realized that she was shaking. Her father was just
about to open that package; if he hadn’t tossed it aside, then it would have
blown up in his face. She felt like a brick had hit the pit of her stomach.

“Who was it from then?” she asked in a dry voice.

Lancer wiped some drywall dust from his sleeve. “It was from the Guild,”
he answered.

“So they know where we are?” She looked at the hole in the wall and
realized she could see through to the living room now.

“No, but they knew I'd take mail from the government. That package was a
message from the Guild. They don’t want us to feel safe. They want to make
sure we know they're still in control.”

The following morning, Julia stood alone outside in the warm summer air.
She tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ear and thought about yesterday’s
events. She still felt rattled after the explosion. It didn’t matter that everything
had been cleaned up and that Lancer had made arrangements to get his mail



screened before opening it. All of the other soldiers seemed to just pick up the
pieces and get back to work, but Julia felt more worried than ever about the
Guild.

The Guild was an evil group led by a woman named Alexis, Julia’s mother.
Lancer and Alexis had been married, and then Alexis had betrayed Lancer
when Julia was just an infant. Being a royal heir, Lancer held an influential
government position, and Alexis wanted his power. She used Julia as leverage
to make Lancer resign and give his position to her. He complied and then took
Julia away from Ossai where she could be safe.

Julia grew up in New York without knowing her mother or knowing that
she was from the secret world of Ossai. Though she hoped desperately to mend
their relationship, things only became worse when Julia confronted Alexis last
year.

Alexis saw Julia as a threat and worried that she would take away her power.
She sent a Guild member to kidnap her and then gave her the choice to either
join her evil Guild or die. When she refused, Alexis attempted to kill Julia.
Luckily, the Soldier Union came to Julia’s aid, but in the confusion, Alexis fled
and was still missing.

Ultimately the Guild wanted to take down the Soldier Union and gain
control of the Ossain government. They had worked for years to slowly corrupt
government workers and attacked the Soldier Union constantly.

As leader of the Soldier Union, Lancer fought to protect Ossai and Julia
from the Guild.

Terrence, Julias boyfriend, was also a soldier and worked with Lancer. She
had met him last year at a soldier base and dated him secretly for months
because she didn’t think her father would approve. However, at the end of the
year, Julia finally admitted to her father that they were dating, and he seemed
to accept her decision.

Even though her father and her boyfriend were both soldiers, Julia wasn’t
allowed to learn about certain classified information. At times she became
frustrated when she was denied knowledge and wished that she could be a part

of the Soldier Union. She wanted to be more involved and help fight against
the Guild.



Whenever she talked to her father about joining, he always told her the
same thing: she needed to finish school at Lockham Castle.

Terrence’s face flashed in her mind, and she bit her bottom lip. He hadn’t
written to Julia in several days, and after the bomb, she wanted to know
whether he was safe. He was supposed to spend time with Julia over the
summer, but his soldier duties had kept him busy in Ossai.

Julia glanced at the house. The new hideout in New York wasn’t bad, but it
didn’t really matter. It was just a temporary summer home where Lancer could
work with the Soldier Union and Julia could keep a safe distance from the
Guild. Alexis and the Guild were always fighting to take down the Soldier
Union and to keep Julia away from Ossai. Despite their attempts, she would
soon travel back to Ossai and begin her second year of school at Lockham
Castle—where she really belonged.

Ossai, their secret world, was only accessible through water portals. Last
year, when Julia learned that she was a werecat shapeshifter, she traveled from
New York to Ossai through a lake portal.

Once in Ossai, she moved into Lockham Castle. The elaborate palace had
hundreds of shapeshifter and water nymph students who came to live for the
full school year. At Lockham Julia learned all about Ossai and the art of
shapeshifting.

Sierra, Julia’s best friend, also went to Lockham Castle for school. She was
in New York for the summer too, but she lived three hours away. Having
distance between them normally wouldnt have been a problem for Julia.
However, with the danger that the Guild brought, their communication
became limited. The risk of the Guild locating them wasn’t worth their teenage
chitchat.

Julia walked down a slope heading away from the house and toward the
back of the property. Next to a large, black willow tree sat a small pond
surrounded by weeds, wild bushes, and the occasional boulder. Julia cut
through the weeds and sat down on the smoothest rock she could find.

This pond was her favorite part of the hideout and she had been ecstatic
when she discovered it. It wasn't until a week ago that she learned Lancer had
specifically chosen to stay at the house because they could set up a portal at the
pond.



Today there was an intense Soldier Union meeting in the house, and Julia,
of course, wasnt allowed to attend. Not that she really wanted to. The
meetings consisted of her father, Lancer Levesque, and the small group of other
soldiers who she didn’t really know.

The two soldiers Julia really cared about, Terrence and Caleb, were in Ossai
—their world—and had been away all summer.

Terrence had last written Julia five days ago from Lockham Castle. At the
time, he had been doing simple security checks. However, she couldn’t help
but wonder if he was involved with something more dangerous at the moment.

Then there was Caleb—who Julia still felt uncomfortable thinking about.
Caleb, who was also a soldier, was her good friend and had risked his life
several times for her. Unfortunately, their last moments together last year had
been confusing. Caleb had had vital information to tell Julia, but she never
learned what it was. They never had the chance to say good-bye to each other
either.

What was it that Caleb didn’t tell her that day at Lockham Castle? When he
confronted Julia, he had been upset and said that he needed to tell her
something important. Unfortunately, Terrence had interrupted, and Caleb
disappeared. Julia was never able to continue their conversation.

Now she was left with a mixture of burning curiosity and guilt. It was only
last year that Caleb had risked his life in order to save Julia from the Guild.

It only made things worse that Julia repeatedly dreamed of Caleb. She didn’t
want to, and felt somehow at fault, but what choice did she have? Time after
time, Caleb visited her in sleep. Shed toss and turn frustrated that she couldn’t
ask him what he needed to tell her so desperately.

Liam, Caleb’s father, who was also in the Soldier Union, had mentioned
something about Caleb coming to visit. However, the Solider Union
constantly changed its plans, making it unlikely that Julia would see Caleb at
all this summer.

She leaned closer to the pond and lazily dipped her hand into the water. As
she looked across the murky surface, her thoughts became consumed by
Terrence and Caleb. She had her best friends, Sierra and Gabe; her boyfriend,
Terrence; and then Caleb, who didn’t seem to fit anywhere in her life. She
cared for him, but she would never love him the way she loved Terrence.



Her thoughts on the dilemma ceased for a moment when something
startling caught the corner of her eye. Julia backed away from the pond but
kept her eyes on her reflection. For a split second, she thought something had
seemed off. Either the reflection of her face had become distorted or the color
of her hair had changed.

Seeing anything supernatural in New York wasn’t a good sign. Julia knew it
could be a warning sign that the Guild was watching her. She waited a
moment, but she didn’t see her reflection change again. Her long locks
remained brown, and her deep-set eyes stared back at her.

She stood up from the pond and left wondering whether to tell her father.
It wasn’t until she was at the top of the hill again that she decided her eyes had
just played a trick on her. She was tired, and whenever she thought about
Caleb, her mind became jumbled and disoriented.

She shook her head, feeling more confused than ever. The bottom line was
that she needed to sort things out with Caleb and Terrence—and hopefully
soon.

She found a spot of short, neatly trimmed grass and lay down exhausted
from a terrible night’s sleep. Not only did her dreams of Caleb taunt her, but
the old house also made an assortment of noises that would convince anyone it
was haunted.

The summer sunshine beat down on her form, but the soft breeze cooled
her. Letting go of her complicated thoughts, Julia dozed off.

“Where have you been?” a deep voice asked.

Julia glanced behind her, knowing who the voice belonged to. Caleb
Glyndor ran toward her, his green eyes more vibrant than ever as he took her
in.

Her heart sped up, and Julia waited for his embrace. Before any time could
pass, his lips were against hers, warm and comforting. But soon an unpleasant
feeling trickled into the back of her mind. Something was wrong,.

She pulled back confused. These lips were too familiar, and Julia knew that
she and Caleb had never shared this moment before. She wrinkled her nose as
she took in the smell of sandalwood and cedar—that wasn’t Caleb’s scent.

Julia opened her eyes and saw a figure hovering over her.



The face that loomed above her was attractive, but it didnt belong to Caleb.
Instead, Julia’s eyes met with an Ossain solider—the soldier that shed fallen in
love with last year.

“Terrence!” she exclaimed, sitting up and wrapping her arms around him.
“You're here!”

Guilt settled inside of Julia as if Terrence had known she was dreaming
about another soldier. Not only had she kissed Caleb in her dream, but she
liked the feeling of warmth and safety that came with it.

Terrence held her for a moment before leaning back. “I heard what
happened yesterday. I'm so glad you're okay.”

She quickly came out of her thoughts about Caleb and the dream. “I
couldn’t stop worrying about you,” she replied. “Were there any attacks in
Ossai?”

“No, luckily it's been calm. No one has a clue where the Guild or Alexis

»

are.

Julia sighed.

“I thought I was coming here days ago, and I wanted to surprise you,”
Terrence said. “Then I had to fill in for someone and spend a couple extra days
helping with security at Lockham. I'm sorry.”

“I forgive you.” She smiled. “But only because I like you.”

Julia stood up, stretched, and offered a hand to Terrence, who sat on the
grass. He didn’t move but instead laughed at the sight of her outstretched arm.

“What's so funny?” she demanded.

“You, attempting to be strong. I'd like to see you try and pull me up.”

Julia dropped her jaw. “I am strong.”

Terrence, who was still lying down, kicked both legs high into the air,
arched his back, and propelled himself off the ground. He successfully landed
an acrobatic kip-up jump.

Julia was stunned. She had only seen that move done in action films.

“Not impressive,” she lied.

“Really?” He had a confident blaze in his eyes. “What would impress you?”

Julia walked around his tall form. “Werecat strength,” she replied, “and
speed.”

Terrence scanned the massive yard. “Are you allowed to shapeshift here?”



“I've been given special permission. And it’s not like it matters.” Julia jutted
her head toward the home. It was so far away that it only appeared as a white
speck in the distance. “My dad is too involved with the meeting to notice.”

Terrence nodded with assurance. “There’s only one thing I feel bad about,”
he said with no remorse.

“And what would that be?”

“The fact that 'm a faster shapeshifter than you—" He had barely finished
his sentence when his body became a dark blur.

In an instant, Julia began transforming into her own white tiger werecat.
She struggled with shapeshifting all last year, but now she was able to change
in seconds.

She transformed quickly, but Terrence had years of experience on Julia.
When her blurred figure materialized into her werecat, Terrence’s leopard was
already sprinting circles around her.

Julia, in werecat form, broke free from his circle and dashed across the grass
field. Her long strides came easily, her paws digging into the long grass.

Last year when she was given her first lessons on shapeshifting, Julia had
been disappointed on how slowly Mr. Knightly, the transformation teacher,
had taught the class. Everything had changed, however, when Terrence had
given Julia private lessons outside of the castle. Held told her secrets about
using emotions, visualization, and strength in order to shapeshift.

White tiger and leopard raced fiercely around each other in the large, grassy
field. Julia’s feline eyes locked onto Terrence’s, and for a moment she could
have sworn she saw a smirk on the animal’s visage.

Julia skidded to a halt and paced around Terrence. She put her head down
low and tried to formulate the best plan for a surprise attack.

Before she could even attempt to take him, Terrence leaned back and
pounced powerfully into the air.

The leopard leaped onto Julia, and she fought back, trying to show him just
how strong she could be. Both wrestled each other with tremendous strength,
but Terrence’s massive leopard pinned her down within seconds. Defeated,
Julia willed herself to transform back into human form.

When she opened her eyes, Terrence’s face was already in front of her;
apparently he could change back into human form quicker too. Still smirking,



he moved away, and they both sat up.

“So, now are you impressed?” he asked, his voice elated. “I think it’s safe to
say | won that round.”

Trying to catch her breath, Julia considered him. “I don’t know. It’s going to
take more than a fast leopard to impress me.”

Terrence didn’t laugh, which for a split second made Julia wonder if she had
insulted him. But then he wrapped an arm around her and kissed her.

Kissing Terrence always made Julia feel light-headed. He was impulsive,
bold, and captivating. The combination of such gave her a whirlwind of
feelings.

A call echoed in the distance, and Julia pulled away from Terrence. Lancer
was yelling for her. She scrambled up quickly and ran her hands over her hair.

“Just pretend that we were . . . catching up,” Julia said to Terrence.

“We were.” He tilted his head, looking puzzled. “Are you trying to hide the
fact that we were shapeshifting or that I've been kissing you?”

Julia could feel her cheeks flushing red. “Both,” she answered with a
sheepish smile.

Terrence looked slightly disappointed, but he stood up and took her hand
anyway. Almost running, Julia pulled him toward the large New York house.

“It’s strange here.” He eyed the large, unkempt acres of land. “Does it make
you miss your old home in New York?”

“No. I mean, I miss Sierra, but I know I'll see her soon. I guess it makes me
miss Ossai.”

He nodded, but the look on his face made Julia wonder what he was really
thinking about.

“I missed you,” she said, playfully bumping his shoulder.

His eyes lit up. “I missed you too.”

They walked up the ancient porch and entered the front room. The home
was really something of a mansion, but it was far too old to be considered
luxurious. It had a strange smell, red walls, and only makeshift furniture.

“There you are,” Lancer said when she came into sight. “And, Terrence, I'm
so glad to see you arrived safely.”

Julia still held Terrence’s hand, and she could have sworn Lancer’s eyes
flickered to their intertwined fingers.



“Thank you, sir. And I can’t tell you how happy I am that everyone is all
right after the bomb.” Terrence always sounded so serious around Lancer.

“Thank you, Terrence. I appreciate the concern. We were lucky. Uh, Julia, I
need your help with dinner.”

Julia let go of Terrence’s hand and gave him a departing wave.

“Terrence, feel free to get settled in. There are plenty of guest bedrooms
upstairs.”

He nodded politely, watching Julia as she walked away. “Thank you.”

The sun didn’t set until well into the evening, and as it did, all of the Soldier
Union members gathered once again around the dinner table. There were
seven of them total, including Julia, who sat next to her father.

The New York home was at least ten thousand square feet. It was an estate
that Lancer rented out from an elderly couple who had gotten too old to take
care of the large home and never-ending yard.

There were several spacious rooms that looked as if they had been elegant
and lavish at one time. Now, however, the cracked floors, dust-coated
furniture, and noisy air conditioners seemed beyond repair.

Julia didn’t hate the house, but she did think all of the artwork was
unnecessarily creepy. All of the dark photographs and paintings were eerie,
most of them depicting angry and severe-looking women from many decades
ago.

As she sat down, Julia couldn’t help but stare at the huge hole in the wall
left over from the explosion.

She was about to show Terrence, but one of the other soldiers kept asking
him questions about Lockham. Julia quietly ate the vegetables and lasagna she
helped make and listened to Terrence’s answers.

After waiting a half hour without getting in a word, she cleared her plate
and decided to go to bed. Maybe tomorrow she and Terrence would get some
time to catch up alone.

She left the dining area and was about to climb the creaky stairs when she
heard Terrence down the hall.

“Now if you wouldnt mind, gentlemen,” he said, “I'm quite exhausted. I
hope you don’t care that I excuse myself. It’s been a long day.”



The other soldiers mumbled their consent, and Julia heard Terrence’s
footsteps come up behind her. He appeared in the dark and reached for her
hand, following her as she walked upstairs.

“I'm so glad you're okay,” Julia said to him outside of her doorway. “I always
get so nervous when I hear about all of your missions.”

“You shouldn’t be worrying about me,” he replied, leaning against the wall.
“I'm always fine. It’s you I worry about. You were feet away from a bomb
exploding yesterday.”

“Yeah, but last year you were attacked by Guild members.”

He raised his eyebrows. “That’s true.”

“So maybe I should be your bodyguard.” She locked onto his blue eyes. “I
could keep you safe, you know, because in werecat form, I'm faster and
stronger than you.”

He laughed. “Do we need to have another match outside? Because if I'm
not mistaken, my leopard pinned down your white tiger.”

“I let you win,” she said. “I just didn’t want you to feel bad about losing.”

“I see. We'll just have to race again then.”

She moved in closer to him, but after hearing voices echo up from the
bottom of the stairs, she quickly pulled away. “I better go to bed. I'll see you
tOMOIrow.”

He held onto her outstretched hand for a moment before saying, “Sweet
dreams.”

As much as Julia would have loved to have a good night’s sleep, she found it
impossible. That night, she tossed and turned on the noisy mattress, feeling
hot and uncomfortable. Once again she heard Caleb’s voice in her dream.
Usually by the time she woke up, it was gone—but tonight she could still hear
him. She turned on her antique lamplight and listened. Either she was crazy, or
Caleb really was talking nearby.

She stumbled toward the door, tired, and it opened with a loud screech.
Down the black hallway, a voice drifted, deep and smooth, singing a sad
melody. A single beam of light pierced the blackness from the furthest room.

Julia ran a hand through her matted night hair and walked toward the
voice.



She tried to be silent, but her eyes were still blurry, and the old house was
an obstacle course of creaky noises. When she stepped on a particularly noisy
floorboard, Caleb’s singing ceased.

“Hello?”

Julia swallowed and opened his door.

Caleb’s face looked pale in the moonlight that shone in from his window,
and his eyes were open wide. He stood by the massive window, and Julia
noticed his clothes, letters, and Soldier Union belongings placed around the
room.

“I'm sorry,” he said in his familiar, deep voice. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

Julia laughed somewhat nervously. “I'm not angry. 'm happy to see you.”
She walked over to him and hugged him.

He embraced her back, but it was stiff and hesitant.

As she pulled away, she glanced at his luggage. “When did you get here? It
feels like I've been waiting all summer for you guys to arrive.”

Caleb cleared his throat. “We just came in an hour ago. I was trying to be
quiet, but obviously I failed.”

Julia shook her head. “No, I couldn’t sleep anyway. I was happy to hear you
singing.” When Caleb didn’t respond, she added, “You have a nice voice.”

A hint of a smile spread across his face. “That was a song my mom used to
sing to me when I was little. It’s just been stuck in my head lately.”

There was a noise in the hallway, and both went silent for a moment.

“Can I hear it again?” Julia whispered.

Caleb looked at her, caution evident in his green eyes. “You want me to sing
to you?”

“Well, my mother never sang to me, and I dont know if you've ever heard
my dad sing—but it’s not pretty.” She laughed. “Please?”

He nodded and turned back to the window. The moonlight made his pale
skin look like stone against his dark hair.

“In the cliffs of Ossai, a man braved the ocean dear.
A maiden called out, her voice crystal clear,

with a face more heavenly than any other.

Her voice echoed sweet, but struck him with terror,



for she took the mighty captain prisoner.”

Julia felt her eyes fighting to shut. Maybe his singing would actually help
her get a good night’s rest.

“Thanks,” she muttered. She had never heard that Ossain song before. The
tune was soft and solemn, but Caleb sang it beautifully.

“My mom would sing it to me and say, ‘Someday you'll sing this song to
your own children,” ” he said. “I haven't thought about that for a while, but
every time I sing it, it transports me back in time.”

Julia nodded. “I hope you do pass it down to your family.”

He looked at her, startled, for a moment. A miserable expression took over
his features.

“Caleb,” Julia said, “what is it?”

He shook his head and regained his calm composure. “Nothing. Sorry, I
think I just got a little tired. I'll let you go back to sleep, and I promise, I'll be
quiet.”

“Oh,” she answered. “Yes, I should go back to bed too. Good night, Caleb.
I'll see you tomorrow.”

Julia tiptoed back down the hallway, Caleb’s song replaying in her head:
“Her voice echoed sweet, but struck him with terror, for she took the mighty
captain prisoner.”

She wondered if maybe she dreamed about Caleb so much because things
had never been resolved between them. Maybe that was her mind’s way of
working things out. Both she and Caleb were in relationships with other
people, but she still felt a small part of Caleb loved Julia as more than a friend.

She tried to quietly shut her noisy door but left it open an inch. Peering
down the hall, she saw another room light on; someone else had overheard
their conversation. Julias father was standing in his doorway, a disapproving
look on his face.



CHAPTER TWO

Caleb’s Letter

X ulia’s antique bedroomhad no curtains, so she never overslept. She
é// washed off in her white porcelain tub that had been turned into a shower
and got ready for the day.

Liam—Caleb’s father—was also a soldier and one of her favorite people in
the world. He greeted her downstairs.

“It’s been a while,” he said, hugging her. “How’s the shapeshifting empress
doing?”

“Is that my new nickname?” she asked. “Because I really wouldnt mind
being called that.”

As they walked into the dining area, Julia noticed that the older soldiers
from yesterday’s meeting were gone.

Terrence was already in the kitchen helping make breakfast. He always
managed to look good with everything he did. Even when he was flipping
french toast, he looked charming,.

“Good morning,” he said, giving Julia a small kiss on the cheek.

She smiled at him before glancing over her shoulder. Caleb was on the floor
fixing the wobbly leg on the dining table, and Lancer was going over notes
with Liam. She was relieved at first that no one had seen their kiss, but then
wondered why. They were dating, after all.



During breakfast, Lancer, Liam, Caleb, and Terrence heartily conversed
about one of the sports teams in Ossai. The sport, Rumee, did not sound like
something Julia ever wanted to play.

“Crosby’s definitely got the upper hand this year. His speed can't be beat,”
Terrence exclaimed.

Liam took a swig of his orange juice, shaking his head. “He couldn’t even
overthrow Riley Neelson!”

Caleb laughed. “Riley Neelson . . . I'd almost forgotten about the little guy.
How has he ever managed to stay in Rumee for so long?”

Once they were done eating, and Julia was even more clueless about the
grisly sport, Liam made a comment about getting started with the day’s
meetings. She stood up with her plate and noticed Lancer following her into
the old kitchen.

“Julia, can you help me finish these dishes?” he asked, filling up the sink.

She was already heading for the back door but quickly wheeled around.
Throughout the summer, she was asked to leave the dining room once the
Soldier Union meetings started.

“Eh, sure.”

Terrence entered the kitchen and began piling dishes into the sink, but
Lancer held up a hand. “Terrence, why don’t you and Caleb go ahead and start
briefing Liam on the security updates? This won't take long.”

He nodded and left through the kitchen’s swinging door.

Julia scrubbed the porcelain dishes that came with the house. They were
delicate and thin with flowery, ruffled edges, and she absolutely despised them.
She liked Lockham’s large, hearty plates.

Lancer began putting away the breakfast ingredients. “Did you have a hard
time falling asleep last night?” he asked.

She shrugged and continued with the dishes. “I usually do here.”

“I see.” He took the delicate plate from Julia and tucked it away in the
cupboard. “I heard you and Caleb talking.”

“Dad,” Julia began firmly, “I just had a hard time falling asleep in this old,
creepy house and—"

Lancer held up his hands. “I'm not mad at you,” he said. “I was merely
making a comment.”



She continued to feverishly scrub the dishes. “I can tell it bothered you,
though,” she muttered. “That much I can read.”

Sierra, Julia’s best friend, always told Julia she was so easy to read. Like
Jather, like daughter,]Julia thought.

“I know this might sound strange—well, I'm sure nothing sounds strange
to you anymore,” Lancer said, “but I'm worried about Caleb.”

She stopped cleaning the plates and turned around. “Why? What's wrong?”

Lancer looked hesitant. “I don’t want him to get his hopes up.”

Julia raised an eyebrow. “Hopes up for what?” She stared at her father, but
he didn’t answer. Suddenly she understood. “You mean you don’t want him to
date me?”

He shook his head. “No. I wouldn’t mind at all if you dated him.”

“Wait, so you don't like Terrence?”

“Julia,” Lancer said, “you’re twisting my words.” He paused. “I just don’t
want you to string Caleb along.”

“String him along?” she scoffed. “We're friends. That’s it. We've already
discussed that many times. It’s something he knows very well. Besides, he has a
werecat girlfriend who he seems very content with. And,” she continued, “I
think it’s weird for you to even talk to me about this kind of stuff.”

Lancer nodded slowly and began putting away the dishes. “Well, I'm sorry
if it’s strange for you, but I am your father, and I'm allowed to give my
opinion.”

“Yes, you are,” she said, turning back to the soapy water. “But you said you
would start trusting me.”

“And I will,” Lancer replied. “I just thought I'd tell you that Caleb no
longer has a girlfriend.”

Julia fumbled with the dish in her hand. “What?”

He shrugged. “Liam informed me that Caleb ended their relationship at the
beginning of the summer.”

The room suddenly became much too hot and stuffy. Julia tried to look
calm, as if this wasn’t earth-shattering news, but she knew her face gave her
away.

Caleb’s girlfriend, Camilla, was a monster in her opinion—and not just
because she was a vicious, growling werecat. Camilla seemed to have a personal



battle with Julia. The worst part of all was that she always tried to cover it up,
acting like they were actually great friends. Camilla had always bragged about
her and Caleb’s relationship and competed with Julia constantly when it came
to who was the quickest shapeshifter.

“Camilla wasn’t a very nice person,” Julia said bluntly. “And not every
relationship ends in marriage. Sometimes it just doesn’t work out.”

“Yes, that is true,” Lancer agreed. “However, I have a feeling it might have
something to do with you.”

Shaking slightly, Julia reached up to the highest shelf to place the last piece
of china. “You have no way of knowing what he was thinking, and—" The
combination of water and dish soap made Julia’s fingers slick. Before she could
stable herself, the plate had slipped from her hands.

It hit the ground hard, smashing loudly as tiny shards flew around the
warped floor.

“Dad,” Julia said angrily. “I don’t think this kind of stuff is any of yours or
Liam’s business!”

Her father looked at the plate and opened his mouth to say something but
didn’t reply.

Seconds later, Liam appeared with a ratty broom and dustpan in hand. “I
thought I heard something break,” he said, carefully looking from Lancer to
Julia.

Julia glared at the ground as if it were the floor’s fault she'd dropped the
plate. “Yeah, it was me. I'll clean it.” She reached for the broom, but Liam
clung to it.

“No, it’s quite all right,” he offered. “I'll get this. You've already finished all
the dishes.”

She sighed, grateful to get away from the tension of the conversation, and
left through the back kitchen door.

Running out into the large grassy field, she closed her eyes and willed
herself to shapeshift. Her body blurred and changed from human form into
her white tiger werecat. It was an easy way to express anger, running laps in
werecat form, and she knew she wouldn’t have the opportunity once she was
back at Lockham. It was forbidden to shapeshift outside of transformation
class.



After running several aggressive werecat laps, Julia changed back into
human form and tumbled down next to the muddy pond on the property.
Catching her breath, she rested on a smooth boulder and contemplated
Lancer’s words. She hated Camilla, so naturally she should have been happy
about the news. But the problem was she didn’t feel relief.

Something in her stomach made her feel uneasy. She didn’t have anything
to do with their relationship, so why was Lancer trying to make her feel guilty?
He was way too concerned about her dating life.

Last year Julia had been honest with him—admitting that she and Terrence
were in a relationship. Didn’t he know now that he could trust her?

After an hour or so, Julia slowly made her way back to the old, decaying
house. She tiptoed past the Soldier Union meeting and upstairs to her room.
Upon her windowsill lay an array of classic novels that she had been relishing
over the summer. When she was on the third chapter of 7he Count of Monte
Cristo, a thought struck her.

When she was in Caleb’s room the previous evening, she had seen a pile of
envelopes on the floor. Initially she hadnt thought much of it; his belongings
were everywhere. Now she wondered about the letters. Were any of them from
Camilla? If she could know the truth about Camilla and Caleb’s breakup, then
she wouldn’t be as tormented.

Julia heard the soldiers talking downstairs and knew if she was quick, shed
be able to sneak into Caleb’s room.

Biting her bottom lip, Julia sprinted lightly down the hall and into Caleb’s
bedroom. Her heart beat madly as she scanned the room, looking for any
envelopes. His room had been cleaned up slightly, and the letters weren't in the
previous spot.

She realized with disappointment the letters werent on the nightstand,
floor, or windowsill. The only place left was his luggage bag. Feeling guilty,
Julia kneeled next to the dark blue duffel bag and unzipped the top.

Before digging around inside, she glanced behind her, making sure the coast
was clear. After moving some soldier uniform shirts, Julia saw the letters. She
swiped them up in one hand and laid them out on the rug.

It was a thick stack of envelopes, and they were from several senders. Some
letters were from Scarlet, his mother; two were from Lockham Castle and the



Soldier Union headquarters; and then a couple were from Liam. None from
Camilla.

Julia clucked her tongue and shuffled through once more. Though there
weren't any from Camilla, one particular letter from Liam looked extra worn.
She held the envelope in her hand for a moment wondering why it had water
spots and smudges.

The date written on it was from April of that year, days before the
masquerade. Caleb had been so high strung around that time, maybe Liam
had written about it.

She hesitated but then slowly began opening the envelope, pulling out the
letter within.

[t was torn, worn, and had obviously been read several times. Inside it read:
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Once she had read the letter at least five times, Julia folded up the
parchment and stuffed it back inside the envelope. She returned everything to
its normal position, and then left, silently closing the antique door behind her.

Deep in thought, Julia returned to her bedroom and pretended to read.
Over and over again, she thought of Liam’s letter. Was that letter about her or
Camilla? Maybe Liam was telling Caleb not to tell Camilla something hed
learned. What had he seen that was so awful?

She looked out her window and sighed. Every time she tried to find
answers, she became more overwhelmed with questions.



It was around dinnertime when she heard a soft tap on her door. She looked
up to see Terrence leaning against the door frame.

“Done with meetings?” she asked with a smile. She didnt want him to
know she'd been thinking about Caleb and the strange letter for the past
couple of hours.

“Yes.” He tilted his head. “Are you okay? You've just been up here reading
all this time? You've got to be bored.”

Julia closed her book with a snap and set it on the windowsill. “I like
reading. It’s better than boring meetings,” she teased.

Terrence glanced at his silver watch and smiled. “You know, your birthday
is coming up. And since we've both had such a boring day, I thought itd be fun
if I took you out for a birthday dinner in your honor.”

“I'd love to, but—"

“And don’t worry about your dad,” he interjected. “I already asked him.”

She raised an eyebrow. “He’s okay with it?”

“Yes. We just have to stay close, but there are quite a few restaurants
nearby.”

Julia shook her head in amazement. “You have an incredible talent. My dad
trusts you. He would never let me wander off into the city.” She wondered if it
had anything to do with Lancer feeling guilty over upsetting Julia this
morning.

“Well,” Terrence began, “I promised him I'd keep you safe, and I mean it.”

Julia shivered as a cold breeze from the air conditioner moved over her.
“Thanks,” she answered quietly. “I appreciate that. I know it's been a
challenge.”

Terrence stood up straight, his face becoming serious. “Julia, I will afways
protect you.”

Suddenly the mood was more serious than Julia wanted. She gave Terrence
a hug and kissed his cheek.

“I can’t wait to go out. I'll be ready in ten minutes.”

He left the doorway, and Julia rushed to get ready. She put on a summer
dress and brushed out her long, brown locks.

Terrence was waiting at the bottom of the stairs, flipping around car keys in

his hand. His blond hair looked recently styled, and when Julia neared him,



she took in his clean cedar scent.

“You look beautiful,” he said.

“Thanks, Terrence.” Julia grinned. “I can’t believe 'm actually getting away
from this house. I might get separation anxiety,” she joked.

There were footsteps around the corner, and Caleb appeared from the
hallway. His eyes went from the keys in Terrence’s hand to Julia’s blue dress.

“Are you going somewhere?”

“Yeah,” Julia answered. “Terrence is taking me out for my birthday.”

Caleb’s eyebrows knitted together suspiciously. “After the bomb? Does
Lancer know about this?”

“I've already spoken with him, and yes, he’s fine with it. We're staying
close.”

Caleb didn’t look convinced. “This is a bad idea.”

Terrence sighed, and his grip tightened on the keys. “I appreciate the
concern,” he said slowly, “but really, it’s not necessary.”

“And you feel safe leaving, Julia?” He turned to her.

“Yes,” she answered. “Of course.”

Terrence pulled Julia past Caleb toward the living room. As she brushed by
him, she could feel his agitation.

“I'm going to go pull up the car,” he whispered to Julia before slipping out
the side door.

Julia entered into the living room to say good-bye to Lancer. He was going
over paperwork but quickly looked up when he saw her.

“Are you two leaving now?”

“Yes. And, um, I wanted to say thanks.” She bit her bottom lip. “Thanks for
letting me go out with Terrence.”

Lancer took a deep breath. “You're welcome. I'm sorry I acted the way I did
before. I love you, and I know sometimes I overstep my boundaries.”

“It’s okay, Dad,” she answered quietly. She didn’t want Caleb to overhear
their conversation.

Lancer nodded. “Well then, before you go, I would like to go over some
safety rules.”

“I thought you might.”



Together they walked to the front of the house where Terrence pulled up
the car. Julia listened as Lancer went over at least thirty different rules.

“Do not wander off from Terrence, ever. If someone asks you where you are
from, you tell them you're a tourist from out of town.”

She opened the front door and saw Terrence waiting patiently on the front
porch.

“I know, Dad. Love you.” She hugged him and then turned to leave.

Terrence waved good-bye to Lancer and then followed Julia to the car,
opening the passenger door for her.

Lancer always traveled in large cars, and this time he had rented a black
SUV. The car’s running board was high off the ground, but before Julia could
attempt climbing in, Terrence lifted her gently into the car.

She laughed, feeling a little embarrassed. She still had a hard time believing
that her father had actually agreed for her to go on a real date.

“Thanks for doing this.” She glanced over to Terrence.

“Thanks for being my date.” He put the car into drive and left the property.

Terrence was a cautious driver, not at all like Caleb. Then again they weren't
being chased frantically by Guild members.

The sky turned into a deep violet, and soon it became too dark to see
anything as they left. Once they passed a couple of large neighborhoods, green
fields, and old, winding streets, Terrence drove into an upscale shopping area.

Across the way, glittering lights covered a small Italian restaurant. Terrence
parked, opened Julia’s door, and led her up the cobblestone pathway to the
restaurant.

Julia was jittery; this seemed too good to be true. She couldnt believe she
was on a normal date with Terrence.

The dark restaurant was filled with white tables and small, flickering
candles. The smell of garlic drifted around Julia as they were seated in the
center of the crowded restaurant.

Once they had sat down and ordered pasta, Julia turned to Terrence.

“I still don’t know how you talked my dad into letting me leave.”

Terence looked at her. “Your dad may be strict, but he’s a reasonable person.
You can’t be too surprised. I think he’s just seen a lot of scary things. He knows



what the Guild is capable of, and he doesn’t want you to ever be in danger.
He’s not extreme, though.”

Julia tried to stifle a laugh. “When I was going to high school, here in New
York, he put bars on my window. You can’t tell me that’s not extreme.”

His forehead wrinkled. “Bars? Why?”

“Because I had snuck out a couple times. Nothing too crazy. I just wanted
to hang out with friends.” She took a sip of ice water. “But when Caleb was my
guard last year, he overheard me telling some friends that I'd snuck out. Of
course he told on me.”

Terrence cleared his throat. “That’s right. I remember when he was called in
for that mission. He became an undercover bodyguard to protect you from the
Guild.”

“Yeah,” Julia answered. “And it was definitely strange, but most of my life is
that way. Strange is the new normal I guess.”

“Well, you're royalty.” Terrence watched her. “You're special. Life will always
be different for you now.”

Julia exhaled and took in his hands over the table. “So when you first saw
me last year, did you think I was different? Did you know I was royalty?”

He smiled. “Your father had mentioned you several times before, but he
always described you as a little girl.”

Julia rolled her eyes. “I'm sure he did.”

“So it was really surprising to see someone as beautiful as you. And yes, I
did know you were royalty.”

Julia hoped she wasn’t blushing. “So when did you know that you were
interested in me?”

Terrence paused for a moment. “When I first saw you, I knew I wanted to
get to know you. But it was later when I got to know you that I fell in love
with you.”

Julia beamed at him. “Terrence, that is the sweetest thing anyone has ever
said to me.”

“Well, I mean it,” he said. “I love you, Julia. I've never felt like this before,
and that’s why I wanted to give you this.” He pulled a small box out of his
pocket and handed it to her.



She took the black velvet case and opened it slowly. Inside lay a thin, silver
necklace attached to a sparkling sapphire jewel.

“Oh,” Julia whispered. “It’s beautiful.”

“It’s just simple,” Terrence said. “But it’s something to remind you of me
when I'm away with the Soldier Union.

She gently took the necklace out of the box and fastened it around her
neck. “Thank you, Terrence.”

Julia stood up from her chair and hugged him.

“The night isn’t over yet, though,” he said. “I think we still need a birthday
dessert.”

“I like the sound of that,” Julia answered. “And I'll be right back. I just want
to go see how the necklace looks on.”

Terrence nodded, and Julia headed toward the restroom.

Moving through the small, dark restaurant, Julia found the washroom in
the back, almost hidden behind wooden crates. She shut herself inside and
gasped at the mirror’s reflection of the necklace. It was such a nice gift. She
definitely hadnt expected that. When did Terrence have time to go jewelry
shopping?

After a couple of minutes, Julia exited the washroom. As she stepped out
into the dark hallway, the dim light above her flickered and eventually went
out. Blackness surrounded her, and she sighed, outstretching her hands to
avoid bumping anything. As she moved forward, she hit a wooden crate,
wincing as it noisily fell over.

In the commotion, something spoke in the darkness.

“Julia,” a voice whispered.

She stiffened and her breathing stopped. Adrenaline pumped through her
veins as she listened for more.

The old light above her buzzed back on, and she let out a yell in fear. She
wasn't alone; someone was now next to her.

An old woman stared at her, her bright purple hair ablaze. Julia recognized
her at once. It was the same siren Julia had seen last year.

She backed against the wooden crate in fear. “What do you want?” Julia had
tried to sound steady and confident, but her voice came out shaky.



“So hostile,” the siren mumbled. “I've never done anything to make you
treat me that way.”

Julia kept her eyes on the siren. She knew she was too old to cause any
physical harm. However, Lancer had warned Julia about sirens—they were
selfish, deceiving, and manipulative.

“I know what you are. And I know you’re not here to help me.”

The siren’s old lips twisted into a disappointed sneer. “I came with a
message. Something you need to know.”

Julia looked into her eyes. They were an eerie yellow, placed on a face that
was full of wrinkles.

“I don’t want to hear what Alexis has to say—" Julia walked backward
toward the tables, making sure to never look away from her enemy. “I won't
listen to any threats that the Guild has for me.”

As she staggered away, a strong hand wrapped around her arm. She flinched
and turned around. Terrence was behind her. As he took her arm, he
immediately pulled her out of the hallway and ran in a full sprint.

The siren’s expression burned in Julia’s mind. She had watched Terrence pull
Julia away, a mean and miserable look crossing her face.

Terrence didn’t let go of Julia’s arm until they were outside in front of the
car. “This side!” he yelled, opening the driver’s side door.

Julia slid over to the passenger side, and Terrence hopped in after her,
locking the doors.

Once they had peeled out of the parking lot, Terrence flipped open a small
cell phone and put it to his ear. “Lancer,” he said, “a siren just approached
Julia.” He was quiet for a minute, listening to his response. “Yes. Yes. All right.”

He snapped the phone shut, and the engine roared furiously as he pushed
its limits. “Did she harm you?”

Julia shook her head.

“Are you sure?” His voice was severe, and his eyes were glued to the road in
front of him.

“She just said she had something to tell me—a message.” Julia was out of
breath. “What does that mean?”

“It could mean a lot of things.” Terrence swallowed. “Most likely she was
sent by Alexis, which doesn't really make sense.” Terrence glared at the



speedometer. “What we do know is that our location is no longer secret, and
that the Guild could be following us right now.”

Instinctively, Julia looked out the rear window. How was the Guild able to
track them down? They had been so careful over the summer to keep their
location secret. Of course the siren had to show up during their date. Now
Lancer would never let her out of his sight.

Minutes later, they flew into the mansion’s driveway. Lancer was by the
house, and as they pulled up, he opened Julia’s door. “Follow me. Now.”

She sprinted into the house with Lancer, Terrence staying behind.

“Are you all right?” Lancer’s eyes were wide.

“Yes,” she answered, “I'm fine. But what is Terrence doing?”

Lancer flipped the bolt lock on the door. “He’s setting up some protective
barriers before we move. Don’t worry. Liam already searched the area and
didn’t see anything. He'll be fine.”

She didn’t argue but still felt uneasy.

After a couple of silent seconds, the kitchen door swung open, startling her.
Caleb entered, breathless. “Nothing on the west side.”

Lancer turned to Julia. “Can you tell me everything that happened? Every
detail’s important.”

“I went to the washroom in the restaurant,” she started, “and as I was
leaving, the lights went out. I heard a voice, and then I saw the siren—it was
the same one from the market street in Ossai.”

“Did she threaten you?”

Julia shook her head. “No. But she did say that she had a message for me.
Terrence found me before she could say any more.”

“She didn’t say what she wanted? Or who sent her there? Anything?”
Lancer’s voice was taut.

Julia bit her bottom lip. “No.”

Lancer began pacing around the room, waiting for Terrence and Liam. He
walked in the same figure eight pattern he always did when he was
overwhelmed. “Sirens are tricky and they can mess with your mind. It’s
possible she hypnotized you.”

“She didn’t hypnotize me,” Julia replied. She knew what that felt like. Last
year when she had first found a water portal, Julia had been hypnotized by the



Guild and nearly drowned. “I was completely aware of what was going on.”

Caleb surveyed her. “And all you did was go to the restaurant?”

The way he said it irritated Julia. “Yes. It wasn’t like we did anything to put
ourselves in danger. We drove straight there.”

“But Terrence let you wander off on your own?” Caleb asked, raising an
eyebrow.

“It wasn’t dangerous,” Julia retorted. “And it wasnt Terrence’s fault. That
siren would have found me no matter where I went.”

Lancer sat down. “She’s right. Sirens are determined creatures. That’s why
we need to leave for Ossai tonight.”

“Tonight?” Julia said, alarmed.

He nodded. “We would have left in a week anyway. It shouldnt be too
much of an inconvenience for Lockham.”

A mix of emotions ran through Julia. “And that’s safe?”

Before Lancer could answer, the front doors flew open, and Terrence and
Liam entered. “Everything is set up,” Liam said. “We can leave immediately.”

Caleb was as rigid as a board, and he eyed Terrence.

“Julia,” Liam said softly, “I'm glad you're all right.” He turned to Terrence.
“Good job on getting back so quickly.”

“We were lucky,” Terrence answered.

Caleb exhaled loudly, sounding annoyed. “Yes, finding a siren is pretty
lucky, isn’t it?”

Terrence turned to him, his eyebrows furrowed. “Well, we're completely
safe. Nothing happened, and there doesn’t seem to be any sign of the Guild.”

“You shouldnt have gone into the city.” Caleb shook his head. “I could have
told you that.”

Liam stood between them and cleared his throat. “Caleb, everyone’s fine.”

“Yes,” he said under his breath, “until the next stupid decision.”

“I got her out in time.” Terrence’s voice became deeper. “I knew I'd be able
to keep her safe, otherwise I wouldn’t have gone. She’s fine.”

“Soldiers.” This time Lancer cut in. “It’s time to move.” He turned to Julia.
“You need to pack your stuff.”

Julia walked to her room silently, feeling unnerved. Why did Caleb always

get so upset when anyone was put at risk? It seemed ironic that he would join



the Soldier Union if he was so uncomfortable with dangerous situations.

She entered her room and snapped on her light, half expecting to see the
siren waiting for her. Instead she found her old room empty, only her few
possessions present.

It only took her a moment to pack. She had left most of her clothes and
belongings at Lockham Castle. Her real valuables consisted of her
shapeshifting book, the lie-detector ring Caleb had given her last Christmas,
and a small wooden box that consisted of childhood memories, photographs,
birthday cards, and letters.

She finished packing and mentally said good-bye to the old mansion. As
they all met in the living room, Terrence picked up her bag for her.

It was late, but all three men wore soldier uniforms. The navy blue outfits
were clean and crisp, and each had a sword.

“You all changed?” she asked, glancing between them.

Lancer nodded. “It will be easier for us to get into Lockham if the guards
can easily identify who we are.”

Julia’s stomach twisted at the thought. The guards of Lockham were fifty-
foot cement statues that held menacing spears. They ferociously guarded
Lockham Castle with no exceptions.

“They’re not expecting us,” she said. “Isn’t that dangerous? Maybe we should
wait till morning.”

“No,” Liam answered. “We must go tonight. It's much more dangerous
staying here.”

They left through the back screen door, Lancer and Caleb in front of Julia,
and Liam and Terrence behind her. To get to Ossai, they would have to travel
through a water portal, and this time Julia would try desperately to remain
calm.

They walked through the lush, grassy field, heading toward the pond at the
back of the property.

Without hesitation, Lancer and Caleb stepped into the shallow pond;
however, Julia was more cautious. She wished she could transform into werecat
form, but she knew the guards of Lockham would never allow them into the
castle.



The water was cold, and the mud was thick, making her work twice as hard
to take each step.

“Just a little further,” Liam whispered encouragingly. “We're almost to the
portal.”

Julia almost yelled out when she felt something brush up against her leg in
the water. She scanned the murky water below but saw nothing. Just a plant,
she told herself.

“Okay.” Lancer turned around. “Julia, you’ll come with me—"

Something touched Julia’s leg again in the water, and this time she couldn’t
stay silent. Taking two steps back, she looked down, and saw a long, black
snake by her knees.

Screaming, she attempted to get away from the sinister serpent and lost
balance. Her arms flailed out, but her foot was stuck in the mud, and she
tumbled over with a loud splash.

Submerged underwater, Julia frantically fought her way up. When she
broke the surface, she sat up and saw the inescapable snake tangled around her.
Before she could scream out again, Caleb and Lancer each grabbed an arm,
and pulled her out of the water. She was placed straight into the water portal
and felt her body being yanked into darkness.

Rushing water filled her ears, and blackness surrounded her. Her heart beat
wildly, even though she knew she was safe now. She relaxed as she felt herself
being pulled through the portal. Had she really thought shed have a calm
experience portal traveling?

Julia braced herself as the blackness faded away and she landed somewhat
gracefully in a familiar gray field. She had only been to this place once before,
last year when she traveled to Lockham Castle for the first time.

Lancer materialized beside her, landing perfectly on his feet, followed by
Terrence, Liam, and Caleb.

“Are you all right?” Lancer whispered, touching her arm. All of the soldiers
watched her, and she began to feel embarrassed about her reaction with the
snake. “Yeah. It just startled me.”

“Don’t worry,” Caleb said. “I recognized that type of species. It wasnt
poisonous.”



“Good,” Julia answered, knowing that she would've reacted the same way
whether it was poisonous or not.

Liam glanced around the quiet area. “Terrence?” he said, offering an
outstretched arm.

Terrence nodded, finding Julia’s brown duffel bag on his side and handing it
to Liam. He then reached into his scabbard and pulled out a sparkling silver
sword with blue flames on it. Even in the dim, gray field, the sword glowed
magnificently.

He strode forward, the sword raised high, and then stabbed it into the soft
earth.

The field immediately began spinning around them, and Julia crouched
low. Once the movement ceased, the large, silver gates of Lockham
materialized above them.

“Julia, get behind me,” Lancer ordered.

She obediently moved behind her father. As they continued forward, the
two warrior statues came into view. The group stopped at a safe distance, and
Terrence glanced at Caleb, who was so close to Julia, their arms touched.
Noticing, Terrence moved closer to Julia and grabbed her hand.

Lancer separated himself from the group and took a couple steps forward.

An uncomfortable grinding noise began, and Julia stiffened as she saw the
first statue open its eerie blank eyes, coming to life. It turned its large head
down to look at them and gripped its deathly spear.

“You wish to enter?” The first warrior yelled out in a gravelly voice that
reverberated through the air. He was just as terrifying as Julia remembered.

“We do.” Lancer voice was calm. “I, Lancer Levesque, Soldier Union leader,
have with me Soldiers Terrence Daniels, Liam and Caleb Glyndor, and my
daughter, Julia Levesque.”

The other warrior statue shifted a little, and its blank eyes bore down on
Julia.

“Only werecat or water nymph students are allowed to attend Lockham,”
the warrior on the right said, tilting its stone head.

It was quiet for a moment, and Julia’s heart began beating out of her chest.

“Yes, but we are members of the Soldier Union,” Lancer said, anger on the
edge of his voice. “And we wish to enter now.”



The warrior statue raised its great marble eyebrows. “I am referring to Julia
Levesque.”

Caleb stepped closer to Julia, and she felt Liam move in behind her.

Lancer paused before answering. “Julia 7s a werecat student at Lockham—
she’ll be attending this year.”

The warrior statue seemed to contemplate this for a moment. “If you say so

»

With a whooshing noise, the iron gates flung open to reveal a stone
pathway leading to Lockham Castle.

The huge, silvery castle loomed above Julia, and she took in the beautiful
palace. The whole castle was made of stone and had several floors and towers.
Hundreds of windows lit up each floor, making it glow, and the tower’s turrets
spiraled into the night’s dark sky. Surrounding the impressive gray castle were
acres of forest and a stone courtyard.

The group surrounding Julia ushered in quickly, Lancer in the lead.

They entered through the double doors into Lockham, and once inside,
Julia took a relieved breath. In one swift movement, Lancer sealed the doors
shut.

“What was that about?” Terrence asked, turning to Lancer. “How could
they not know Julia by now?”

Lancer shook his head, looking disquieted.

“Last year they asked me to prove I was a werecat and shapeshift on the
spot,” Julia said. “Maybe they wanted proof again.”

“But they were created to have impeccable memories,” Lancer replied, his
forehead wrinkled. “They should have known that about Julia. That’s
absolutely ridiculous. Every time she enters it seems they single her out and
give her a hard time. I'll talk with Mr. Knightly, see if he has any ideas.”

“Mr. Knightly?” Julia asked.

“Yes. He’s the new head of security for Lockham.”

Julia couldn’t help but feel disappointed. Mr. Knightly was severe and
always seemed to make Julia’s life harder.

“Well, it’s late.” Lancer checked his wristwatch. “You remember where your
room is, Julia?” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a silver key.



She took the key and glanced around. The inside of the castle was just as
impressive as the outside, and now every wall, room, and painting gave Julia
memories of the previous year.

She looked over to the large dining hall where she had first met her friend
Gabe, and the library where they had spent so much time with Sierra. Just
outside in the courtyard, Terrence had helped her learn how to shapeshift.
Further down the castle was the grand ballroom where Julia had attended
Lockham’s masquerade. From its never-ending ceilings to the marble flooring,
and everything in between, Lockham was breathtaking.

Julia had learned so much in this castle, and it truly felt like home to her.
She felt warm and safe inside.

“Yes,” she said, turning to the staircase that lead to the girl student floors.

“Terrence, Caleb,” Lancer said, “you are offcially released from duty
tonight. Meet Liam and me tomorrow morning in the Soldier Union room.
There will be some soldiers from the Kali Falls unit as well.”

Terrence nodded, and Caleb mumbled his consent.

“Good night, Julia.” Lancer gave her a hug before he and Liam left the main
hall, heading toward the opposite side of the castle.

She reached for her duffel bag, but Terrence held out a hand instead.

“Can I carry it to your room for you?” he asked.

Julia smiled. “Yeah, that'd be nice.”

Caleb was about to follow Lancer and Liam, but instead he stayed firm,
watching Julia and Terrence.

Julia looked at him. “Good night, Caleb. Thanks for everything,” she said
sincerely. “Between the two of you, I've lost count of how many times you've
saved my life.”

“If it were up to me,” Caleb said, “your life wouldnt have been in danger at
all tonight.”

Julia shook her head. Caleb had always become unreasonably upset
whenever she was put in jeopardy. However, because her mother was the leader
of an evil guild, Julias life was constantly at risk. When Alexis attempted to
assassinate her last year, Caleb had never gotten over it.

“Everything turned out fine,” Terrence said to Caleb. “I got Julia out in
time. Trust me, I wouldn’t have let that siren touch her.”



Caleb’s eyes narrowed on Terrence. “This isn’t the first time that you've
convinced her to do something careless. And I'm sure it won't be the last.”

“Caleb,” Julia warned. “Stop.”

He ignored her. “Just remember, Terrence, how hard we've all worked to
keep her safe. Next time—"

“I understand how important she is.” Terrence cut him off. “You’re not the
only one who cares about her. Back off. I'm not forcing her to do anything,
and you're not her father.”

Both Caleb and Terrence opened their mouths, but Julia interrupted. “No,”
she said, holding up her hands. “Both of you stop.”

She ripped her bag from Terrence’s hand and turned away from them. She
was not about to let them fight in the middle of the castle. Looking back, she
glared at Caleb one last time and headed to her room.
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