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      Nine years ago

      It takes only about seventeen minutes for a house to burn down.

      If that house coincidentally has a volatile low-level demon in it that controls fire, it only takes about ten.

      The house was filled with smoke darker than my ten-year-old eyes could see through, but luckily I was small enough to crawl under the tables and chairs and push my way out of the burning kitchen and into the living room.

      “Mom!” My scream was followed by a cough. The smoke filled my lungs, making it hard for me to breathe. My body was working overtime just to keep me conscious.

      My father’s form was the first thing I saw.

      The second was the hideous burned flesh that marred the left side of his face. It stood out against his pale skin.

      Did I do that?

      “Rosie,” he choked out.

      My mother’s scream was followed by a bright light that hit me square in my chest, causing my body to soar across the room and smack against the melting walls.

      The last thing I saw before I lost consciousness was a pair of laced-up heels and a perfectly manicured hand reaching for me.

      This birthday sucks.
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      Rosie Miller,

      Welcome to Winterfell Academy.

      The words stuck out to me like they were burned into the page.

      This had to be a mistake. My heart raced as I turned the letter over in my hands. It was a thin piece of paper but in my hands, it weighed a thousand pounds and threatened to pull me down with it into the ground. Scanning the page, I was sure that this had to be some elaborate scam that was played on unsuspecting low-levels. They not only extended an offer to me but accepted it for me in the same letter. I mean why would someone of my birth even dare to reject them, right?

      “Mom,” I called out to her. The tingling came before the pain. I winced, feeling a slash across my back. Just as it came, the wound quickly began to heal leaving only a ghost of pain. I winced again at the pain of the healing but after being subject to it for more than nine years, I’d gotten used to it. A day without pain was unheard of.

      My mother raced into the kitchen not a moment later looking frazzled. Her black hair was a mess around her head and her green eyes were wide. “Rosie don’t hurt yourself like that,” she chided and reached for the letter in my hand.

      She had been like that since I was cursed. It was on my tenth birthday that a witch barged into our house and made both my parents and me regret the day I was born. I had never seen a witch before that, only heard of how terrible and power-hungry they could be. I was, as expected, fearful when she came into our house and demanded that my parents pay her back. So I did the only thing I could think of. I burned the house down and in return, she cursed me.

      Witches had a funny way of cursing people nowadays. There was no prick of your finger. There was no awakening by true love’s first kiss. No, instead the witch thought that the ten-year-old would need a much darker curse to pay for her parents’ misdeeds.

      She turned my words into weapons.

      After that birthday party, the same sides that used to ache with laughter were now aching and burning because cuts covered them. It happened with any noise I made. A sigh, a laugh, a groan—even a sneeze now subjected me to pain. It was a testy curse and even after nine years it still managed to surprise me. Sometimes the curse thought I deserved pain that was even worse than a cut. Those were the dangerous ones.

      That happened when I was fifteen.

      I had the curse down pat; I never spoke, relying solely on this stupid little whiteboard that I carried around to communicate with teachers and classmates. Well, when someone takes that whiteboard and shoves you to the ground so hard your skull feels like it will break…you are bound to make a noise. And then I realized that if I made a small noise the pain would be in vain. Why waste pain if no one could hear you besides the snarling bullies that stood over you? So, I screamed.

      And that’s when we found out the stronger the emotions, the more words I spoke, the longer they were drawn out…the more it would hurt. I was left with three broken ribs after that.

      My mother had a funny way of fussing over me. Sometimes I thought it was real, but other times it seemed like just a show she put on. There were times where she thought I wasn’t looking and I would catch her narrowed eyes and scowl. The hate was mutual though, so I didn’t feel too bad about it, nor did I try to cover it up as hard as she did. There was a wall that I put up after the incident—I had to, given that my only way to form a connection had been taken from me. I was thankful every day that my parents were on the other side of it.

      “What did you need?” my dad asked walking in. He was barely above a human on the scale. He had aged considerably in the last few years while my mother had retained some of her youth. Dad’s previously black hair was almost white, but his blue eyes had kept their luster. With the lack of demon powers came the absence of immortality. Only the powerful demons could obtain that. Meaning he was also stuck with a permanent reminder of my birthday in the form of a nasty scar that covered half his face. I thanked god that even though my parents were weak, I was able to inherit fast healing from whatever high-level ancestor we had, if not the curse would be much more obvious.

      My mom’s hand was clasped tightly over her mouth as her eyes devoured every single line.

      “Oh my god Rosie.” My mom gasped and showed Dad the letter. “She has been picked because they want to begin expanding their enrollment to lower-level demons!” She was practically vibrating.

      “The tuition is covered?” Dad asked. Dad may regret my existence, but this was no doubt a chance to show everyone that they still mattered. Hope bubbled in my chest, threatening to push its way out onto my face.

      “What’s the catch?” I asked and held in my groan as each word was carved into me. The wound on my arm bled through my shirt.

      “Don’t do that!” Mom snapped and lifted the back of my baggy black sweater. I had hoped the blood wouldn’t soak through. At least it was black and if I washed it, I could probably keep it for longer. It had been a while since they gave me money to buy new clothes and I didn’t want to show up to school in rags. “This is a once-in-a-lifetime chance. That you will take.”

      “Use your phone,” Dad grumbled as my mouth opened to speak. I swallowed and typed on my phone for them.

      No tuition? Low-level demon entry? What else, a stipend? It doesn’t feel right. Mom and Dad looked over the letter carefully. I could almost see the way that their minds turned with possibilities.

      “Actually, they will give you a stipend for food and such. Two hundred dollars a week,” Mom said looking at me. She couldn’t keep the smile off her face.

      “We could use that money too,” Dad said eyeing me, waiting for my reaction. I gave him none. “They say you can move in before the term starts to meet the new arrivals like yourself.”

      “I have to go tell Cynthia!” my mom squealed and left to go call her friend. I rolled my eyes at her retreating form. Then stiffened when I realized I was now alone with Dad. My eyes flitted to his fists; they were relaxed.

      “If you can get a degree from this school Rosie…” He rubbed his hands through his untamed facial hair. “You could work in the demon sector. Help this family out.”

      All low-levels were forced to either work with other low-levels or humans. But if I could get a degree at such a sought-after school, there very well may be a possibility for me to get a better job. But that wasn’t what was pushing me to take the chance on this school.

      When is the start of the term? I typed to my dad. He had to squint to read it.

      “Two weeks from tomorrow but they are allowing you to have time to settle next week,” he replied reading off the letter.

      Sounds like a snap decision.

      “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, Rosie,” he said as his hand came to tug a strand of my black hair lightly. It was a gesture he had taken up long ago as a warning. “Get your education. Get a good job. Help your parents rebuild the shit life they were left with.”

      I stayed tense even as his hand left my hair without pulling it.

      Afterward, Dad went to go take his regular seat on the beat-up recliner that was permanently stationed in front of the television. This was what he was like when it had been a busy day for him, a rough day. But every day was a rough day for him. Because of his status, he was put in with the human work and cleaned the various schools around the area. He no doubt would have to face the torment of any demon who thought himself higher than him, as was the way it was. If he wasn’t such a horrid being I may have felt bad for him.

      For thousands of years, society had been separated into three different categories. You had your humans; they were weak and had practically no value left in society. There were many still in the government and they liked to pretend that they were superior, but it was obvious that they were the ones in danger.

      The other group, and my most hated, was the witches. Many demons were not privy to the knowledge of how witch covens worked, but they did tend to tie themselves to the higher-level demons when they were not grouped amongst themselves. They were known to have outbursts and some even went on killing rampages throwing curses around to see what would stick.

      The last group was the demons, and we were still severely divided to this day. There were demons that were classified as “high-level” and they were rumored to have not an ounce of human blood in them, or at least very little. Low-levels on the other hand, were polluted with it. And that in turn made us unworthy of being mixed in with those higher-level demons.

      Growing up, I didn’t understand what had made us so different from the higher-level demons. We had separate schools. Separate places of work. The only time I ran into them was on the occasional shopping trip, but even then it was only at a distance since my parents rarely allowed me to leave the house.

      And now I was going to a school filled with them.

      Opening the school homepage on my phone, I almost scoffed at how cringy the page was. It was so stereotypical it was laughable. Like every other high-level demon school, it looked like it was forged from old money. High-levels, usually the older families, liked for everything to have a colonial feel. Lots of brickwork and statues dedicated to the founding demons. Their slogan was what stole the cake. I had to cover my mouth with my hand so my parents wouldn’t hear the giggle even as it tore up my sides.

      It read, “Live with passion. Die with no regrets.”

      Their heads were way too far up their asses.

      It was better than nothing though. I had no choice but to either go to a cheap community college in the area or Winterfell. At least at Winterfell I had money and a clean place to live, not to mention I would be away from my parents, which was by far more valuable than anything that could come out of the degree.

      I chose to leave my parents to their own devices and go up to my room on the second floor. This was the only house we could afford after the other one burned down. It was much farther than our other one, we were forced to move from Hartford to Holyoke. A new state and new city. Perfect for a new start after a suspicious fire. I was forced to change schools, but at least it was spacious enough to house us. I didn’t mind the mold in the bathrooms so much anymore.

      When I reached my door I ran my fingers over the metal door sign that I took from our other house. You could see on the edges where it was blackened by the flames. I had been so surprised when I found this in the rubble. Before we found this house we were living in a hotel not too far away from the previous house, I used to sneak away from school in hopes to find anything of what our life was like there. It was so different then—happy. I was ecstatic to find something that reminded me of a better time, but it also made me realize how horrible my power was. When I was younger, the other low-level children would beg me to show them and scream with joy when a small flame showed up in the center of my palm.

      They didn’t realize how permanent fire was though. The scene from the house wasn’t cleared for months but when it was…I was hit with the guilt and fear of what I did. It wasn’t just the house that burned. My fire was so hot it destroyed the foundation underneath the house and during the renovations they had to tear the whole thing out, leaving a gaping hole in the dirt.

      I didn’t return after that.

      I sighed, ignoring the bruise on my leg, and pushed myself into my room. I would need to prepare if I wanted to hide this curse from the high-levels. I doubted anyone would even talk to me, but it was better to be overprepared than underprepared.

      The student’s uniforms were light—white button-ups and brown bottoms. If I were forced to speak I would definitely bleed through them.

      That would be a great introduction to the curse, I thought wryly.

      I would have to pack an extra layer; black would be best, and probably long sleeves and leggings. As I was tearing through all of the worn and torn clothing, I paused.

      What was I even thinking?

      How would someone like me even hope to live among all those higher-levels? I couldn’t even speak. I would need to show them that I belonged there. Force them to see me as an equal rather than as a punching bag with no brain cells…but how could I do that if every time I spoke it was like a kitchen knife was slashed across my body?

      Die with no regrets.

      “You’re going,” I whispered to myself, wincing at the scratch on my side. At least it wasn’t a cut this time. By the time I had packed my main staples the ache was gone. Looking down at the overflowing suitcase I was satisfied with what I packed. Sleep clothes were free range so I packed shorts and long shirts that I had had for years. I had also packed enough underclothes so that even if I was forced to speak and bled through my shirts, I would be covered for a while.

      I ruffled through my underwear drawer and paused when my hand reached a particularly see-through black lace one.

      A gift.

      I snorted. Courtesy of the only romantic connection I was able to build while being a cursed mute. Demons tended to have the irrational fear that curses could travel from one person to another, which made even the most compassionate ones stay far away from me in hopes of saving their own hide. I understood though; it just didn’t help me overcome the barrier that forced its way between me and literally everyone I ever met. Sometimes when I got a smile, or someone sat next to me, the barrier would seem less like a brick wall and more like a see-through fence, but it never got any clearer than that. Even the romantic connection seemed put off by the wall after a while.

      Maybe a high-level demon would feel as though a low-level like myself would be worth degrading himself to be with.

      I packed the underwear without a second thought.
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      From our town Holyoke, it had taken an hour for us to get to the Winterfell campus which was classified as its own small town on the map even though it was just a few short miles from Hartford. The campus had a few small shops on the way but the rest of it was surrounded by thick forest.

      “We are not allowed in, apparently.” Mother sneered.

      I couldn’t help but thank the Originals for the gift. My mother most likely just wanted to enter and take pictures of the campus to show her friends. It would only cause more trouble for me and I didn’t want to add to the bad image I probably already had as a low-level. If they saw how human my parents looked, I would never live it down.

      “It’s okay,” I whispered. The bruises were on my back this time. “I love you.” Those words tore but not deep.

      Because you don’t mean it, a voice whispered but I pushed the thought away and reached over to awkwardly give them hugs.

      “Don’t show them your curse,” Dad reminded me. “Tell the faculty but let them know you will tell the students you are mute.”

      “Don’t let them find out,” Mom fussed. “We don’t want high school all over again.”

      Ah yes. The broken ribs.

      I nodded at them, choosing not to inflict any more pain on myself. I quickly grabbed my overfilled suitcase and scrambled awkwardly out of the car.

      Here we go.

      I straightened my shoulders and walked toward the gated entrance that held the guard who had refused my parents’ entrance. He gave me a sidelong glance, his dull blue eyes looking over my stature suspiciously. He may have been a low-level as well, but that would just mean that he knew better than anyone that I didn’t belong here. He took my admissions paper and let me through.

      The buildings were as ridiculous as they had looked in the pictures online. They towered over me as I walked past, their old brick adding a colonial feel that seemed to reek high-level demon stature. They just loved to hang on to whatever old demon traditions, unable to move on from when they ruled everything with an iron fist.

      I mean, they still did sometimes. They just liked to give off the idea that we were somewhat equal. It seemed that low-levels were sometimes treated worse than humans.

      The buildings seemed to hum as I walked past, as if they were living and breathing. I almost expected one to get up and move if I looked away for long enough. Everything appeared to have been there for hundreds of years, but the walls of the buildings and the stone paths were so clean. Even the grass was trimmed perfectly short. Not a blade out of place.

      A clock tower chimed in the distance and when I looked over toward the sound I was taken aback by how huge it was. It was behind a few buildings, but even from where I was I could see how it towered over the whole school.

      I stuck out in loose torn jeans and a turtleneck. I was lucky that it was still chilly outside, or else my turtleneck would have looked even worse. It would be harder to keep this up when it got into the warmer months. At least, that was if I lasted until then. There was an air about this place, like it had its own personality. A playful one. It made my fingertips tingle, similar to how the curse felt before it attacked.

      “Are you lost?” a soft feminine voice asked from behind. Turning, I was met with a petite girl with a warm smile. She was in uniform, a pressed button-down shirt with a plaid skirt. I had read over the school handbook before coming and could see that her skirt length was far away from the required knee length, baring her milky thighs. Her curly red hair was pulled back in a tight bun which only let a few strands fall loose onto her face. Her eyes were what caused me to suck in a sharp breath. They were the brightest green I had ever seen, and it almost looked like there were swirls of other various greens in them if you looked close enough.

      This was what a real demon looked like up close.

      I nodded to her. I had a general idea of where to go after studying the map for hours on end but I would take her assistance over the stumbling of my two feet any day. She paused for just a moment when her eyes met mine.

      “This way for new students.” Her voice was still pleasant; maybe me being a lower-level demon didn’t faze her. “What’s your name by the way?” she asked after we had entered the main building. “I’m Emma.”

      I took out my phone to respond.

      I’m Rosie. Apologies, I am mute. I made the font bigger so she wouldn’t have to come too close. Her mouth dropped open when she read my message.

      “I didn’t know that could happen,” she mused and cocked her head to the side. She opened the double doors to what looked like an office space where a soft-faced secretary smiled at us. “Magic can’t fix it?”

      I winced at her question but just shook my head at her. I handed the secretary my admission letter. Looking at her eyes I could tell she was also on the lower side, but her eyes had a similar glow to what my mother’s had.

      “Nice to meet you deary… Ms. Miller, is it?” She waited for me to respond. I only nodded my head at her.

      “She’s mute, Tammy.” Emma spoke for me. I didn’t miss the way “Tammy” rolled off her tongue. Maybe she was not as nice as I pegged her to be.

      “Oh my,” Tammy responded and dialed a number on the phone. There was a muffled “What?” on the other side. I internally groaned; entitled high-level demons were what I was dreading. “Rosie Miller is here for you.” I didn’t hear him respond, but a door to my left opened and out walked a suited man with long braided purple hair and matching purple eyes. His tanned skin seemed to glow as bright as his eyes did. It was Mr. Winterfell himself.

      “Ms. Miller, welcome. Come into my office.” He gestured for me. “Thank you Emma.”

      “Any time, Principal Winterfell.” She giggled. Gross.

      “Please sit, you must be tired from the ride over.” He pulled out the seat across from his desk. It was a modest office for a principal but was definitely more than he needed. This room alone was three times the size of my bedroom. It was hard not to be sour when high-level demons were just so extravagant. “You came from somewhere near Holyoke, right?”

      He paused like he was waiting for me to answer. Then he gave me a smile before continuing. “As you are more than aware, Winterfell has never accepted low-level demons.”

      Ouch.

      “But I decided we change that this year. One of my goals for this year has been to create a more diverse environment for our learners and push them together with people who have not had the chance to be in a place like this.” He leaned back in his chair and folded his hands together. “That’s where you—and a few other students—come in. We have opened our doors to three outstanding low-level demons this year across all three years. You are in the freshman class and I am sure you will have time to meet the others at another point.”

      That’s it, three? I prepared myself for the pain before I spoke.

      “I am not outstanding.” It was in my stomach this time. I felt the blood soak into my tank top but I trusted it wouldn’t bleed though.

      The importance of layers.

      “But your curse is.” He was leaning forward now. The twinkle in his eye intensified. “That must have hurt.”

      “Yes.” Cue the dull ache in my shoulder.

      “I heard Emma say you told her you were a mute? Smart move.” I opened my mouth but he waved his hand. “Type if you need to speak.” A rush of relief swept through me.

      The story is I am a mute until I cannot hide my curse. If you knew about my curse then why am I here? I showed him my question.

      “Because this is by far the most outstanding curse I have seen. I do not know what you did to deserve it but it is powerful and for it to last so long… Nine years right?” I nodded. He hummed. “We also have a pool of talented witches here; maybe they will find this interesting as well.”

      So a test subject? I typed with shaking fingers. Anger flared in me.

      “A chance. Don’t mistake it as anything else. This is a chance for you to show the world what you are made of.” He paused. “And who knows, maybe you will find some answers here.”

      I sighed.

      “Is it a different place every time?” he asked. “What did that sigh just get you?” My lip twitched. I couldn’t tell if I was annoyed or amused by his morbid curiosity. I pulled up my sleeve to show him the slowly disappearing bruise. It was too loud a sigh, apparently. “Fascinating.”

      Is there anything else? I typed to him.

      “Nope. I would just like biweekly check-ins for your first few months, then after that you are free,” he said and got up to hold the door open for me. “Let me know if you run into any issues, Ms. Miller.” I nodded but did not turn around on my way out. I did flash the secretary a smile, which she wholeheartedly returned.
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      It was easy enough to find my dorm even as I lugged the heavy suitcase around. It was a long walk across the campus, and by the time I got there I was out of breath. I was not sure if it was supposed to be a single room but when I opened the door to see that I would be the only one bunking there, my shoulders sagged with relief. It would be impossible to hide my curse if I had to dorm with other people.

      The single room came with a decent-sized queen bed, a small kitchenette, and a single desk. There was also an attached full-size bathroom. The colors in the bathroom and room were all muted browns that seemed to match the rest of the aging school. There were two small windows across from the entrance that were surrounded by exposed brick. My insides fluttered with excitement as I took in how nice the room was.

      Way better than staying at home, I summarized. Even our first home didn’t have such a feel as this.

      I quickly unpacked my suitcase and headed to shower off the caked-on blood that had formed between my clothes and my skin. The hot water washed away the chill in my body and warmed my freezing toes. I was never more grateful than as I was right now to be in a rich school. Showers were my sanctuary and the only place where I could be myself. I sighed again and watched as a bruise formed on my stomach.

      This was the routine. Now that I was forced to keep up the image of a mute I would have to find some time to let my voice out. I found it easier this way, in the shower. I was alone and the water would wash off any blood spilled.

      I thought of this as a type of twisted therapy. I would push myself and experience this pain now so that I had something to anchor myself onto later when I had the itch to speak. When I went on for too long without speaking I felt it bubble up inside me; maybe it was the curse or just wanting to be heard, but I couldn’t keep silent for long without feeling like my insides would explode. My skin would become itchy, I’d get irritable, and my body would always feel too small for the emotions inside me.

      “This was a bad idea.”

      Slash down my leg.

      “Very bad.”

      Small cut on my neck.

      “It will only get worse from here.”

      Slash all the way from my right shoulder to my left hip. I had to steady myself against the cool tiled wall of the shower as the cut took the breath out of my lungs and made me lightheaded.

      I sighed. “Okay.” Small cut on my wrist.

      I waited for them all to heal and for my breathing to normalize before showering off. At least no one would chastise me for talking here.

      My parents found out early on what I was doing in the shower and began shortening the time I was allowed to shower. One time when I was younger, right after the curse hit, I stood in the shower crying and muttering to myself for an hour. It was more than I had ever let myself say in months, all bottled up inside me fighting for the surface. I healed just as quickly as I do now but the phantom pains ached all over my body for days. After that I was more careful, limiting it to make sure I would be able to bounce back.

      There was a small, timid knock at my door as I slipped a fresh turtleneck over my head. I opened to find another low-level demon in front of me, and he was so tall I had to step back to peer up to his face. He was handsome for sure. He had a straight nose, high cheekbones, dull grey eyes and reddish-brown hair that complemented his tawny skin.

      Damn.

      “I am Matt. Your fellow low-level.” He gave me a smile a model would kill for. If his attractiveness was normal for this school, I would be so screwed. “Principal Winterfell asked me to give these to you, and he thought it would be good for us to get acquainted as there are only three of us this year. I am in year three; the person from year two hasn’t arrived yet so it’s just us.” He paused to take in a breath of air. “Also he told me that you were mute so don’t worry, I won’t ask you to talk. Rosie right?”

      I had to blink a few times to catch up to the stream of words that flew out of his mouth at breakneck speed. I slowly nodded when I realized he had asked me a question. He pushed the uniform toward me with a smile.

      “Great, get changed and we can grab dinner. He said that you would prefer pants but gave you both pants and a skirt.” I nodded and started to close the door before he rambled on again. After the door was closed I let out another sigh.

      What a team.

      A mute and a person who wouldn’t shut up. I had never encountered someone who was willing to speak so much to me so my skin pricked with annoyance, but I tried not to let it bother me.

      I put my button-up over my turtleneck and slid the light brown pants up over my leggings. I did not want to ask how the principal knew my size.

      I opened the door to find Matt pacing. This kid had way too much energy.

      “Uhm…” he trailed and tried to sign the phrase “Do you know ASL?” to me. A smile made its way to my face and the irritation I had felt earlier disappeared. Only a few people learned sign language to communicate with me and that was usually before they found out about my curse. They viewed can’t talk and won’t talk as two very different things.

      A little, I signed back at him and watched a smile spread across his face. I wasn’t going to lie, it was contagious.

      “Mine is very bad. I took it last year. If I knew I would actually have had to use it I would have tried harder.” He rubbed his already messy hair in embarrassment.

      I sign. You talk, I signed to him. I was happy to stop typing on my phone for once. My inner cynic told me it wouldn’t last long but I pushed the thought away. My parents tried for a while too but they never got the hang of it. I tried to push the anger down and keep my fake smile for Matt.

      “Right, well let’s go to the mess hall to grab dinner. I have been here since this morning so I had time to explore.” He began leading me down the dorm stairs and out the building. “The mess hall is not too far. There also are a few other students that came back early. Mostly freshman. Most people have been staying away from me given our demon status but I don’t mind too much; I am just here to finish my degree.”

      I could understand why he had so much to talk about and how the words just fell from his mouth. I had felt like that once too, when I was still excited about the world around me, before the hope was beaten out of me.

      I let him talk without interrupting. It was nice to be around so much energy. He told me all about his family. The younger siblings he had back home. His single mom who was happy to the point of tears for him. He only paused when we entered the mess hall; it was rows upon rows of long tables and at the very end was the buffet table. He halfway dragged me to the front.

      The lack of people made me anxious. There were only a few small groups of people and they very obviously stopped their conversations as we passed by. Matt didn’t let it bother him though.

      “Rhonda, I found my other friend!” he said loudly to the lady at the counter. She gave him a smile. I was surprised to see that she was even a higher level than my mom, the indicator being the vibrant blues of her eyes.

      “Oh my what a surprise and what is your name, pumpkin?” Her voice had a sweet southern twist that made me want to spill my guts to her.

      “Her name is Rosie and she is mute!” I almost wanted to hide my face in embarrassment at his volume.

      “Well don’t go yelling to the whole world now,” she shot at him. He gave her a pout in return. “It’s nice to meet you, Rosie. As you see here this is the buffet table, but if you want to order something you can do it here. When you get your card you will scan it here.” She pointed to the screen near the edge of the counter. “And it will take it out of your account. But don’t worry, all new students get free meals for a month so you don’t have to worry too much about that.”

      What kind of dream school was this? Single dorms with showers? Free food? Stipends? Instead of the happiness or excitement that someone would normally feel in this situation, it left me extremely uncomfortable.

      I didn’t trust this.

      “Look, the menu is there,” Matt said. “It’s numbered so you can just show them the number if you want. No talking needed.” I followed his pointed finger and my mouth started to water at the food pictured. I had only seen food like this in movies and it all came with a huge price tag. Looking at the menus I was not surprised to see the cheapest thing, a garden salad, priced at thirty dollars. That two-hundred-dollar stipend made sense now.

      “The buffet is only twenty dollars and you can pick as much as you want if the food that day doesn’t tickle your fancy,” Rhonda said noticing my panicked look. The buffet didn’t look bad but looking at the menus above, it paled in comparison.

      I held up the number four to her.

      “Ohh, the truffle pasta with scallops looks good.” He paused. “Is there anything else you want to try? We can share if you want. At least while the food is still free.” He gave me another big smile. The big brother vibe he gave off was almost suffocating and caused emotions to stir inside me that I couldn’t put a name to. I nodded at him and showed him the other steak pasta dish on the menu. “More carbs? I can get behind that.”

      “Gotcha. Go help yourself to the drinks and sides at the end, they are included in every meal.” Rhonda sent us away with a smile. Matt grabbed himself a coke and raised his eyebrow asking me what I wanted. I took his coke instead.

      He followed me to an empty table. People stopped staring but I personally wanted to stay as far away from the others as possible.

      “Wow, this place is great. Free everything and a dorm all to myself.” He sighed happily. “I wish I could have started as early as you.”

      You don’t find it suspicious? I signed to him while taking a sip of my coke.

      “Uhm…what’s that sign?” he asked sheepishly. I spelled it out for him. “Suspicious?” He paused as if this was the first time he thought about it. Our food appeared in front of us before he could speak. I sent Rhonda a smile. “Nah, this is the heaven that rich people feel.”

      I heard a laugh from a nearby table. It was Emma. “They don’t understand that they are alone because Principal Winterfell knows that their kind is not welcome here.” She spoke loud enough for everyone in the quiet mess hall to hear, but Matt simply devoured his food. My body began to heat at her words. I knocked my hand on the table to get Matt’s attention. His eyes met mine hesitantly.

      Do you have a power? I asked after feeling my hands get unbearably hot. I would have to expel this anger at some point.

      “Sorta.” He held out his hand. I watched as a small flower grew out of his palm. He smiled and handed it to me. “My sister loved it growing up.”

      I smiled feeling a warmth spread in my chest at his gesture. I love it. Watch mine, I signed and in an instant the flower in my hand burnt to a crisp. I don’t know if it was that people were obviously watching or that I wanted to talk about something other than the situation at hand, but I didn’t feel scared to use my power. The witch had left a fear inside me that never left, but the guilt at what I did to my father’s face and the house was stronger than any fear, making me want to never use my power again.

      “Holy shit.” Before he could let out the excitement that was building in his chest, a squeal from Emma’s table caught our attention. I looked over to see her and her friends looking to the entrance and not a moment later, the same tingling sensation that I usually felt before my curse took effect spread through me. But this time was different. This one had a source and it was warm.

      Looking over Matt’s shoulder I was met with three of the most beautiful demons that I had ever seen in my life. I understood Emma’s reaction now because inside I was doing the same, much to my dismay and slight disgust.

      The first two had to be from very powerful families because their eyes were brighter than any I had seen before. Even from so far away I could see them glowing, and even if I couldn’t the air had shifted and I felt something on the back of my tongue. You could literally taste their power.

      The girl leading the group had a cocky smile that made my heart skip a beat. Paired with her long, slicked-back blonde hair, blue eyes, and pale skin, there was no doubt she commanded everyone’s attention. And from the confident way she walked to the smile that seemed permanently engraved on her face, she had to have known that too. She was not in uniform, instead she wore a fitted black button-up that was fully buttoned, with a single white tie and matching black slacks.

      The next girl by her had gleaming topaz eyes underneath her rectangular glasses. Her black hair was cut short on the sides but on top there was a definitive curl. Her expression was the exact opposite of the first. Instead of a smile, she had a small, deep scowl. She had a confident walk, but her narrowed eyes sent a chill through me and made the air run cold. Her olive skin tone stood in stark contrast to her pure white sweater and burgundy pants.

      And last but not least there was a man trailing behind the two with a sour look on his face. This one looked like he was ready to fight anyone that even dared to cross his path. He was the most casually dressed in an oversized Metallica shirt and loose ripped jeans. His bare arms showed two full black and grey sleeves of tattoos. My mouth watered at the sight. The tattoos wrapped around his strong arms so beautifully that it looked like they were made to fit every dip and curve. His messy brown hair was almost the same color as his eyes.

      Wait.

      His eyes weren’t glowing like the other two’s. They were brown. Very similar to my own, but I had yet to meet anyone with the same colored eyes as me before.

      As they got nearer I became aware of two things.

      One: they were fucking huge. If I stood up I would probably not even come to their shoulders and all of them, even the girls, were so fit that their biceps had to be the size of my head.

      Two: the tingling I felt came from one man, the brown-eyed one. As they passed our table it licked at my skin. And as if in response, my curse magic moved under my skin but didn’t even try to reach the surface; it just shifted like it was awoken from a type of slumber. Before I got lost in the way the tingling warmed my body, I got one more surprise.

      A black long-haired cat trailed behind the group. It paused when it got to our table and its yellow-sliced eyes met mine. I smiled at it and patted the seat I was on hoping that it would reward me with its attention. It hesitated to look at the trailing group but then decided to join me on the bench.

      “Oh my god, what a cute cat!” Matt cooed. It sat in front of me like it was waiting for something. I eagerly began petting it behind the ears and scratching its chin. If we were alone I would coo sweet nothings in its ear, but I was playing a part now. My parents never were fond of animals. Especially cats. They were convinced cats were the witches’ spies and any cat that came near was trying to harm us. The cat began purring and nudged its head against my hand.

      Nothing this cute could do any harm.

      As soon as the thought passed through my head I felt the same tingling sensation as before shoot up my arm. I paused. The cat’s eyes opened to check why I was stalling.

      “Amr,” a deep husky voice called from the end of the mess hall. I felt my heart stumble at the sound. Looking over I saw the brown-eyed one staring at us with an unreadable expression.

      “He’s degraded himself to flirting with a low-level for attention.” The blonde girl with the cocky smile spoke her words loudly. Her arm was currently wrapped around the brown-eyed one and she was smiling at us. The smile seemed malicious now though, curling at the edges of her lips, and her eyes narrowed at us. Embarrassment rose up in me faster than I could stop it.

      Of course, the hot ones had to be bitches.

      The cat looked at them and then back to me. I smiled at the movement and patted his head.

      Go, I signed to the cat.

      “He probably can’t understand the sign. She says go,” Matt supplied helpfully. I rolled my eyes.

      It’s an obvious sign, I signed to him and turned away from the cat to finish my dinner.

      The cat must have taken the order because it left my side.

      “I can’t believe Daxton’s cat went to her,” Emma’s friend tried to whisper to her friend group. “I have been trying to grab that little shit since middle school.”

      My eyes trailed to the man that now sat a few rows away from us. My heart skipped a beat when brown eyes met mine. Daxton, apparently.

      Do you know them? I asked Matt and he shook his head. He switched our pastas and began digging into mine.

      “Maybe we can ask our friends over there.” So, he was capable of whispering. His tone was so snarky I almost wanted to let out a laugh.

      That’s a battle for another time. He gave me a confused look. Battle, really? B-a-t-t-l-e.

      “Yaaa… I have been here awhile and I am getting tired so it may best be left for another time. After dinner we can just rest before tomorrow.”

      What’s tomorrow? I asked. I thought we had a free day.

      “You get a personal tour from this guy.” He pointed his thumbs back at himself in an exaggerated gesture. I let myself mime a laugh, careful to not make any noise.

      Can’t wait.
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      As it turned out, the third person would never be joining us.

      We only found that out after we were asked to go visit Principal Winterfell in the middle of my personal tour. I had to admit, Matt was a breath of fresh air to be around after I had gotten used to his ramblings. No one had quite been this energetic around me before and it felt like I had something akin to the start of a friendship with him. I tried not to let myself get too excited though; it was only our second day.

      “Please, Ms. Miller alone first if you don’t mind Mr. Thompson.” Matt gave him an okay and sat back down in the lobby chair. I followed Principal Winterfell into his office and sat down in the same seat as yesterday without him prompting. I imagined that I might as well get comfortable as I would be meeting with him regularly. He shut the door softly. “I have news to tell both of you but I wanted to give you a suggestion before we continued.” He paused, the twinkle in his eyes back in full force. “You need to tell Mr. Thompson of your curse.”

      “Why?” I asked and a sharp pain blossomed on my calf. I guess that had too much panic infused in it.

      “You are alone here and it would be good to have someone on your side that can help you hide the curse if needed.” His words made sense. If just one person could help keep this a secret it would be a shared burden…but a burden nonetheless. I didn’t want to do that to him.

      “I’ll think about it,” I rushed out and bit my lip to stop the groan that was forcing its way up my throat. They all landed on my back on top of one another.

      “How far has it gone before?” the principal asked rubbing his chin, obviously more fascinated in my pain than he should be.

      “Three ribs.” As if the curse were self-aware, its next spot spanned across my ribs. A warning. He nodded and got up to call Matt back in. Matt’s smiling face made its way through the office.

      “So, some bad news,” Principal Winterfell said with a sigh and took his chair in front of me with Matt to my side. “The second year who was supposed to join us declined the offer, meaning that you will be the only two to join us this year. Since you are already well acquainted I don’t have to tell you to stick together but…here is a word of advice. People will not be happy. When—and I do mean when—they decide to take that up with you, talk to me about it. Get their names and come to me. I will not stand for the harassment of fellow students.” His words surprised me and made me uncomfortable at the same time. This was the same person who brought me here just to observe my curse and now he was acting like he cared about our wellbeing.

      Maybe I was just being too untrusting, but I didn’t like how the people around here made a full one-eighty and decided that I was actually worth their time now.

      “Aw, that’s nice Principal Winterfell. Rosie and I are fast friends. I was concerned about our classes being in different buildings but I am not sure if you can change that?” Matt replied sending me a smile when he said “fast friends.” Damn him. Now I felt bad about keeping my curse from him.

      As if the principal could read my thoughts he shot me a look before responding. “Yes, unfortunately we cannot have the different years in the same buildings for classes. Far too many students, you see.” He shuffled around in his desk and pulled out two packets for each of us. “But now that everyone is here. I wanted to give you a chance to look over the different majors that you can choose from while you’re here. Mr. Thompson, I recommend taking one as close to the one you already have been taking in order to keep up with your classes. For Ms. Miller, you are a clean slate and can choose from whichever major you want.”

      “Yes, I would like to stick with mathematics…” His voice trailed off as he was shuffling through the packet. Looking at my own I realized there were only a few categories one could pick when coming into this school.

      Demon History and Culture

      Government Relations and Politics

      Science

      Mathematics

      “While high-level demons can have any job, we want this school to focus on obtaining government positions and the advancement of science.” He paused. “Barely any students are in the other majors and it would be a waste to spend money on resources to expand the list.”

      So I was an experiment.

      I pointed to Demon History and Culture.

      “Good choice. There are not many people in that major so hopefully your classes will go by smoothly.” He leaned back in his chair looking pleased with himself. “Expect your schedules within the next few days. Until then, enjoy your time away from classes!”

      We both were dismissed and as soon as we were out of his office Matt jumped back into the flurry of words that he had been holding back since we had entered.
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      After much deliberation—to be honest it wasn’t much, it only took one puppy dog look from Matt—I decided that Principal Winterfell was right about one thing: it may be safer to have someone on my side. This would be a first for me and it made me uncomfortable to divulge such a secret.

      Would Matt be afraid? Would he look at me differently? There were so many ways this could go and I worried that the closest thing I had to a friend would disappear right before my eyes. I had come here to just get away from my parents, but finding Matt already was like finding a diamond in the rough.

      We were lying in the courtyard now, enjoying the nice spring breeze. It was his idea. He was so much like a golden retriever that I couldn’t help but give in to his demands. There was no one around, thankfully, so this would be the perfect time to bring it up. I also didn’t want to wait around to see what the stuck-up high-levels would think of us sullying ourselves in the dirty grass. I tapped Matt on the shoulder lightly.

      Can I tell you a secret? I signed. He furrowed his brows together like he was confused.

      “Of course you can,” he said and rolled his body toward me so I had his full attention. I took a deep breath to prepare myself.

      Now or never, Rosie.

      “I am cursed.” And I was slashed right across the chest and once on my wrist. I hurried to lift up my shirt sleeve before the cut healed. Matt’s eyes widened when he finally heard my voice but they snapped to my now bleeding wrist. He scrambled up on his knees and gripped my wrist, watching as it healed. “Can’t speak,” I explained and in front of Matt a line slashed down my arm once more.

      “Holy shit,” he said breathlessly. He thought for a moment and dropped my wrist as if it were contagious. I tried not to feel hurt when he did that.

      I thought it would be best you knew, I signed to him. His eyes met mine slowly. This was the longest I had seen him go in silence.

      “When?”

      My tenth birthday.

      “Why.”

      I had to finger spell debt.

      I have to say, this was not the reaction I was expecting but it was the normal one. People got scared when they saw the curse in action and tended to run for the hills. Or on the off chance they liked to wreak havoc, they would take advantage of it. There was never any in-between.

      Matt surprised me even further by pulling me into a hug. I stiffened but he held me tighter, engulfing me into his warmth. His fresh scent filled my senses and my breath caught. It had been too long since I had been held like this. His hand cupped the back of my head and pulled me tighter into his chest.

      “It must be so hard for you,” he said after a moment and pulled me back at arm’s length. “You need a witch.”

      A witch did this, I signed to him.

      “Then they can fix it!” he insisted.

      How do you find a witch? I asked him, already giving in. I had never seen one before out in the open. Even the one that showed up at my birthday had been clouded by the smoke that overtook the burning house, leaving her features unidentifiable.

      “We are literally in the best place to!” he exclaimed and scrambled us to a standing position but didn’t remove his hands from my shoulders. “I heard that they have hundreds here! And if they can get in here they must be powerful!”

      Or rich. He ignored my sign.

      “Ew, the low-levels have bonded.” Emma’s snide voice broke through the moment we were having. I prayed to god they didn’t hear anything.

      “Perfect!” he exclaimed looking at the group of high-levels that were making their way down the path. “Do you guys know the name of a witch?”

      Emma and her posse stopped. Her green eyes widened slightly and then narrowed once more. “Why would you need a witch?” My heart skipped a beat and I gripped his shirt tightly.

      “For research of course,” he explained like it was the only possible answer.

      “Is the mute not a witch?” asked a girl with a black bob. Her eyes were a bright hazel and stood out against her pale skin.

      Me? A witch?

      “Shut it, Marie,” the girl with long blonde hair next to Emma said. She had the same eye color as her. Maybe a similar family?

      “If she was I wouldn’t need to ask.” He pouted at them.

      “Most witches have brown eyes. Just seek them out,” Emma provided looking to the ground quickly. The handsome brown-eyed boy I saw in the mess hall flashed through my mind. I had a bad feeling that if what Emma said was true, that he would be a witch too.

      “I see!” Matt sent her a smile. “Thanks!” He leaned over to pick up the bags on the ground and pulled me with him across the campus.

      I tried to sign to him, but he was intent on searching the grounds. After we had crossed almost the entire campus, searched in all the common areas, and even walked the halls of some of the dorms, we finally found people that we could ask. My heart dropped when I saw who it was.

      It was the blonde girl that we saw yesterday. She was leaning against the wall of the building, this time actually in the required school uniform and it fit her even better than those all-black clothes had. It fit her too well. Heat rose to my face when I saw how tight the shirt was over her chest. She had opted for pants like myself, but I couldn’t tell if I was envious of the way she looked in them or turned on at the sight. As we came closer to her it was clear that she was smoking. She tipped her head back showing her long, toned neck and jaw, then ever so slowly exhaled the smoke. Her eyes lazily made contact with mine.

      Fuck.

      I panicked and averted my gaze, and that was when I realized she wasn’t alone. The man with brown eyes was sitting on the ground next to him, also smoking.

      Daxton. The rumored witch.

      His form was hidden from our view previously but seeing him now, I knew we were fucked if we went up to them. His eyes were narrowed in our direction and his mouth formed a scowl. His brown orbs burned into my skull even from the distance we were in now. He would be in no mood to talk.

      I pulled harshly on Matt’s hand. He stopped in his tracks and looked back to me with a questioning gaze.

      Don’t talk to them, I signed to him. I wasn’t sure what I felt coming from them but it was not just their looks that made me pause. Even from here the tingling sensation radiating off Daxton, and even the blonde girl, had some type of dangerous aura. It caused the hair on the back of my neck to raise and my blood to pump wildly.

      “Why? I told you I would find a witch for you.” He gave me the same pout that he gave Emma earlier.

      You heard them yesterday, I signed. They don’t like us.

      “No one here does, Rosie,” he said giving me a small smile.

      I was about to sign but I saw the blonde girl’s form suddenly tower over us, shadowing us from the previous sunshine. Even Matt couldn’t compare to her height. The cigarette was still in her hand but she met us with the same cocky smile that she had before.

      “So the low-level really can’t talk,” she jabbed. “I was curious to see it myself. How do you expect to survive here when you can’t even speak?”

      “She can sign and has a phone. It works,” Matt answered for me, obviously not understanding the difference in status here. The blonde girl did not even look at him.

      “I’m Eli,” she said to me and stretched her hand out to me. I stared at her large, scarred hand not knowing what to do.

      Would it be rude not to accept?

      High-levels were known to get temperamental against our kind, beating whoever crossed them.

      “I won’t bite,” she joked but the smile never left her face, “outside of the bedroom.”

      I took my chances and slipped my hand into hers. It was rougher than I expected and practically swallowed mine. My mind automatically thought of what it would be like to have hands as big as hers trail themselves along my body, around my throat, gripping my hips. Before I could actually get farther in those fantasies her fingers tightened around mine painfully. At first I thought she was just messing around but it got more and more painful every second that passed. I had to bite my lip to stop any noise from escaping my lips.

      “What are you doing?” Matt hissed at Eli. She only tightened her hand more and my knees buckled at the pain causing me to kneel in front of her. A whimper tried to make its way up my throat but I refused to let it out. A pained breath left me.

      “This is a good position for you, low-level. I have never met a mute before, and wanted to see what happened when they were in pain.” I swear if she squeezed any harder she was going to break my hand.

      Do all high-level possess such strength? I was so weak in comparison it was laughable.

      “No, just me. Don’t think to compare me to the other mediocre demons that go here,” she replied like she was responding to my thoughts.

      “Cause I am,” she said with a smile.

      I panicked with this information. If she could read my mind how much could she see? Surface thoughts? My whole life story. Embarrassment flooded. She definitely heard what I thought about her hands.

      I met her eyes; that damn smile was still there but her head was leaned back now and her eyes were hooded. She seemed to be enjoying this immensely. She brought the cigarette in her free hand to her lips and inhaled slowly. She then looked at it quizzically.

      “Let her go, now,” Matt demanded.

      “Don’t talk to me, low-level.” Her eyes met mine again. “Can mutes scream?” She twirled the cigarette between her fingers.

      Please don’t, I begged her. Suddenly the tingling sensation heightened, and a sense of relief filled me. Daxton appeared next to her. He was only slightly shorter and his brown eyes met our conjoined hands. My hand was now starting to turn purple under the pressure.

      “This is a waste of time, Eli.” His eyes met mine slowly. “Even if you cut off her arm she wouldn’t be able to scream.” A cold chill washed over me at his words. Was this really a save or was he just giving her more ideas?

      “No one is going to save you, low-level,” Eli responded, but let go of my hand nonetheless. “Find me if you want an encore. You have some interesting thoughts there.”

      With that she turned on her heel and left. Daxton paused and followed her a moment after. He seemed to be searching for something but whatever it was he didn’t find it. Matt’s worried face entered my view and he gripped my hand softly.

      “What an ass,” he muttered looking at my healing hand. The bruise would be gone in another minute and thankfully there were no broken bones.

      I sighed and looked over his shoulder. Their forms were rounding a corner of one of the various school buildings, just about to disappear from view.

      “Fuck him,” I let myself whisper, not caring about the pain in my back.

      As if Daxton heard it he stopped in his tracks and his eyes snapped toward mine. The waning tingling sensation suddenly intensified and his eyes felt like they were burning holes in my head. It was Eli that grabbed his arm and dragged him away. If they had super hearing and strength, we were even more fucked than I thought.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The rest of the week went by without incident from the duo. Matt and I settled into a routine that was broken for the first time on the weekend when he went to go visit his family.

      Mom had asked if I wanted to visit them on the weekend but I told them that I wanted to stay to prepare for the start of the term. They took the excuse at face value and for that I was glad. I contemplated telling the principal what happened but Eli’s hooded expression flashed through my mind once more. She would probably enjoy any excuse to knock me around.

      Psychopaths.

      After dinner I decided to take the path back to the dorm that Matt had shown me on one of our free days. It looked to be less commonly used and there was even a full secret garden on the way. I had been itching to speak all day since Matt was gone. He didn’t chastise me for speaking when I chose to but he did worry when I started to push into full-blown sentences. Honestly, I shouldn’t have been pushing my curse like this, but he was one of the only people outside my family that knew and I didn’t realize how lonely it had been to not have anyone know about the curse.

      Still, I decided to push it just a little more. I could sense when it was too much and I wouldn’t subject myself to anything crazy in public, but the curse, my words, became so bottled up that I wanted to scream.

      I turned into the small garden and was happy to see that it was still empty. There was an elaborate dry fountain that was in the middle, surrounded by overgrown rose bushes. The orange sky was visible when you looked up, along with the large Winterfell tower that read six o’clock. I walked around it and sat down on the fountain’s edge in a way that would hide me from view even if people came.

      “This was a stupid idea.” I let myself groan as the pain radiated through my legs and was rewarded with a slash on my arm. “A bit too loud huh?” I whispered and was rewarded with another, yet less severe slash. I waited while I healed. “I hate this curse.” The curse must have known that I was talking about it because I was rewarded with a strong one on my back.

      I didn’t have another chance to say anything because I heard someone coming through the path I had taken.

      “I felt it.” Daxton’s voice rang through the garden. There was something off about it; it was frenzied and I heard the way his feet rubbed against the pavement. He was searching for something and I knew that Eli would probably be close by.

      Find me if you want an encore. Her voice twirled around in my head, teasing me as if she stood right over my shoulder.

      “Fuck,” I whispered, suddenly regretting that I let it slip out. There was a pause. My heart was pounding in my ears. Did he leave?

      A strong hand lifted me up and slammed me against the edge of the fountain painfully. His arm circled around my waist and a large hand gripped my chin roughly and forced me to look up, right into Daxton’s frenzied brown eyes. His normally cool expression was gone and in its place was something akin to a feral animal. I let out a small gasp in surprise; my back burned once more.

      Daxton inhaled deeply. My heart skipped a beat and I couldn’t stop myself from watching his full lips as they parted. The action made my stomach warm and my mouth dry. He then leaned his face closer to mine but instead of kissing me like I had thought—and foolishly hoped—he stuck his face in the crook of my neck and inhaled again.

      “This is the most potent magic I have ever come across.” He groaned and pushed his hips roughly into mine. He was already hard. I tried to push him away but his grip was strong, making sure that there was no space in between us.

      I debated whether or not I should speak. Even though I had only seen him once or twice, anyone could have guessed that this was not his normal character. And as hot as he was, this was not how I imagined my next sexual encounter to take place.

      He bit hard into my neck through my clothes and I had to stifle a yelp. He bit harder, breaking the skin. Tears pricked my eyes. These demons seem to like pain. He pushed down my turtleneck and his tongue reached out to lick the sore area, then he trailed up to my ear, biting it.

      “Daxton,” a voice called out. His arms tightened around me in response as if he was afraid to let them take me. “Let the low-level go. If you want magic go find a witch.”

      “No,” he growled and yanked at my hair. “Her magic is so potent.”
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      Principal Winterfell had warned me that the school’s magic may overwhelm me, but his explanation had been less than a third of what I was actually hit with when coming onto the campus for the first time.

      As soon as I stepped on campus my own magic reacted to it violently. In less than ten minutes my magic became so angry that my body swelled with it painfully. It started to fight underneath my skin begging for me to expel it. I would have to find a witch to exchange some magic with me as soon as possible. I was not partial to bloodletting so that only left two choices. Amr not being an option knocked that list down to one, but I had yet to come across a witch since I got here.

      There was something else in the campus though. It played with my senses and aggravated my magic even further. It had a musky aura, aged even. So it had to be old, even older than the campus itself, and it was strong.

      So strong that I could taste it. Like a waft of whiskey just barely enough for the tip of my tongue. I knew that as soon as I found it, if I was in the right mind I would need to keep the source as far away from me as possible. I didn’t need a repeat of that night.

      “I’m sure a little witch would be honored to help you expel some magic,” Eli teased as she took a drag of her cigarette. I inhaled my own, enjoying the way it burned my throat. I needed something to calm me down before I sought anyone out. The semester had yet to start and there was no sign of any witches yet. Maybe Jess would be here soon. She had hinted that she would be coming to Winterfell Academy. She was a proficient enough witch to help with my magic and she also had a tight little ass so you could guess the way she liked to take my magic. I wasn’t complaining; anything was better than bloodletting, but sex magic was definitely a sweeter deal.

      Eli knew all about it. Hell, she has been there for most of it. If we had not built up the relationship we had, I would have been in real trouble when I lost control on the witch of choice that evening. I had felt so guilty, still did honestly, but she was from an old witch family so she understood the struggle when the magic overtook your senses.

      I still blamed myself though. I should have kept up with my growing magic. I should have kept a pulse check on it but I let it slip and almost paid for it with a person’s life. I would never forget the way her life force flickered when the magic was almost drained out of her body.

      “They are not here yet,” I said with a sigh and took another drag, trying to chase the stray thoughts away.

      “Oh?” I recognized that tone from Eli. I looked over to see what gained her attention. It was the two low-levels, the first to ever come to this academy. They either had balls of steel or a death wish. “I heard that girl’s a mute.”

      “We saw her yesterday,” I reminded. Principal Winterfell must hate low-levels more than the average demon if he thought to extend the first spot to a mute. There was no way she would survive here, especially if she caught the attention of Eli so quickly. She may not kill in cold blood but she would make you wish she had if you were subject to her torments.

      She best leave if she knows what’s good for her, I thought watching Eli’s face. She was already too interested in her for her to get out of this unscathed.

      “Yeah, but it’s not like I was paying attention to her.” Her eyes narrowed at the two. It looked like they were coming over here until the mute low-level yanked the ginger boy back.

      A death wish.

      They had a death wish if they wanted to approach Eli when she was already so interested. “I wonder…”

      She pushed off the wall and walked over to the two low-levels. Amr had also shown an unusual level of interest when it came to the girl. He never approached someone before; he wasn’t supposed to. That’s why it made all of this far odder.

      I watched as Eli went to go talk to them. The girl obviously had more common sense than the boy. She cowered as she approached but the boy stood straight as if Eli’s presence didn’t even scare him.

      Eli introduced herself with her hand extended out to the girl. I snorted at her actions. Of course she would use her powers on them—it was a perfect chance to get into her head, literally.

      I stomped out my cigarette and walked over to her. It wouldn’t do any good to cause so much trouble before the term started. Afterward, I didn’t care so as long as she didn’t get kicked out. If she left there was no way I would stick around with just Honor Student here to keep me company. Going back to my parents’ house was out of the question; I vowed that as soon as I was able to I would leave that damned place. This school was the easiest way to get out of their grasp.

      A shiver ran through me when I got close enough to look at her face. She was attractive for a low-level, too attractive. Her black hair was a mess around her head and brought out the stark contrast of her pale skin. Her freckles sprinkled delicately over her nose and cheeks and she had small but plump lips that were now almost bleeding due to her teeth biting into them so hard.

      The image went straight to my cock.

      It didn’t help that my magic was itching under my skin. I wanted nothing more than to expel this magic, but sex with a low-level wouldn’t suffice. I needed a witch to take some magic at least or this would be all for naught. Not that Eli would ever let me live it down.

      “This is a waste of time, Eli,” I told her. More for my own sake than the girl’s. “Even if you cut off her arm she wouldn’t be able to scream.”

      “No one is going to save you, low-level,” Eli told her but she let go of her now bruised hand anyways. “Find me if you want an encore.” Eli pushed past me but I lingered, watching as the low-level boy huddled over her. I wondered what Amr saw in her.

      I followed behind Eli closely as we left. Her back was tensed but her face showed no hint of anything but her arrogant smile. She wore it like it was her job, never letting anybody see anything different. I was about to ask what she saw in her mind but a sudden flash of that old powerful magic filled my senses. My magic roared to life and I snapped my head back over to the low-levels. Inhaling deeply I could tell it was coming from their vicinity. My mind didn’t want to make any connections. The only thing I wanted was to get closer to the magic, devour it and everything in its path.

      Eli grabbed my arm roughly and pulled me along with her when she realized I was not following. “I know that look,” she grumbled. I wanted to laugh at her antics but also felt like tearing my hand away from her and hunting down that magic. “Don’t forget last time.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I told her, my voice coming out in a growl. I didn’t want to lose myself again. It was a deep hole that was hard to get out of and that’s why witches gained such a bad rep.

      We are pure. Without hate. Without desire. Without violence. My mother’s words washed through my mind. They were fucking ridiculous if they thought meditation and light spells would get rid of the desires that came with magic of this caliber. It was angry. It was violent. And there was nothing pure about it.

      “That low-level will be interesting,” Eli said snapping me out of my magic-filled haze. “I look forward to playing with her.”

      The panic-filled look she gave me filled my mind again.

      “She’s good looking for a low-level,” I responded.

      “Interested in hearing her scream in a different way but I’ll let you have her when I’m done.” She sent me a wink.

      “Mutes can’t scream,” I reminded her once more.

      “We will see,” she said, a dangerous light flashing through her eyes.

      Rae met up with us not much later. She was already looking worn out.

      “Honor Student,” I greeted as she walked over to the bench we were currently sitting at. Eli handed me another cigarette.

      “Dax, seems like you are having trouble with your magic again.” Her topaz eyes narrowed in my direction. We had a more strained relationship than her and Eli. I didn’t like her whole good girl act she put on in front of everyone. I knew it was because of her parents mostly, but it annoyed the living hell out of me that she thought she was above everyone else. I do owe her for her help in covering up the incident with the witch though.

      “He just needs to find a witch to bend over.” Eli chuckled.

      “There are none yet, I checked the roster. None of them have checked in,” Rae said. I didn’t let my surprise show on my face but she must have felt it. “Just covering our bases,” she said in response to my emotions.

      “Can’t Amr take some?” Eli lit her cigarette and then passed the lighter to me.

      “He’s sleeping,” I muttered. Amr had taken a lot over the break and it had worn him out more than usual. Guilt gnawed at me. He was supposed to be a strong familiar and he had been able to keep up for years, but my magic grew the summer before senior year and he had been struggling to adjust.

      “Maybe you can trade him for a new version,” Eli joked. “A girl, since you seem so against him in his shifted form.”

      Disgust rolled my stomach.

      “Witches who take advantage of their familiars are trash,” I growled at her. “You know not to joke like that.”

      “Testy,” she teased and exhaled some smoke. A dirty smirk graced her plump lips. “I could always extend my services if you want to take an edge off.”

      I thought over it while taking a drag. I wouldn’t mind it to be honest, but I wasn’t sure if it would wind my magic up even more. It was too volatile right now to tell. Eli and I had formed a sexual relationship almost as soon as we had met years ago. She came onto me almost right away and I didn’t know what to expect when my experience back then was so little and corrupted by my parents’ teachings and rituals, but she definitely showed me a side of sex that I’d never thought I’d allow myself to feel. I was grateful for her.

      “You know you can’t help him,” Rae answered for me, saving me from having to reject Eli. She may have been annoying but her ability to read emotions paid off more than once.

      “Just come knocking when you want me,” Eli said with a wink.
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        * * *

      

      The week had been one of the hardest I had experienced since my magic first began growing. Every day the magic underneath my skin grew bigger and bigger, leaving my skin aching.

      I did end up taking Eli on her offer, coming into her dorm in the middle of the night and practically jumping her bones. She was more than happy to please and didn’t let me leave until she had thoroughly left me shaking and delirious. Eli’s skill with a strap was unparalleled and a very needed distraction.

      It was only but a small distraction though.

      The next day I was back with them in the area that we had deemed ours. I was lying in the grass, Eli sitting next to me. She had stolen a demon’s jacket and used it to sit on the grass so it wouldn’t dirty her pants. The demon didn’t dare fight when they saw who was stealing their jacket.

      Rae was standing near the tree not daring to get her clothes dirty. It was times like these, when we were all together, where I could actually rest and let a sort of peaceful calm fill me. The magic may have been terrorizing my insides but at least the other two were here to keep an eye on me.

      Eli turned to me. Her eyes had a playful glint. Her hand brushed the hand that was resting on my stomach, sending me a message before moving south.

      Can you stay quiet? she asked in my head.

      I swallowed thickly as her hand brushed my cock. It responded to her immediately, springing to life and getting painfully hard. The magic fighting inside me plus her touches were driving me insane.

      Her fingers expertly traced the outline in my pants but before I could close my eyes and enjoy what Eli was about to do, the old magic flared once again. I stiffened.

      “Dax?” Eli asked confused at my change.

      I felt the magic flare once more. It was so close. I gritted my teeth together painfully. It was strong. So strong.

      Every time since it had started, it had only been one or two bursts, but now it was consistent and with my magic already on edge, I couldn’t control the thoughts racing through my mind.

      Destroy. Devour. Dominate. The magic commanded me, pushed me forward taking control of my body. I had to give it what it wanted; I had to find the source. Annihilate it.

      I leaped up and began moving toward the source of the magic.

      I heard the others call for me as my feet moved faster but there was no way I could stop now. They were trying to keep up but they couldn’t, and the more the magic infiltrated my senses the more I felt certain that I would die before I let them stop me. I followed it in between the buildings and down a forgotten path. I stopped when I found myself in the middle of an empty garden and inhaled deeply. It was here.

      “I felt it,” I growled to my magic.

      Find it. Find it. Find it, my magic seemed to demand.

      My eyes narrowed in onto the side of the fountain. There.

      The magic was so pleased. I didn’t recognize the magical signature of the witch it came from. The only thing I could focus on once I found the witch was ripping the magic from her. I forced the witch’s face up to mine and wrapped my arms around her. She was strong, I could smell it, but the magic swirled through her oddly.

      “This is the most potent magic I have ever come across,” I told her and ground my already formed erection into her. I would take her and her magic. With magic this potent I could destroy worlds once it tangled with mine.

      I had to have it.

      I inhaled her scent deeply by burying my face in her neck.

      Yes. The magic egged me on. Hers was so sweet I had to taste it. I bit into her clothed neck and the magic sprang to life. I bit harder, enjoying the way it felt against mine. I moved her turtleneck down and licked the area. The magic from the small bit of blood began to enter my body easily. My own magic was sucking it up like a vacuum. It didn’t help that she was turned on; the magic latched onto the intoxicating feeling adding fuel to the fire.

      “Daxton.” Rae had found us. I tightened my arms around her refusing to let her take her. I didn’t want anyone else to take this magic from me. I wouldn’t let them separate her from me. “Let the low-level go. If you want magic go find a witch.”

      Was she blind? She was obviously a witch. How could she not be with this type of magic spilling out of her?

      “No,” I growled at her and pulled the witch’s hair back to expose her neck more. “Her magic is so potent.”

      Hands grasped at my shirt and pulled me roughly away from her. I let my arms loosen just enough that she wouldn’t be injured when I was pulled away. I didn’t want the good to be hurt before I could get any magic, so it was either let her go or have her crushed by whoever chose to fight me.

      “I told you that you could have the low-level after I was done with her,” Eli teased and pulled my arms back painfully. Rae stood near the woman. Her scared brown eyes met mine. Her magic was still calling out to me.

      Rae grabbed a small knife that she conveniently kept in her school jacket and walked toward me.

      “Don’t you dare, Rae,” I growled at her. It was infused with magic and sounded more animal than human at this point. I hoped the witch took that as a sign of my power. She would come crawling once she understood the power I could offer her.

      “She’s not a witch. Look,” Eli whispered by my side. “She can’t help you expel magic.” I met her wide eyes once more. Only then did I realize that it was the low-level mute that we met earlier. Even at the realization my magic didn’t recoil; it kept pushing forward begging me to take her, becoming feral when it realized what Rae wanted to do.

      In my distraction Rae lunged forward and slashed her knife across my chest deep enough for blood to start pouring out. I groaned but did not quit my fighting against Eli.

      “I don’t want to expel magic. I want to take hers,” I growled. The magic in my blood began expelling quicker than I wanted it to. I became frustrated. My power was draining from me, spilling all over me then to the floor. A waste. Such a fucking waste. “Let me take hers. I won’t hurt her. I want it so bad.”

      “Look at you begging,” Eli teased again. “It’s been a while since I had the honor to see this.” Her lips lowered to my ear once more. “Kinda turns me on.”

      I wasn’t pushing hard enough for you to beg last night, huh? Maybe a bigger strap next time, if you can take it, her voice whispered in my head.

      My magic flared at her words. Anything she offered paled in comparison to this girl’s magic and it was angry that I even considered it.

      Rae slashed me again down my arm and I fell to my knees. I let out a loud exhale, feeling the magic seep out through my blood. Rae left me on the ground and wiped the blade off with a cloth she pulled out of his pocket.

      “Apologies, Ms. Miller,” she told her in a polite tone. There she goes again. “He has trouble with magic. Curious though as to why he thought you were exuding any type of magic?” The way she spoke was low and direct. “Last I checked, you are the new low-level.”

      She shifted slightly. Her chest was moving up and down erratically trying to catch her breath. She patted her pockets searching for her phone and began typing furiously. She showed her the screen not a moment later, her face lit by the artificial light.

      “Don’t play dumb, low-level,” she snapped.

      I was calm enough to shake Eli off. I shuddered as I stood. Bloodletting was always horrible, it left me weak and like I had lost a part of myself. Most of our magic hides in our blood so if it’s let out by blood without transfer it just dissipates. I would much rather take her blood than let mine.

      I hated wasted magic.

      “I know you know more than you are letting on,” she pushed her. “Come on dirty little low-level.” Eli’s voice was smooth as if she did not just insult her. “Tell us.”

      Her eyes met mine then. Did she think I would stop them? I was also curious and I desperately needed to know if she could help. I was on the verge of begging her, giving her anything she wanted if she could supply me just an ounce of whatever magic she had.

      She must have realized I wouldn’t help because she picked up her discarded school bag and began to walk away. Rae grabbed her shirt, stopping her from leaving.

      “What if I told you I already knew?” she asked her. She acted like the air was punched out of her. A loud exhale came from her and I felt the magic again. The whiskey taste filled my mouth. I gritted my teeth and stayed planted against the ground. It was small but it was there.
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          Rosie

        

      

    

    
      Fuck.

      How did I already fuck this up? School hadn’t even started yet and my secret had spilled.

      “It’s easy to find out information when you know the right people. I also took the liberty of looking into your past and found something…interesting.” Her voice was low and threatening. I hated the situation she put me in but her voice was so demanding and it made shivers run down my spine. “Do you want to tell them? Or should I? I suggest you do or else I will let it slip to the entire school.”

      I swallowed thickly. I guess I didn’t have a choice.

      “I’m cursed,” I said barely above a whisper and was rewarded with a pain in my back. Daxton let out a groan.

      Was it my curse that was causing him to go crazy? What was his problem?

      Eli let out a disappointed sigh. “That’s not any fun. I enjoyed the thought of the mute better.” Anger flared through me.

      “Good, you crazy bitch,” I hissed at her but regretted it as the curse slashed my chest, causing me to bleed through my shirt.

      Rae gave me a smile that showed me that she was not at all surprised with the outcome. But Daxton slowly got up and began walking toward us. I tried to pull out of Rae’s grip but she didn’t let me.

      “Do you think a cursed individual will work as well as a witch?” he asked Rae but his eyes were crazed and poised on me as he spoke. There was something far too disconcerting about the look he was giving me now.

      “Not sure. We should probably test it,” Rae offered. I had no idea what that meant but from the look in her eyes I knew I should probably be scared. But at the same time, my core clenched. Rae gave me an odd look. “I would expect a low-level to have better self-preservation strategies.”

      “This is so boring guys,” Eli whined and started kicking at the rose bush. “Who cares about a stupid curse?”

      “Eli,” Rae started and her pink-tinted lips twitched as Eli hit another rose bush. “Watch what happens when she speaks.” Rae’s other hand pulled at the edge of my shirt and tried to force it up, effectively giving them a full view of my light pink bra. “Speak,” she commanded.

      I didn’t speak at first. Instead, I just glared at her. I didn’t want to let her push me around like this.

      “Fuck you,” I responded. The curse must have liked her because two slices ran themselves down my sides near my ribs, giving them a perfect view of how it worked. The fabric must have been stained by the sheer number of cuts I received today but even so, a look of absolute excitement graced Eli’s girlishly handsome face. I shuddered at the way she told me she wanted to hurt me before. Now that she knew this, I was sure she was going to push me just like the other school bullies.

      “Oh my god.” Eli began laughing. She had to hold her stomach in order to contain herself. Daxton’s warm hand came out to brush across my bare stomach. “This is fucking perfect. Too good.” She came to stand by Daxton and watched as he trailed his fingers where the cuts just were. I tried to ignore the way it sent shivers down my spine and I hoped to god they couldn’t see my nipples through my bra. “I think you have the right idea,” she whispered to Daxton. “Let’s share, hmm?”

      I flushed, thinking of those two together in bed. Their stature? At both of their mercies? At the same time? They would fucking destroy me. Eli sent me a smile. Daxton grabbed her harshly by the wrist. They locked gazes and the tension was almost palpable. I stepped back and pulled my shirt down, practically ripping it from Rae’s grasp.

      I typed on my phone quickly and pushed it in Rae’s face. Get your stupid friends off my back and don’t let them touch me again. Her shoulders sagged and she put a hand on her hip, almost like an act of defiance.

      “It’s not like I’m in charge of them, and from the way arousal is rolling off of you I guess you don’t mind it.” I flushed with anger at her words and tried to type my response but Eli’s scarred hand covered mine.

      You can use me if you want to speak. Her voice came into my head. I met her eyes but her expression remained unchanged.

      I don’t need your help. Don’t touch me, I thought hoping it would land.

      You may want to rethink that, pathetic low-level. You should feel honored to even receive our attention like this.

      Fuck off you entitled asshole. I tried to yank my hand out of hers but she began crushing my fingers much like she had before.

      She leaned her face down close to me and for once the smile was wiped clean off her face. “You won’t live long enough to regret those words,” she vowed.

      Those words were sharp and pierced me like knives. I was angry, furious at their actions. High-level demons didn’t give two shits about my kind but their blatant disrespect only angered me further. I grimaced at the pain and let out a throaty laugh, almost enjoying the way the small scratches littered my legs. I made a split-second decision and gripped onto her shirt. Her eyes widened.

      The school shirt went up in a blaze. She let out a yelp and tried to pat down the flames. The other two jumped but seemed too shocked to move. Rae narrowed her eyes in my direction.

      I gave her a small smile and used this as a chance to escape, only stopping to look at my work once I was near the end of the walkway. All of the dried rose bushes were now up in flames leaving the garden in a sea of red. The three demons stood in the middle unmoving. It was scarier seeing them standing in the middle of all that fire than when they were close enough to actually maim me.

      The fire surrounded them and licked at their clothing, but as if it knew that those demons meant trouble, it never got close enough to harm them. Even Eli’s shirt was charred but no longer actively burning. The similarity to Dante's Inferno and the Rain of Fire was uncanny, but it just made me realize how big the gap between myself and them was.

      It’s terrifying, I concluded.

      Eli’s eyes met mine and on her face was no longer the cocky smile but a twisted one that belonged in a horror movie. She threw her head back and let out a booming laugh.

      I ran at top speed to my dorm and didn’t look back until I was safely unlocking my door. Slamming the door to my room shut I finally paused to catch my breath.

      What the fuck just happened?

      I checked the lock on my door multiple times before I collapsed into a heap on my bed. I was expecting some type of bullying when I entered this school but coming face to face with those demons was more than I could handle. If they were the norm here I would be out before even finishing the first quarter of the year.

      The witch was the one that presented the most problems. Daxton. There was something about my curse that affected him enough that he would lose himself and become exactly like those witches my parents warned me about. The image of Rae slashing his chest caused me to flinch and made my stomach clench painfully. It was deep, deeper than I had seen on another person. I had seen it on myself before but I was rarely in a situation where another person had to be hurt. And when his blood soaked his shirt, suddenly the animal was gone. It lingered but at least his eyes seemed to clear.

      And he had mistaken me for a witch. The irony of it all was too painful.

      I just hoped that our search for a witch did not end with him.

      I stared at my shaking hand as another thought gripped me.

      That was the first time I had used my power to such an extent since the fire. I hated that the fire was such a permanent and destructive part of my life. When I thought about it before I felt like I would burst into tears, or fear would claw at my throat because I’d remember the witch that cursed me. But now…

      I couldn’t tell if this change was a good or bad sign.
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t believe I missed it!” Matt exclaimed as we sat down with our breakfast. “I’m glad you are okay though. That must have been scary…facing them head-on I mean.” Matt had gotten back to the dorm late the night before and we hadn’t had time to catch up, so he had to get all the details over breakfast.

      Eat. Talk later, I signed to him. There were many more students here now that classes were finally starting. I felt like I had lived a whole life here at Winterfell while others were just starting. I was disappointed to see that our once quiet and peaceful sanctuary had turned into a hectic and overly loud mess hall.

      One thing was certain though: most students already knew that they now had to share classes with two low-levels, and the overall sentiment seemed to be that they were very dissatisfied with the principal’s decision. We received more than enough hateful glares and people refused to get close to us. Even with the mess hall almost bursting at its seams with people, we had ample space on either side of our seats.

      We still had a few days until the start of class, but anxiety has been at an all-time high between Matt and me. His because of school, mine because I was looking over my shoulder constantly for the psycho whose shirt I lit on fire.

      I sighed softly and took a sip of the bottled coffee I took from the buffet earlier.

      “Uh…Rosie?” Matt’s voice quivered as he spoke. I didn’t need him to tell me that the trio was fast approaching. The power that radiated off the witch was already tickling at my senses.

      A rough hand pushed down my head and tore the bottle out of my hands.

      “I knew low-levels had shit taste but really? Bottled coffee?” Eli’s snide voice said from behind me. I gripped her wrist ready to burn it off.

      I wouldn’t if I were you, her voice warned in my head and her fingers tangled through my hair as a warning.

      Amr jumped up onto the table and meowed loudly. Eli’s hand loosened enough for me to yank it off. I sent the feline a smile and scratched his chin lightly. He purred in response and closed his eyes. Daxton’s tattooed hands snatched Amr off the table. Neither Daxton nor Rae met my eyes as they passed. Rae sent a pointed look to Eli and she rolled her eyes in return.

      “See you around low-level,” Eli commented, but before she left she took the chance to pour the bottled coffee all over our table. Matt and I both scrambled away from the liquid that threatened to spill over the edge and stain the only uniform set we both had.

      “I’ll make you clean that up next time!” yelled a familiar southern twang. Rhonda stomped up to our table with towels and a replacement bottled coffee. Her concerned expression made my heart flutter and ache at the same time. “Don’t let those children get to you dear.”

      I took the bottle from her outstretched hand with a smile. Even the teachers back in the low-level schools wouldn’t bat an eye when I was bullied, yet here this woman was defending me over something as small as spilled coffee.

      “Thanks from both of us, Rhonda,” Matt said giving her a dazzling smile.

      “Don’t you worry your pretty little head,” she huffed as she cleaned the table. I grabbed my book bag from the seat before the coffee could. “I’ll always be on the lookout for y’all.” Her words caused my eyes to sting.

      Stupid response.

      “Let’s go, Rosie,” Matt said looping an arm around my shoulders. “Maybe you can show me the extent of that power of yours later. I heard it was hot.”

      I cringed at his joke but he laughed it off and led me out of the mess hall.
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        * * *

      

      “How big can it get?” he asked as we watched the flowers he had just conjured burn up in a flame.

      We decided to go back to the courtyard I had burnt to a crisp and do a little makeover, but before we did he was dead serious about showing him how my curse worked.

      “However big I want it,” I whispered and winced at the pain radiating down my back.

      “I can only manage a measly garden,” he pouted, not saying anything about my curse. It was a refreshing change. “That power is dangerous if used right.”

      “Deadly,” I told him. “Except against those three.” I had to steady myself against the fountain as the next wave of pain made its way through me.

      He waved his hand over the dead rose bushes. Small green sparkles left his hand and the once dead rose bushes sprang to life and grew almost as tall as him.

      “What’s your favorite color?” he asked. His grey eyes met mine and I had to look down at my feet because of the intensity.

      “Purple,” I replied, peeking up just in time to watch him conjure another bush. This one was full of purple roses. He picked one off the stem and stalked toward me silently with it in his hand. Instead of a smile his lips were relaxed and his eyes were locked on mine, missing their usual twinkle.

      “For you,” he said. His free hand covered mine and he dropped the purple rose into my open hand. My heart started beating wildly in my chest. Matt was handsome, of course, but I had seen him as more of an older brother until this very moment. “Be careful.” He brought his hand to his mouth and I realized that it was bleeding. His tongue shot out to lick up the blood.

      “You’re hurt,” I said. My voice was huskier than I wanted it and from the heat in my face I knew I must have been blushing.

      “They symbolize love at first sight,” he said. “Maybe I should start bringing you purple roses everyday then, hm?” He stepped closer. My mind was trying to keep up with the sudden change in demeanor and I couldn’t think of what to do.

      I was saved by a loud meow and Amr weaving around my legs. Matt stepped back and let out a sigh. The smile found its way back to his face when he caught sight of the long-haired cat.

      “That cat likes you,” he commented looking down at the long-haired feline.

      “And I like him,” I said and placed the purple rose on the fountain’s edge before bending down to pick him up. I brought the cat up to my face and kissed its face softly. “Now that we are alone I can tell you what a good boy you are.” Even whispering didn’t stop the curse but it was worth it once the cat purred against me and licked my fingers softly.

      While I was distracted Matt used that as a chance to build the garden back to its once beautiful state in a matter of minutes. I was in awe at his power, jealous even. He could create such beautiful things while I could only destroy and harm.

      “Let’s visit the library today, ya?” he said and pushed me and the cat along with him out of the courtyard. “Let’s see what we can find out about witches.”

      The walk to the library was short. Apparently, a campus this big had to have multiple and we just so happened to be by the biggest one. I was expecting the librarians to refuse the cat but there was no one when waiting for us when we walked in. Instead we just came into contact with a large study area filled with long tables surrounded by hundreds of rows of books. The air was warm against the chill of the outside and it smelt faintly of old and worn antiques, much like my first house did before it burnt down.

      How comforting.

      “I came here my first day before I came to get you,” Matt said pulling me up to the second floor and into a row of books that looked just about as old as the school. None of the spines had titles and each seemed to be bound in a thick material close to leather.

      Matt walked down the aisle slowly looking over the place cards. I petted Amr absentmindedly. Matt grabbed a few books and we snagged ourselves a table on the first floor.

      “This is about the witches’ history. You can have this one first,” he said pushing a book toward me. It was as big as my torso and about as thick as one of the trio’s biceps. “I will take a look at the curse book.”

      I frowned at him.

      I want that one, I signed. Amr shifted in my lap but remained seated.

      “Let’s share notes afterward,” he said with a smile and cracked the book open. I pushed down my irritation and opened my own book.

      Most of the book seemed to be in a language I didn’t understand but luckily for me there were some sections that were transcribed. I started in the section labeled “The New Era” and began reading.

      The section outlined a witch’s conception to death. For a witch to be born both parents had to be witches. There was no such thing recorded as half witches; the book only showed that if witches conceived with weaker witches, as the bloodline went on they would find themselves getting so weak that at some point they may be at risk of losing their powers and it would effectively end their blood line. So having children with a human would just create more humans.

      They said it was also almost impossible to conceive with a demon as well. From the examples they had cited it sounded like the magic in the witch’s DNA and the powers infused with the demon’s DNA become volatile during the gestation period, and any infant conceived with those two sets would end up in miscarriage regardless of which race was holding it.

      The section also mentioned some of the rumors that came with the creation of witches in this world. Some stated that the witches showed up at the same time as demons, others stated that they were a product of the demons’ powers, and the last one which I thought was the most interesting was stating that witches came from humans trying to take a demon’s power by drinking their blood and consuming their flesh—and as a punishment the Original demon families had put the first curse ever to exist on the witch race. They could have their powers but only at the cost of it being so violent and bloodthirsty that they would fall to the point of insanity.

      I cringed at the thought and closed the book.

      Matt was still face down in his book and I wasn’t ready to talk just yet. I sighed and leaned back, giving some attention to the cat in my lap.

      This book was useless. I didn’t care about how they came to be. I really just wanted to know how to break this damn curse. Daxton was an option that I didn’t really want to take. I wasn’t even sure if he or any witch at this school would know how to break it. From the way the people here were dressed it was easy to tell that many people probably came here for the name and not the education. We had uniforms but that didn’t stop the students from flaunting their expensive handbags and designer shoes, ties, and watches.

      There was also no guarantee that the witch would even want to help us. A shiver raced down my spine when I remembered the clacking heels of the witch in my burning home. The last thing I wanted to do was end up like my parents—almost dying because they owed a witch for more than they could pay. I tried to probe my parents about what the debt was, but they always got defensive when I asked and insisted that it no longer mattered.

      “Done already?” Matt asked. I nodded. “I am not sure that this book is the one we are looking for. So far I have found out that you can curse someone so that their feet would dance nonstop until the magic wore out or they died. The other was so that whenever they say a certain trigger they would blurt something embarrassing.”

      That’s stupid, I signed to him.

      “Tell me about it.” His eyes locked onto Amr. “Do you know anything about that, Amr? Don’t you live with a witch? If you can talk tell us now.” I mimed a laugh when Amr’s eyes met mine. “Just blink twice if you would spill all the secrets you know.”

      Amr continued to stare at me.

      That’s a no, I signed to Matt. He let out a loud sigh.

      “A witch’s cat that can’t talk?” he whined.

      This isn’t Sabrina, I signed to him.

      “I’ve never watched that show. We never had a TV.” He paused. “Come on little kitty, anything. The low-level you’ve taken a liking to needs your help.”

      “Of course he is here with you,” a sultry voice said from behind me. I leaned my head back and came eye to eye with Rae’s belt. I scrambled to sit up straight, jostling the cat in my lap. Amr let out a loud whine.

      “The cat seems to like Rosie,” Matt supplied. I gulped and stood up to hand Amr to Rae. She looked me up and down with a slight sneer and gripped the skin behind Amr’s neck and held him away from her body.

      I covered my mouth with my hand and let out a small gasp.

      “Don’t hurt him!” I whispered to her looking around to make sure we had no witnesses.

      “It doesn’t hurt him,” she said. “Is there a reason you are researching witches, Ms. Miller?” She raised an eyebrow at me but her eyes did not waver from mine even as the cat growled in her grip.

      “You know why,” Matt said and stacked the books on top of each other. “You could always help spill what you know as well.” His smile was gone when he looked up to meet Rae’s eyes. “Isn’t your best friend a witch?”

      “Something like that, Mr. Thompson.” Rae’s amber eyes drilled into me once more before she turned to leave. “Do be more careful, Ms. Miller. Don’t want your condition to get out.”

      I let out a sigh as she left.

      “She’s kind of an ass.”
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      Each day leading up to the first day of classes became more unbearable than the last.

      It seemed that Eli would purposefully go out of her way to cause some type of hell in my life. After the coffee, it was knocking my lunch over.

      Then it was a shove against a table that bruised my hip.

      Then it was my bag being torn off my body and thrown across the hall leaving all my books scattered on the floor.

      I was one more incident away from staying in my dorm the rest of the free days. Matt would be upset that we couldn’t explore the campus while we had a chance, or continue to add to the garden, but if it would get Eli to stop bothering me, I would do anything. I chose to try and ignore her when she acted out like a child bully. I would look at her with a blank expression, then leave. The last few times I could tell that it started to get on her nerves because I was no longer met with a smile. Her eyes became narrowed, and her hands clenched into fists.

      After the last incident we ended up making it to the first day without anything too exciting. I got up and got ready as usual but checked my bag to make sure I had all my school supplies in the right places so if my bag was thrown, I wouldn’t have to degrade myself by getting on my knees and picking up all my various colored pens. I checked my hair in the mirror for the tenth time. Making sure it wasn’t too frizzy and that there were no tangles. Tangles made it more painful if the bully decided to yank it.

      I made my way to the mess hall to meet Matt alone.

      All of the students were here now and it was hard to walk through the halls without bumping into anyone. I made sure to keep my head down so they wouldn’t see my eyes. The only good thing was that if they did, maybe they would think I was a witch. I was jarred and a bit offended when they first made that assumption, but I chose to use it to my advantage instead.

      “I’m so nervous about the first day of classes,” Matt said through bites of his food as I joined him at the table with my own food. “I have no idea if I will even be able to keep up with the people here.” He let out a loud sigh.

      I didn’t tell him, but I was nervous too. Nervous about having to talk in class. Most teachers, once my curse came to light, refused to call on me. These were high-level demons though, and I wouldn’t put it past them to dock my points if I didn’t respond. Nervous about the possible bullies that lay in wait. Nervous about the trio.

      I nibbled on my bagel lightly, feeling a bit nauseous as my anxiety skyrocketed. Matt was almost done with his food; seemed as though the nerves only made him even more hungry while it had the opposite effect on me.

      All first-years had orientation before they started their classes. It was held by Principal Winterfell himself. I’m sure it was supposed to be an honor to many of the demons here but there was something suspicious about that man.

      How did he even find out about my curse?

      “Are you okay, Rosie?” Matt asked as he cleaned up his trash. “You barely ate.”

      I’m okay. Not hungry. He eyed me disbelievingly.

      “Sacred the trio will get you back for burning the shirt off their backs?” he whispered wide-eyed. “Or maybe they’ll make you pay for a new one.”

      I rolled my eyes at his lame joke. I couldn’t even afford my own clothes.

      A deep bell rang throughout the campus. We both stood up and followed the crowd of first-years out and into the orientation hallway. As I looked at Matt’s smiling face I felt a pang of guilt. I hoped the demons treated him well. I was used to being lonely given my curse, but I doubted someone like him ever had been alone in school. Personalities like his were just far too easy to get along with and would pull in anyone within a mile radius. I hoped that the demons would at least go easy on him.

      My foot caught and I was slammed into a brick wall. A hiss escaped my lips. I clutched my head and glared at the culprit. Bright blue eyes with flecks of gold met mine. Eli paused only for a moment. Her lips were pushed together in a thin line and her eyes were narrowed. She didn’t even wait for a reaction before she walked down the hall. Rae and Daxton were waiting for her at the end. Amr rested comfortably on Daxton’s shoulders, the only one looking like nothing was wrong. The other two gave Eli a look as she passed them.

      I couldn’t get over the fact that demons that looked like that were first-years.

      Matt helped brush off my clothes and pulled me down the hall. I contemplated shrugging off his hands but the warmth was nice. I leaned into him slightly. He sent me a smile and removed his hands without me having to ask.

      When we entered the auditorium we quickly found a seat toward the back, not wanting to attract any attention. Matt’s demeanor changed slightly when more and more people started to pile in. He began fidgeting and his eyes watched each person that came in.

      The seats filled all too quickly and the seats next to us were taken without a second’s notice. I turned to gauge Matt’s reaction but he was engaged in a conversation with a young girl next to him. She gave him a kind hesitant smile. I sucked in a breath when her eyes met mine. Chocolate brown.

      “I know, it was so horrible! My sister is still experiencing side effects. You wouldn’t happen to know how to get rid of those would you?” He paused and smiled sheepishly. “I don’t know much about witches’ powers so I apologize for my ignorance.”

      “Not at all,” her voice squeaked. A blush rose in her cheeks. “Um, for small curses even low-levels can break it. Just a soak in natural untainted water should do the trick. But if the witch was powerful you would need another witch to remove the curse.”

      Damn, Matt was good at this. Even though he was a low-level he had no problem getting this girl to talk to him. Even caused her to blush. She gripped her bag tighter to her and fluttered her eyelashes.

      I didn’t need to be worried about him it would seem.

      “Ah, we tried the water.” He sighed and rubbed his chin. “Are their witches who specialize in curse breaking? Maybe I can find one of those?”

      I stayed still in my seat waiting for her answer. Since I had been cursed my parents had tried what they could, but they outright refused to go to another witch. They said it was too risky to entrust another witch and they would have to find another way. It had been years since they stopped searching. Sometimes I think they gave up because they thought it was a good enough punishment for scarring my Dad’s face so bad.

      “Ahh you have to be pretty powerful to break curses but anyone should be able to do it if they have enough power.” She paused. “I am not sure many people here have enough power. Maybe you can ask around or wait till the rankings come out and search then. I wouldn’t recommend going outside for help. Those witches get power highs and are unlikely to work fairly with low-levels.”

      I could not agree more with her words. If an outside witch did this to my low-level parents, there was no saying what the risk was to go searching for one.

      “The rankings?” he asked but she shushed him as Principal Winterfell came into view. He was as eccentric as he was when I first saw him but seeing him just reminded me of what Rae said the other night. He meddled too much and his wanting me here was suspicious.

      “New students! Winterfell Academy welcomes you!” There was a small round of applause. “All of you should have gotten your schedules so if there are any questions please reach out to me or the other attendants here. This morning we wanted to go through the rules here and then you are free for the rest of the day. Classes start tomorrow!” A slideshow appeared on the wall behind him. It showed the history of the campus as well as some famous alumni. “Winterfell Academy has been in my family for over a thousand years. This was the first place that we demons took as our own after we came out of the shadows and became members of earthly society.” The slideshow went on showing various pictures of the first few years between demons and humans. This was common knowledge. Learned it since young. “We have been adamant about keeping this a demons-only place for fear of human attacks but after a few years we started to take witches as well and now…” He paused. “Low-levels as well.”

      The crowd broke out into murmurs and a few eyes shifted to us. “Damn,” Matt swore under his breath. If people didn’t know before there was no hiding it now. We were absolutely fucked. I started to doubt if this education and time away from my parents was worth it.

      “We need to move on with the times. Demons have been territorial and prejudiced since the beginning and it is our turn to become a more diverse and accepting community. Not one person here will grow without the other so please don’t make this difficult.” He met everyone with a smile. “Now the rules!”

      The rules showed on the screen and dread filled my stomach.

      1. No hate crimes of any kind including against demons, witches, and humans.

      2. No abusing your powers against other students or faculty.

      3. No plagiarism and/or cheating.

      4. Any other type of harm including but not limited to murder.

      “Wow only four, right?” He laughed and shook his head. “No, these are just the ones that will get you expelled.” The screen changed to show font so tiny that I could barely make it out. “We have many other rules that will result in detention and or down ranking. Learn them; you are no longer children and you will be held to the standards of adults.” He clapped. “Any questions?”

      The rest of the two hours were miserable. My head hurt by the end and I only came out knowing two things that I didn’t before.

      First, we were all ranked on a combination of our powers and class work. Meaning low-levels were at a severe disadvantage. Even if we did well in our classes there was no way we would ever beat the high-levels when it came to the rankings.

      Second, everyone here had been in school together since they were in diapers. It was easy to pick out the new people—they were the only ones alone. Apparently this school sourced from the same two schools that they have for the past hundred years and even those schools have a reputation for being filthy rich and only reserved for the powerful.

      It was a disaster.

      “Let’s get some fresh air before lunch. My head hurts,” Matt groaned. I followed him in silence. This was the first time I had seen him act like this. He seemed more dejected than when everyone came into the auditorium. We walked to a secluded area and sat under the tree. There was a small breeze and instantly a weight lifted off of my chest as we sat in silence. “I regret what I said,” he whispered. I raised my eyebrow at him. “I don’t envy you for being stuck here for three years.”

      My heart skipped a beat when I realized that I would be the sole low-level here in just a year’s time. You just realized? I teased.

      “At least we got good information about the witches,” he mused and looked up to the sky. It was a clear day despite the slight chill. “I hope you can wait until next month to get some answers.”

      I gave him a smile and patted his shoulder. I’d been waiting over nine years for answers. A month would not kill me.

      “We could always ask around before then,” he offered but I shrugged at him. I was in no rush.
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        * * *

      

      We spent most of the day inside and went our separate ways to our dorms. I felt uneasy being away from Matt after what happened but tried to pull my big girl panties on and walked in the dark by myself. He offered to walk me but it would have been just as dangerous for him as it was for me. There were still some people left out but no one paid any mind to me as I weaved through the hallways. I made sure to avoid the hallway from the other day and pick a different route back to the dorm.

      As I rounded a corner, I was slammed into a brick wall for the second time that day. I couldn’t help the whine that came out of me. A dull ache formed in my stomach from the curse. A hand was wrapped around my neck and the other was on the wall next to my face. Familiar blue eyes pierced into mine.

      “I thought it was time to get you back for that little fire trick you played the other day since apparently you have ignored my other methods.” She leaned in toward me and whispered in my ear. “This could have gone such a different way,” she cooed. The hand on the wall slid down the leg of my pants. “No one has been brash as you to attack me.” She chuckled darkly and slid her hand up to my belt. “I wanted so badly to tear you limb from limb yesterday. Hang your body in the front hall for the rest to see. Then you started to ignore me. And I thought, what’s the fun in hurting someone that doesn’t even care about anything other than her fellow low-level?”

      When her hand hit the bare skin of my stomach I shivered. What did Matt have to do with this? Her eyes widened slightly and there was a small twinkle in them.

      Forget about him, her voice snapped in my head. You’re not scared?

      Never, I spit. You are just like a high school bully. I’ve dealt with much worse. Against my will images of my bullies shot through my mind. They would hit me, degrade me. Literally do anything so they could get my curse to work. Just like her. Like a child.

      Oh, I’m not like them, she chuckled. Her words were like a whisper in my ear. And that’s when my eyes started to get blurry. An image took over. It was me tied and gagged. I was fully naked and spread eagle on a large bed, then there was Eli. She was also naked but that wasn’t what surprised me. Up until now she had carefully hidden all of her skin with her uniform and now with her skin bare I saw that she was covered with tattoos, but all very particular tattoos that I swore I could have seen before.

      “So this is what you like? Maybe this is a better way to get a reaction from you,” naked her said teasingly as her hand ran across her breast and pinched her own nipple. “You’ll like this more.” She smirked and her hand trailed from her chest, over her scarred abs and to a surprisingly big strap-on.

      Oh fuck. I panicked. I had never done something like this with a girl before nor had I ever tried toys. And now I was faced with both in some type of weird alternate reality.

      I tried to look away but vision me had other plans. Her legs spread wider and only now could I feel how wet she was.

      She’s not me, I cried in my head. Eli leaned over my body and slowly ran her fingers down my wetness. I could feel every moment of it. It wasn’t like a daydream; I could actually feel it. Feel the heat spread throughout my body. Feel her rough fingers teasing my core.

      And I liked it.

      “Make a noise,” she commanded. “And I’ll reward you.” The vision me groaned and a wound opened up on my stomach. Her fingers plunged into me. They stretched me and began pounding into me furiously. The pain from the cut mixed in with the feeling of her fingers moving inside me and the illusion of me arched against the bindings. She let out another moan and Eli added another finger intensifying the pleasure. Each time her hand snapped into me it hit my clit just right and sent shocks through me.

      I lost myself quickly in it and didn’t know if it was vision me or real me that began thrusting to meet her hand.

      “Look at how much you’re enjoying this,” Eli purred as she gripped my thigh. “Such a filthy low-level.”

      The words sent another jolt through me and I knew that soon Eli would bring me to my limit.

      As soon as I felt vision me about to climax I was back in the dark courtyard with Eli.

      “You could have that,” she whispered, her voice husky. I was panting now. It had felt so real, all of it. Her hands, the cut, I couldn’t help but want more. “It was in a way…another perk you could say.” She leaned closer, her lips close to mine. I wanted so badly to close the space and continue what she started. After feeling her fingers inside me I couldn’t think of anything I wanted more. “If you say yes, I’ll make you come right now. I want to see your little low-level curse in action so badly that it hasn’t left my mind for days. I can’t wait to make you beg.”

      My stomach tightened at her words. They turned me on but they also made me look at the situation with clarity. The haze cleared just enough for me to rethink what I was doing.

      Fuck off or I’ll light your ass up.

      Instead of getting angry like I thought she would, she backed off and let out a laugh. Just like the time she was surrounded by flames. I rubbed the area of my throat that her hand was once clenched around.

      What was so funny about this?

      “You’ll come. Voluntarily,” she vowed, wiping the fake tears from her eyes.

      “In your dreams,” I shot at her. She laughed again and waved me off. I watched her walk away with a glare.

      How dare she do that to me?

      I was even angrier to see Rae there waiting for her. She seemed to have gotten an eyeful of the sick show Eli put on. I stomped away from them and hightailed it back to my dorm once again, humiliated.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

          Rae

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t understand the fascination with that low-level.

      Curses were not uncommon. This one was unorthodox but there was no use getting this excited over it. Watching them lose control over a single woman irritated me beyond belief. Eli and Daxton were similar and tended to feed off of each other’s more volatile emotions, but Daxton usually had his own reasoning. Eli had no need to involve herself. She even decided to stake a claim on the low-level, jealousy spiking in her whenever she saw her and Mr. Thompson together. Both of them had so much riding on this education and were more than capable of resisting a low-level.

      Now…all I saw was two starving dogs fighting over a piece of meat and it was so irritating that even just looking at her sent me whirling.

      “Don’t look so pissy, Rae,” Eli said brushing the imaginary dirt off my shoulder. “I know you like a little rebellion sometimes.”

      “Not this. Not with a low-level,” I snapped at her.

      “But you knew,” she whined. “You knew exactly what you were doing when you told me about her curse. I bet you knew even before we saw her but you chose to tell me when you knew I couldn’t resist.”

      I had found out before she even came here but that was beside the point. She was right. I wanted to see what would happen. I hoped something would. “I didn’t think you would try to get in her pants like a dog in heat.” I crossed my arms across my chest. She raised an eyebrow at me. “Just keep it together. The principal is secretive about her and my education is more important than that low-level.”

      She made a noncommittal noise and waved me off.

      I took a deep breath as they both left the area, letting out all the tension those idiots had brought up. The emotions that were pouring out of both of them were hard to separate from my own and the last thing I needed to do was get involved with a low-level. I had many things weighing on my education here—government offices, demon association, fuck, I could take on the White House if I wanted to—and I would not let anything deter that.

      Noticing the time, I steeled myself and walked my way toward the principal’s office for the umpteenth time since my arrival. I gave a smile to the office lady and she returned mine with a small blush. She was such a gossip when you gave her a little attention; no doubt she was tired of her life as a low-level and enjoyed the attention of a higher-level demon.

      I was unsure if she would be interested in girls. Meeting her the first time I was met with conflicting emotions. Most of all confusion and hesitation with a small amount of arousal. I tried to play on the arousal, hoping that because I presented more masculine that she would overlook what was in my pants and give me what I needed.

      “Mr. Winterfell is already waiting for you, dear. Let me know if you need anything,” she told me. A flurry of excitement and nervousness fluttered through my chest. It was easy to separate her feelings from my own; I have never felt such useless emotions.

      “Of course, Tammy. Thank you,” I told her with a smile. I ignored her reply as I walked into Principal Winterfell’s office. His discomfort seeped out from under the door and expanded into the office. I gave him a smile as soon as I stepped in and his anxiety skyrocketed.

      “Here to probe for more information, Ms. Ashwell?” His voice was polite, but he couldn’t fool me. He resented my entire existence.

      “Just a chat, James.” I sat down in front of him. He may have thought he had the whole school fooled but not me. “I think it’s time you tell me the truth about the cursed low-level.”

      “I told you all that I know,” he dismissed. His lips were curling into a smile but his emotions contradicted his playful expression.

      “My family doesn’t take well to lies,” I told him. “You know I don’t give a damn about low-levels. But a cursed one is something different. You have a motive and I want to know what it is.”

      He shifted in his seat and leaned toward me.

      “There are things in this world that are more powerful than you or your family, Rae. You know that I am more than happy to divulge any information I can to you but there is nothing more about the low-level that I can tell you. Anything else you will need to figure out through her.” His eyes dared me to continue.

      This wasn’t the first time that someone had been so unwilling to share information, but James had been very forthcoming in the last few years. He usually forked over any information I asked for but this was the first wall he had given me. Given his words, there was someone stronger pulling the strings, but who was stronger than father? He had the senate eating out of his goddamn hand. The low-level couldn’t possibly be better than that, could she?

      But you are different, my mind reminded me. Father doesn’t think a girl like you can hold that type of power.

      I would prove him wrong.

      “First you ask me to watch over her and now you are practically forcing my hand,” I commented crossing my legs and checking my nails, showing him that his actions didn’t bother me in the slightest even if they enraged me inside.

      “It’s not me who has to know everything about everyone. I’m just suggesting that if you want to know something, get the information yourself.” He shrugged and lowered himself back down to his seat. His emotions were still a wreck. He was scared.

      Information is power and my family just so happened to be the world’s most powerful information broker out there.

      “I thought I could count on you more.” I tutted and stood up from my seat. “I hope we don’t run into this issue again. Remember, I hold your career in my hand.”

      “My hands are tied. They have my life; my career is nothing in comparison.”

      I cursed internally. I needed to figure out who needed this low-level here. It was not normal for something to be so far out of my grasp. Nor would father approve of such a weak roadblock, and it would only prove him right in the thoughts he had about me.

      I left without another word but not before stopping in front of Tammy.

      “Do you by chance have Principal Winterfell’s calendar handy? I would like to schedule a regular meeting but I want to make sure it doesn’t clash with my extra-curriculars.” I leaned toward her giving her a smile that sent a blush running up her cheeks.

      “Sure, let me pull it up.” Her long nails clacked on her keyboard. “He has three, five, and seven. Available on Tuesdays and Thursdays,” she replied.

      “Do you mind if I see?” I asked sweetly. “I am a visual person.” I let my eyes rake down her form. She loved it and had no idea how I wouldn’t dare lay a finger on her. I sent a little bit of arousal to her in hopes of goading her into giving me what I wanted.

      “S-sure,” she stuttered and surprised me by printing out his schedule for me instead of just showing me on the screen. “For you, dear.” Her hand brushed mine as she handed the paper to me.

      “I knew I could always count on you,” I purred and walked out with a small goodbye.

      When I was far away enough I looked at the schedule. Not only did she print out the whole month but it had names on it and everything. It was mostly packed with faculty meetings. I saw that the low-levels had biweekly meetings with him but besides that no other names stood out.

      Which meant that whoever was keeping him from talking was not meeting him here, or at least, not on the schedule.

      It was a shot in the dark anyways, I thought and folded up the paper to put it in my pocket for when I would need it.

      The low-level had already messed up the group dynamic by being here for just a week. Daxton was barely controlling himself and probably off fucking the nearest witch he could lay his hands on. Bloodletting would be so much easier but he was so stubborn. It was literally the answer to all of our issues at the moment.

      Well…not all. The frenzy she threw Eli into was something else. She would normally never corner someone like that if it wasn’t for her work. Any demon or witch she wanted came to her and yet the low-level refused no matter how much it seemed that she wanted her.

      I didn’t even want to think of how Daxton had tried to stop Eli from touching her when he wasn’t in control of himself. There has never been a time where they had fought over a woman and I didn’t need it to start now. This education was important to all of us even if Eli refused to admit it.

      I sighed loudly as I entered my dorm. It wasn’t hard to get us all into separate dorms and I would never degrade myself to sleeping in the same room as other students. Even just being in the dorms was embarrassing enough as it was.

      There was a knock at my door and without opening it I felt Daxton’s emotional pattern. I cursed internally. If there was anyone more anxious than that low-level, it would have to be Daxton.

      Could I get a moment of peace?

      “Yes Daxton?” I asked as I opened the door. I loosened my tie feeling like it was too tight all of a sudden. He was calmer but his magic continued to restlessly move inside him. It was such an odd feeling, his magic. It was like it was something else living inside of him but their emotions were so in sync it was barely distinguishable.

      “Have you seen Amr?” he asked, his eyes searching behind me as if I was harboring him.

      “Is he wandering off again?” I asked remembering when I saw him cuddled up to the low-level in the library. I didn’t have to guess where he might be and it only angered me more. Not that I would show it though. Openly showing anger was a foolish move.

      “It’s hard to keep track of him recently,” he admitted with a frown.

      “Can your magic call out to him?” I asked.

      “He’s not answering. And I felt his presence around here but I can’t pinpoint it.” His facial expression barely showed his thoughts but unease and anxiety rolled off him in waves.

      “I guess the witch wasn’t enough huh?” I asked and shut my door behind me joining him in the hallway. “Let’s see if we can feel him while we can walk?” He nodded and started down the hallway. I felt the prick of irritation at my words and it made me smile. He hated coming to me even if he wouldn’t show it and that had to be my favorite part about what my family did. Not the knowing, but the feeling of when people knew they had to come to you but actually hated themselves for it.

      I let him lead me but I had no doubt in my mind that this journey tonight would probably lead us right into the low-level’s territory.

      I didn’t need him to tell me when he felt him the closest. His own magic became antsy and I could feel the curse magic radiating through the door in front of us. His magic and anxiety was soaring as each second passed. I sighed again and removed my glasses to rub my eyes.

      This was a tiring fucking night.

      I didn’t wait for him to make a move. I stepped forward and knocked on the door. There was a small shuffling and low and behold the low-level’s wide brown eyes came into view. Looking down I was surprised to see that she was wearing a tank top and shorts, much more skin than I had seen her show before. It was all milky white and the droplets from her wet hair rolled down her perky chest. My throat dried at the sight. What didn’t surprise me though was the cat in her arms that was cuddled close to her form. Amr lowly growled at us, obviously not wanting to be interrupted.

      I wondered what the low-level would think if Amr shifted in her arms. The absolute giddiness I felt when I thought about spilling this information should have been illegal.

      “Amr, what the fuck?” Daxton growled back at the cat. Daxton’s arousal raised as he saw her.

      “So glad you found our cat again, Ms. Miller. We were worried,” I told her and grabbed the offending feline ignoring his hissing. My hands brushed across her skin sending heat waves up my arm.

      There is no time for that, I chided myself.

      I threw the cat in Dax’s arms and pushed them both down the hall without so much as a goodbye. I heard her door shut only after we were almost at my dorm.

      “I don’t care what you see in that low-level, don’t fucking do that,” Daxton hissed at the cat. The cat growled and jumped out of his arms, preferring to walk by himself.

      “You have to get your magic under control,” I reminded him as I opened my door. “We can’t have another incident like last time. There is too much unknown about her.”

      “What do you mean unknown—I thought you researched her?” he hissed.

      “I did,” I hissed back, frustration filling me. Such a kid. “I can only learn so much and we still don’t know about her curse.”

      “You were the one that had the idea to use her like a witch,” he accused, his anger rising. He was mad because he couldn’t bed her? Really?

      “I offered it before she almost burned the school down,” I hissed. “If you want to chance it, go ahead but I won’t clean up your mess if you lose control again.”

      It was a low blow, but I couldn’t stop the words from coming out of my mouth. Shame filled him immediately. I swallowed my guilt. It was a lie—of course I would help whenever he would need me to, but I couldn’t help but get angry at his actions.

      “Whatever,” he spat at me and turned on his heels to his dorm.

      I closed my door once again and let out yet another sigh.

      This low life was going to be a fucking pain.
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      “For you,” Matt said handing me a purple rose. This time there were no thorns. I smiled at him and accepted it.

      Thank you, I signed to him.

      “Are you ready for your classes?” he asked throwing his arm around my shoulder. “I am nervous about mine but I have never been more ready to get them done with and graduate. I know you have to be here for another few years but I have no idea how you are going to do it.” He leaned close to whisper in my ear. “Do you see what some of the girls wear? They are definitely not here for an education.”

      Let a girl wear what she wants, I signed to him with a frown. I agreed that the designer fashion was a bit overboard for school and most were here for the name of the school on their diploma, but putting this just on how women chose to wear their clothes rubbed me the wrong way.

      “You know girls only dress like that for a reason,” he said with a pout. I gritted my teeth at his comment and for show I held out the flower he gave me and set it ablaze.

      That’s an ignorant comment, I signed to him after brushing off the soot that lingered on my hand from the rose.

      “I guess I deserve that,” he said with a sigh and removed his arm from around my shoulders. “This should be your class,” Matt said as we arrived at the first-year door. “Demon History and Culture, Class A. Going to be weird getting used to the classes thing.”

      We had both assumed that this college would be like any other but after we got our schedules it was clear that high-level colleges worked a bit differently. Apparently we were each assigned a classroom and we would be taking the same classes as the others in our major. Every day, every hour, same classes for three years together.

      Thank you. See you later, I signed to him and walked into my class. I was immediately discouraged to see that there were not single desks and instead lab-like tables that sat two people at a time. I didn’t see any assigned seats and students started filling in so I quickly grabbed one near the window and hoped that it would make me as unnoticeable as possible. I put my book bag on the table adjacent to the window and began laying out my supplies and schedule.

      Just a few minutes before the bell was supposed to ring I heard the chair next to me move and a warm body filled it.

      Did someone want to sit with me? A small flutter of excitement filled my heart.

      I looked over to meet the newcomer and my heart dropped immediately and all positive emotions left me.

      It was Eli.

      “Well hello there, little low-level.” She chuckled, that stupid grin still on her face. “What a coincidence.” I frowned at her.

      Fuck off, I told her in my head but she seemed to ignore it.

      “Ms. Miller,” the person who I assumed was the teacher said coming up to my desk. His light brown hair was slicked back and his glasses perched low on his nose. His eyes shined a similar blue as Eli’s. “I hope you have been settling in. I am Mr. Falkner. The principal told us about your condition so we thought it would be best for Ms. Groten here to assist you if needed in the class. I will try not to call on you to answer but having someone with a mind-reading skill would stop you from having to write everything.”

      I felt a twinge of annoyance at Mr. Winterfell’s consideration. What was he playing at?

      Eli’s rough hand covered mine.

      A perfect excuse to touch you.

      Are you stupid? I tried to move my hand away but she gripped it tightly. Mr. Falkner forced a smile, his eyes narrowing at Eli.

      I have to touch you to read your mind, unfortunately. It didn’t sound like she thought that was such an unfortunate thing. Her voice almost purred when she spoke.

      “She said she appreciates the consideration,” she replied smoothly to Mr. Falkner and he nodded then headed back to the front of the class. Before I could yell at Eli in my mind a familiar black cat jumped up on our table and rubbed itself on my chin.

      Amr! I took my free hand and gave him scratches behind the ear. The cat began purring and nudged his head into my hand.

      Such a sweet baby. Maybe if the cat can stay with me the class may be more bearable.

      Eli let out a deep chuckle and I flushed realizing that she could still hear my thoughts.

      “I could make it more enjoyable if you wanted,” she purred. Her hand removed itself from my own hand and placed itself on my thigh. “I realized that you are a bit new to this but there is no need to worry, you’ll enjoy it.”

      I was at a loss on how to respond and was saved by the volatile witch once more.

      “Of course, he’s with the low-level again,” Daxton’s voice grumbled as he took the empty table in front of us. It seemed like he was the only one without a seat mate. He sat so his back was against the window and his front facing toward the opposite wall of the classroom. His head was against the wall and tilted upward showcasing his long tattooed neck. He looked better than the last time I saw him. His hair was still a mess but he overall seemed calmer and more collected. My eyes trailed to the other tattoos peeking out of his unbuttoned shirt collar. I couldn’t make out the shapes but the grey and blacks were so pretty against his skin.

      “I didn’t know you liked tattoos so much,” Eli commented reading my thoughts once more. I wanted to push her away but at the same time I kind of enjoyed not having to hurt in order to get my point across. Thinking about it now it probably wouldn’t be safe if Daxton was so close. “Don’t worry. He is satiated for now.”

      Daxton’s eyes lazily made their way over to us, just barely showing underneath his messy black hair. “Talking shit?”

      “Only a bit,” she teased.

      If you must do this, can you rest your hand somewhere else? I hissed at her. Surprisingly, and without a fight, she removed her hand completely.

      “You touch me if you want to talk,” she told me and got out a notebook and pen from her book bag. I raised my eyebrow at the act.

      Amr meowed, trying to get my attention. I gave him a smile and kissed his wet nose lightly not caring that I could feel the others’ stares. He laid down in front of me and I began absentmindedly petting him. I looked around to see that the class was pretty much filled and most of the people were looking toward us.

      It’s not like I wanted the attention of these people. If anything it would make my time here worse. My eyes shifted to Daxton. Was there an actual possibility that he could break the curse? The magic that radiated off of him was strong but with the little knowledge about witches that I had, I couldn’t be sure what it took to break a curse like mine.

      Maybe I could ask him when Eli was not around. God knows what she would do when I asked for their help. Another trip into a brick wall? Those stupid daydreams of hers?

      I shuddered lightly remembering what she had shown me. Daxton met my eyes once more.

      I quickly shifted my gaze and instead of focusing on him I looked toward the front of the classroom and saw some notes already on the board.

      Mr. Falkner started class with a short introduction before jumping into the questioning.

      The teacher paced the room, looking everyone in the eye, probably checking to see if we were actually paying attention in the classes that cost more than I would make in my entire life.

      “I will be your main teacher and will be teaching you a majority of what you need for your degree. We will have a few specialized teachers that will come in and teach you more of what I cannot, but for the most part you will be stuck with me,” he said and sent the class a smile. “Also, once a month you will be given a day off from class to compete for the rankings.”

      His eyes met mine for a second then looked toward another student. I swallowed thickly. I was sure to utterly fail whatever test they had for the rankings system and I would hate to see what people would do once they realized how weak I was.

      “As far as curriculum for this year…we are going to push the beliefs that we grew up with in this class.” His voice boomed off the walls, jarring some students that were dozing off. “First question, why are we called demons?”

      He tapped his pen on the desk of a blonde girl that looked more interested in her nails. She looked to him with a raised eyebrow.

      “Because the humans thought we crawled up from hell,” she answered in a bored tone.

      “Because we scared them,” he pushed back. “Because we were something unknown to them. All of a sudden they were no longer just among their fellow humans but instead came face to face with things that had the ability and the want to utterly destroy them. It is no secret that when our ancestors started to congregate they decided very quickly that their goal would be to rule over the humans.”

      “We already know this,” the boy next to her grumbled.

      The teacher only smiled down at him.

      “Does anyone know when the first recorded interaction with humans was?” he asked the class.

      “The Salem witch trials,” Daxton answered with a bored tone. “It wasn’t just witches that were burned at the stake.”

      “Good.” Mr. Falkner hummed. “There were of course many other interactions and many of the folk tales during that time revolved around the demons that attacked their towns, their livestock, and even kidnapped their children. But the first time they actually wrote us down in history as demons was during the Salem witch trials.”

      “Originals were powerful though. Why did they allow themselves to get burned at the stake?” a boy asked toward the back.

      “Does anyone know the answer?” Mr. Falkner asked. He pushed his glasses up and with a huff answered once no one else did. “Rumor has it they took something the demons loved.”

      “Stupid,” Eli muttered next to me. For once, I agreed with her.

      Originals were the first recorded demons and witches to ever walk this earth and they were supposed to be the most powerful beings that have ever lived. They were pure power that no one could stand in the way of though it still begged the question: why did they get defeated during that time? And why would they throw away thousands of years of their lives for something as flimsy as love.

      An image of my parents during a school science fair popped through my mind. It was a month before the accident and it was one of the happiest I remember seeing them. They gushed to my teachers about how proud they were of me. Mom’s arm was even comfortably tucked into Dad’s and a smile was on his perfectly smooth face that would turn ugly and scarred after my birthday.

      The accident made me realize that love was flimsy. A parent’s love could vanish overnight and be replaced by silence and sharp glares. And a love between husband and wife…well let’s just say it’d been a while since I‘d seen my dad look at my mom with anything but contempt.

      “If anyone has any better arguments I would love to see them in your future papers.” He gave everyone a smile and there were a few groans around the class.

      “Another one, since you all seem so tantalized by this debate,” he said leaning against his desk meeting the annoyed glares of some of his students. "What if I told you we descended from angels and not demons?” he argued. There were a few chuckles.

      “Humans would shit themselves if they learned they killed angels,” one boy murmured.

      “Wishful thinking,” Eli commented while crossing her arms over her chest.

      “Why?” the teacher pressed her. There was a small frown on his face. “Some Originals had wings.”

      “We all have our things,” Eli responded with a shrug.

      “It is my job this semester to make you rethink everything that you know about demons…and witches.” He looked pointedly at Daxton. “And your final paper will include a section where you try to convince me that I am either right or wrong depending on which you believe more. Every few classes we will go over some of the rumors of our creation. You choose your favorite and fight me in your final paper.”

      After a series of lectures and debates the ringing of a bell jolted me and the cat. If I could talk I would have loved to question some of the points brought up, especially about low-levels, but I would never get that chance to. I looked up to see a pair of brown eyes staring intently at me.

      “You really don’t give a shit about school do you?” he asked.

      I looked toward Eli and she was already looking at me. Her hand was out. An invitation to speak. I put my hand in hers lightly, my fingers barely brushing her palm.

      School hasn’t always been my favorite but today’s lesson was interesting. Easy but interesting.

      Eli relayed my message. “Demon History and Culture is the easy major,” she commented. “Why do you think we are in here? Could you see people like us in a science or government major?”

      Remembering both of their tattooed bodies I would have assumed they would want to do something more creative, but Demon History and Culture hadn’t crossed my mind. The arts maybe? Anything but actual school if I was being honest.

      “This is the stupid people class,” Daxton responded dryly. His eyes shifted toward the cat that was still cuddled into my arms. “I can’t believe he degraded himself to such levels.”

      He’s one to talk, I scoffed in my head.

      I was curious as to why Eli and Daxton were even conversing with me in the first place. Eli obviously had a bone to pick after the shirt incident, but Daxton had no motive.

      Maybe it was his magic? As if on cue my fingertips began tingling, sending shock waves up my arm.

      “You can feel magic? You keep getting more and more interesting,” Eli whispered. I forgot my hand was still connected to hers and pulled it away quickly. Daxton’s eyes snapped up to mine. There was darkness there that made my toes curl. “And don’t get us wrong. You definitely repulse us as a low-level but there are some attributes that hold our interest.”

      Her voice caused shivers to go down my spine. The images she sent to my mind yesterday pushed to the front and my face flushed.
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      “Come on, eat with us,” Eli whined pushing her bottom lip out in a fake pout and tried to push me through the hallway.

      I have to meet my friend, I hissed in my mind. I tried to keep hold of my book bag while trying not to jostle the sleeping cat in my arms. Thank god the cat slept like the dead or else I was sure it would have attacked me by now.

      “Ah the other low-level,” she mused slipping her arm around my shoulder. I shoved her arm off and there was an audible gasp in the hallway. I looked around and saw more people staring at us.

      Were these demons really such a big deal?

      “This isn’t a charity case, Eli,” Daxton growled coming up beside me. His magic was tingling my arms and making my hair stand on edge.

      “Oh come on it will be fun,” she promised, her eyes flashing slightly.

      You don’t want to be seen with low-levels. Even being so close to me has no doubt tarnished your reputation, I said once Eli’s hand came to rest on my neck as she guided me to the mess hall. I tried to look for Matt’s tall form but it was hard when Eli kept pushing me around and forced us to get in line for food.

      “Nonsense. We don’t much care about reputation. Right, Dax?” And as if to prove my point she took two cigarettes out of her book bag and handed one to Daxton. I watched as Eli lit up her own and leaned close to Daxton to light his. Apparently, Daxton’s move wasn’t good enough for her. Eli gripped his chin roughly and forced his face closer. Daxton’s neck was stretched and his face angled up toward Eli. Eli helped him light up.

      Oh my god. It slipped in my mind and I couldn’t deny how dominating the move looked and how it sent butterflies through my stomach. The two most beautiful demons I had ever seen getting so close was almost too much for me to handle. I tore my eyes away from the scene and searched the mess hall finally finding Matt’s messy mop of red hair. He gave me a panicked look when I saw him. I tried to leave my spot but Eli’s rough hand wrapped itself around my hair and pulled me back in line.

      I bit my lip hard to stop the groan that threatened to come out. I wouldn’t dare think of the other emotions her actions stirred in me. I must have been going crazy if I found the bullies attractive.

      “Not so fast,” she said blowing a puff of smoke in my face. She waved Matt over to us. Matt paused but began to march over, his eyes narrowed at the way Eli gripped my hair.

      “What is going on, Rosie?” Matt said coming up to our spot in line. He eyed the two next to me wearily.

      They are in my class. I’m sorry I tried to leave—I signed to him but Eli cut me off.

      “No, none of that. You will talk through me,” Eli said gripping my hair harder before letting go and looping her arm around my shoulder. “The principal has asked for my assistance due to her condition so I am just helping out a fellow student.” Her body was hard against mine and I got a strong whiff of her cologne mixed with smoke. It was musky and smelt like burning wood and the damp forest late at night.

      Matt’s eyes met mine.

      Let me go with him. If you don’t we may have another fire accident, I demanded to Eli but her hold only tightened. She sent an image of a beat-up and bloody Matt into my mind and my heart stopped. You wouldn’t.

      I wouldn’t? she teased and sent another image of the scene in front of me but instead of Eli being draped around me as she launched himself at Matt and easily overpowered him with a punch to the face. Let’s bet.

      I must have lost control of my grip because the cat meowed softly. I gritted my teeth looking down at the cat. He met me with curious eyes.

      “Isn’t smoking against school rules? Especially inside?” Matt asked eyeing the two.

      “Like anyone would ever stop us,” Eli said with a chuckle taking another drag.

      I couldn’t help the sigh that escaped my lips.

      “Perfect, you both just don’t listen to literally anything I say,” grumbled Rae’s familiar voice.

      “It was Eli,” Daxton said in almost a whine. It was akin to a kid getting caught with their hand in the cookie jar and then blaming it on the cat. “And Amr won’t leave her side.”

      “Put those out,” Rae commanded. Eli paused for a moment but then did just that by throwing it to the stone ground and stomping it out. Daxton did the same.

      “No fun,” Eli whispered in my ear.

      “Now that that’s done with, we might as well use this as a way to get to know the first low-levels that are to join this academy. You never know where the connections will lead us one day.” I looked up to meet Rae’s calculating eyes. She had a cold but polite smile. “What do you say, Mr. Thompson?”

      Matt shifted slightly and watched my reaction. I nodded at him.

      Good choice, Eli cooed.

      “Sure, I would love that. It’s usually only Rosie and me so company is greatly appreciated,” he said slipping into his normal excitable tone. He joined my side on the opposite side of Eli. “Look at the cute kitty,” he cooed and petted his head lightly. I smiled at his actions. The cat sniffed his hand and looked toward me.

      I gave the cat a small smile and he nudged his head against Matt’s hand. Matt’s arm brushed mine and Eli quickly pulled me closer to her side and away from Matt’s.

      We made it to the front of the line and were met with our friend, Rhonda. Eli let go of me and let me step forward with Matt.

      “So lovely to see you two! I hope those troublemakers are treating you well.” She eyed the trio behind us, no doubt remembering the coffee incident. “What will it be today?”

      “I was thinking number three. Rosie what do you want?” he asked me. Number three was a lamb dish. My eyes flitted toward the only pasta on the list today. I showed them a number five. “Good choice, I knew I could count on you to try the carbs.” Matt elbowed me playfully.

      I smiled at him and made my way down the line grabbing a fruit and an iced tea. We were about to go to an empty table when Eli’s hand gipped the top of my hair and forced me to a table that already had people in it. I swallowed when they all looked at us with surprise and some glares were sent toward me and Matt.

      “Move,” she ordered and in less than a minute the tabled was cleared for us. “Sit,” she ordered this time to us and pushed me down on the seat. “Dax on the other side of her.”

      I was suddenly pushed in between two warm bodies that barely gave me any room to breathe. It didn’t help that Daxton’s magic kept reaching out to me leaving my body tingling. I shifted uncomfortably as Matt eyed me from the other side of the table. I let out a shaky breath in an attempt to calm myself, but it only made the pounding of my heart worse because now I was sure they knew how anxious I was between them.

      “So Mr. Thompson, it would seem that you are the oldest here and the only math major,” Rae started sitting next to him. “Tell us how the third-year classes are.”

      “Oh—um,” he stuttered, trying to find his words. “I would say it’s not much different than what I experienced before. The teachers do seem a bit more relaxed, though I am not sure if that’s because of the school we are in or the year. The class has been friendly so far as well.”

      “That’s good to hear. And the curriculum, is it what you expected?” Rae asked meeting him with a smile. Her eyes never wavered from my fellow low-level.

      “Well, it hasn’t been that long but I can already tell that low-level schools have subpar education,” Matt said with a sigh.

      “A gap Winterfell will surely need to fill now that we are more inclusive.”

      Matt seemed to relax slightly under Rae’s attention. As anxious as I may have been around these three, I was relieved to see that Matt had somewhat of a chance here. I wondered if it continued like this, maybe Matt would be safe from Eli.

      Are you worried about your fellow low-level? Eli’s voice asked in my head. You like that boy too much.

      He’s my friend, I told her. The tone she used irritated me as much as it worried me.

      Sure he is. Just don’t make me angry and he will be fine. He’s not as entertaining as you are anyways. Eli let out a laugh in my head that made my ears hot.

      Can you tell the kitty to move? I am afraid I cannot eat like this, I asked her trying desperately to change the conversation away from any violence surrounding the red head that was currently gushing to Rae.

      “Amr. Move,” she told the cat. He peered up at her with what looked like annoyance but simply moved over to Daxton’s lap. I felt the magic that was reaching out to me calm suddenly and reel back toward Daxton. “He’s Daxton’s familiar,” Eli explained. “Helps contain the magic inside him.”

      “Oh ya!” Matt interjected but paused as our food made its way to our table. “Rosie we should ask about that thing.”

      I swear to fucking god. I shook my head at him. I didn’t want to breach that subject here or with these people. They had already tried to make me their little experiment. There was no way I would want to get involved with them any further.

      Eli gripped my hand under the table and began squeezing.

      “Don’t hide stuff from us, low-level. Go ahead. Say it.” She leaned closer to me daring me to speak. Her actions caused me to lean back but I was trapped against Daxton’s side. I gulped at the intensity of her stare. The gold flecks in her eyes twinkled.

      You can’t be serious?

      “Eli,” Rae warned.

      “Please don’t talk. I’m already on edge,” Daxton piped up digging into his food. He shifted against my weight but didn’t try to move.

      “It’s okay! I can talk instead,” Matt said, laughing to try and get rid of the tension that was forming.

      “No I want to hear her say it,” Eli pushed and she twisted my hand painfully under the table. I let out a small whimper and Daxton stiffened against me as a blooming ache showed up in my arm. Daxton’s magic reached out to me again, the same way I had felt it that night when he pushed me against the fountain.

      We need a witch to help to get rid of the curse, I shouted at her through my head.

      “That’s not what I asked,” she growled at me and forced another whimper out of me.

      “Fuck Eli,” groaned Daxton. He shifted and right when I thought he was going to leave his arm circled around my waist and pulled me closer to him, forcing space between me and Eli. “Stop it with that. I just visited a witch yesterday.”

      I blushed when his head dipped closer to mine. His eyes seemed darker than before, and the magic beast that was hiding behind them was coming to the front.

      “I will have the principal put her in a different class if you two do not behave,” Rae threatened. Eli let go of my hand and Daxton reluctantly let go of my waist, both giving me enough space on the bench. “Now, Mr. Thompson. Explain.”

      “Uhm…Matt is fine.” I noticed there was also a light blush on his cheeks. I felt a twinge of shame fill me. Even though I was just playing along because I wanted to protect Matt there was some little part inside me that enjoyed the attention. “We wanted to find a witch who could break a curse and were going to wait until the rankings came out to show us who was the most powerful. But since we have you here it may have been better to just ask if you can do it.”

      “Why would we want the curse broken?” Eli asked, the cocky grin still grazing her perfect lips. I leaned forward and begun eating my pasta, not liking how this conversation was going.

      Matt spluttered trying to come up with a response but never found one.

      “It would be good publicity if a couple of college students were able to break a curse as strong as hers,” Rae mused. “The governor would love to hear all about it.”

      “I want the magic though; I don’t want to break it.” Daxton’s voice was almost a growl.

      “Then find a way for you to take it from her and consume that magic for yourself,” Rae offered. I met her gaze. Her smile was one that scared me the most. It was cold and her eyes watched over us like a hawk. I wouldn’t be surprised if we were playing right into her hand.

      “I don’t even know where to begin,” Daxton grumbled.

      “A low-level without the curse would be boring.” Eli pouted.

      The bell rang before anyone else could say anything. I hurried and got out of my seat to walk toward my class but Eli stopped me once more by grabbing my wrist. She pulled me down to sit next to her once more.

      “Free period for Class A, didn’t you read the schedule?” Eli teased.

      Matt sent me a look that was full of sympathy.

      I’m okay, go, I signed with a small smile, trying but definitely failing to reassure him by the look on his face.

      “Mr. Thompson and I have class. Let’s go,” Rae said and without so much of a glance backward she left the mess hall with Matt.

      The students in the mess hall all started to leave except the few who also had a free period.

      “We will stay here and eat. Why don’t you go find your witch, Daxton,” Eli said and pushed my food back in front of me.

      Daxton began to grumble but did exactly as Eli said and brought the cat with him. I refused to look Eli in the eyes and continued to eat my food. She sent another vision to me that almost made me choke on my food.

      We were still in the mess hall. Everything looked the same from the time of day to the people that were sitting at the tables eating their food. The only difference was instead of the sitting position I was in I was bent over the table with zero clothes on. I couldn’t see Eli but I knew that she was behind me. Her rough hands gripped my hips and roughly pulled them to her, and what I assumed was a strap-on pushed into me. I was wet and ready to take it without any fight.

      As soon as it showed up it was gone. I sent her a glare. My stomach twisted painfully and I had to clamp my thighs together when her eyes met mine again.

      Stop that, I snapped at her in my head ignoring the heat that traveled across my body.

      “Just say the word and we can do much more,” she purred. Her hand was removed from mine and she dropped some of her food on my plate. It was the same thing that Matt had ordered.

      This time it was me who reached out. I lightly touched her arm.

      What do you want?

      “Many things,” she mused. “But like I said I want you to come willingly, and it seems you respond better to nice guys like that low-level.”

      Don’t play games. First you corner and bully me and now you are saying you want to be nice to me? Just admit you want to see the curse and leave it at that.

      “No one has rejected me before, Rosie.” Her voice was low as she spoke. “The curse is a nice touch but never in all my years has someone had the balls to not only light my shirt on fire but then ignore me so easily.” She paused again, a light smile forming on her face. “Think of it as a conquest. The easier you give in the easier I’ll get bored of you and leave.”

      You’re not afraid of catching the curse? I asked hesitantly.

      “You and I both know it doesn’t work like that. And I would be more than happy to see that curse in action.” She sent me a smirk. “I guess you could say I have an interest in pain.” I dropped my hand from her arm and focused on the food in front of me.

      I was glad that she wasn’t touching me because an odd sense of relief filled me. I didn’t mind the thought of having sex with her, far from it really. Bullying and arrogance aside, she was attractive.

      It also didn’t help that I hadn’t been with another in over a year long. And she was open to my curse; she wasn’t scared of catching it nor did it seem like she would back down if it showed during sex.

      I sighed and tried to finish my food and ignore her for the rest of the free period.
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      “I’ll do it,” Daxton said the next day before class started. “But…you cannot push me, Eli. I mean it. If I lose control you have to pull me out.”

      “What’s the fun in that?” Eli pouted. She obviously would not be happy if she didn’t get anything out of a low-level without a curse but I didn’t let her ruin the flutter of hope that ran through me. I reached over to her hand and threaded my fingers through her rough ones.

      Please, Eli, I whispered in her mind. Her smile dropped and her eyes snapped to our hands.

      Tricky little low-level. Her eyes met mine. I will only say yes if you promise me something, she shot back. She faced her body toward mine and leaned in close. My breath hitched. Promise me that I’ll be the first to have you.

      What are you talking about? Heat fanned across my face and I tried to scoot away from her but she grabbed my shirt and forced me closer.

      I have seen how you feel about Daxton and Rae. God, even the other low-level has a chance with you if he tried. I’m a competitive person. Promise that you won’t let them touch you until I do. Her eyes narrowed at me.

      What are you insinuating? I snapped.

      I’m insinuating that you are a woman with needs and can get them satisfied with the bat of an eyelash. I don’t know how you did it but you have got all of us waiting in line for you to make a decision, she replied. There was no smile in her tone; she was being completely serious no matter how ridiculous her words may have seemed.

      Don’t exaggerate.

      I’m not and you know it. Her eyes were almost too intense for me to handle.

      I licked my dry lips feeling a heat rise up in me. A different type of emotion soared through my chest.

      And if I do allow them to touch me first? I dared to ask. A burst of confidence fluttered in my chest.

      Then I’ll let him do whatever his magic wants him to do and I can promise you last time that happened it wasn’t pretty. I expected her to show me but she didn’t. Instead, she just stared into my eyes with a serious expression.

      I never knew someone of your status would resort to begging for someone to sleep with you. I paused when she growled in my mind. And you think I want you?

      I know you do and there is no need to beg. You’ll thank me after and then you will be the one begging for more.

      I have never been with a girl before, I admitted embarrassed. I never denied my attraction to girls but getting close to anyone was almost impossible.

      I’ll take care of you, she promised me, her face slightly softer now.

      My stomach dropped and I looked over to Daxton. He was watching our interaction with a dark gaze. Was it really that bad when he lost control? I really didn’t have much to say no to; I knew what I wanted…and needed.

      I promise, I told her and pushed her away as the teacher came into the room. I didn’t have to look at her face to know that she was still watching me intently.

      “It’s a deal,” Eli told Daxton.

      The teacher stood with his hands on his hips and gave us a large smile. “Welcome to your first ranking. Everyone get your bags and follow me out to stadium three. After you are done you may have the rest of the day off.”

      I swallowed my fear and stood with the rest of the class.
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        * * *

      

      From the murmurs it seemed like today would be only for a few first-year classes and the other years would be taking their rankings on other days. I was sandwiched once again between Daxton and Eli as we waited to be called.

      “Alright listen up!” yelled a teacher dressed in athletic leggings and a tight jacket. Her short hair stopped at her chin and her bright green eyes were surrounded by charcoal liner. “You will walk to the middle of the field where you will demonstrate your power. We will ask you a series of questions and then you will get your scoring around your next testing period. Any questions?”

      All of the first-year teachers stood behind her. None really stood out except Mr. Falkner and the only reason he stood out was because his eyes were drilling into mine. I looked at the ground to avoid his gaze.

      Slowly each student was called into the middle of the field while the rest of us stood on the first track that surrounded it. I shivered after the fifteenth student was called up. The chill was starting to make its way through my layers.

      “Maybe you can use that fire to heat yourself up,” Eli said and wrapped her arm around my shoulder. I was enveloped in her warmth and immediately stopped shivering.

      Remove your arm. People are already staring, I hissed and removed her arm. Her hand lingered in mine.

      Don’t care so much what other people think. Insecurity is not a good look for you.

      I wanted to retort but I was cut off by a booming voice.

      “Is that all you got?” yelled the teacher in charge of the rankings.

      The high-level man that was in the middle of the field was surrounded by tiny rocks that levitated around him stuck in midair.

      “I can only levitate small things!” he yelled back and the rocks dropped by his feet.

      “What other limitations?” she asked writing notes on her clipboard.

      “I can only hold it for less than ten minutes. Right now it’s about eight minutes.” Even from far away I could tell that the high-level was embarrassed by his power.

      I was a bit confused that a high-level could have such a weak power. I assumed all high-levels were as powerful as Daxton and Eli but maybe even high-levels could be weak.

      “Fine,” huffed the teacher. “Next! Rosie Miller.”

      I froze at hearing my name. Murmurs surrounded me and I was roughly pushed forward by Eli. I sent her a glare but she returned my glare with a smile.

      I walked to my place in the middle of the field and turned to face the teacher and students. Standing in front of them now made me feel like I was a freak show and they had all paid to watch me really fuck up. Many eyes that had been turned now looked at me straight on. Even the teachers all turned to watch.

      “I understand your condition so just follow the prompts,” she yelled from across the field.

      I flushed with embarrassment but nodded at her anyways to show I understood.

      “Show us your power,” she commanded.

      I started a small fire in my palm and held it out for her to see. There were a few snickers in the crowd. My eyes met Mr. Falkner and he sent me a small encouraging smile.

      “Make it bigger,” she commanded. I made the flame in my hand bigger but she shook her head as if annoyed. “Are you immune to your own flame?”

      I nodded to her understanding where she was going. I pushed my hands out palms faced down and commanded the fire to grow around me. The warmth shot through my body and in seconds the fire was roaring around me.

      “Alright,” the teacher said and started writing down on her clipboard. I was about to extinguish the flames when Mr. Falkner moved next to her.

      “I think you can do more than that,” Mr. Falkner called out. The athletic teacher raised her brow and whispered something to him, but he just nodded.

      “Alright, make it as big as you can, Ms. Miller,” she commanded.

      I shifted uncomfortably and looked around taking note of the length of the field. I could probably try to stretch it to the end of the field, but it would get too close to the students and that would be pushing farther than I had ever gone before. Mr. Falkner nodded when I met his gaze. I sighed and pushed the fire out around me.

      There were audible gasps but the larger the fire got the less I was able to hear the murmurs of the group. I may have been immune to the flame but the heat, the smoke, and the noise was an entirely different story. People may not realize but being inside the middle of a roaring fire is very loud. It was like the sound of waves but amplified. It caused your blood to rush and pound in your ears. That’s what made it so terrifying.

      I pushed and pushed the fire as far as it could go. When the smoke surrounded me I knew it was time to pull back before I was on the ground heaving for air. With a snap of my fingers the raging fire that had painted the entire field red was gone. The black smoke stayed in the air and I was met with an interesting sight.

      I had in fact burned the entirety of the field all the way up to the bleachers. I was surprised that I was even capable of all that, and even a little proud of myself. I never thought after the accident that I would even be capable of being proud of such a destructive thing.

      The most interesting thing though, was all of the teachers and students were crowded in a circle behind Daxton. Daxton stood facing me; his hands were up in the air and around them was a small protective veil that shone blue in the light. The dirt and grass around them was left unharmed.

      The athletic teacher and Mr. Falkner were the first to peer over Daxton and the only ones to leave the veil. As soon as they did Daxton lowered it and it evaporated into nothing but left a few sparkles in the air. His eyes burned into mine with an intensity that I have never seen before. It almost frightened me more than the two high-level teachers that were stomping their way over to me.

      “That was more than we expected from you, Ms. Miller,” Mr. Falkner said. He clapped his hand on my shoulder as if to congratulate me.

      “That was amazing!” the athletic teacher gushed. My jaw nearly dropped when she held my hands in hers. “We have so much to test you on! Next time we need to try more of a tactical practice. How hot can you make the fires? Is it always red? Ever try to make them blue?”

      “You know she can’t answer, Linda,” Mr. Falkner chided with a laugh.

      “I know but that was the biggest fire I have seen in centuries!” she said still giddy as we walked back toward the students. “And did you see Mr. Reid’s shield? Beautiful!”

      “Okay, okay,” Mr. Falkner said with a groan. “Let’s get on to the others now.”

      The students were back in their lines and were absolutely silent as I walked back to my place between Eli and Daxton. I shifted uncomfortably when no one spoke.

      “So, I guess that was cool,” Daxton commented.

      “Cool?” a high-level boy with cropped brown hair and yellow eyes said from behind us. His hands came to rest on my shoulders and pulled me back into him. “That was insane! I had never thought a low-level would be capable of that power!”

      Eli let out a small growl but it was Daxton who pulled me out of his grasp.

      “Be careful or she’ll light you up,” Eli commented.

      After that a normal level of chatter resumed amongst the students and I was surprised that some even had praised me for my show. I received a few more dirty looks but I ignored them and tried to watch the rest of the rankings.

      “Daxton Reid, I will take your actions from earlier as part of the test so we will move on to Eliza Groten?” the athletic teacher said.

      “It’s Eli,” Eli corrected. “And no need to.” Eli walked straight up to her and placed a large hand on her shoulder. It was so big in comparison that it almost covered her entire shoulder.

      “Oh I see,” she mumbled and started writing furiously down on her clipboard.

      Eli turned back to us with a smile. The next name was called. She put her arm across my shoulder and I couldn’t help myself.

      Eliza, such a pretty name, I cooed in my mind.

      Can it, she hissed back at me.

      “Maybe the little low-level has some power after all,” Eli teased changing the subject.

      Don’t let it get to your head, she said in my mind.

      That’s not very nice for someone trying to be a nice guy, Eliza. My lips twitched slightly.

      Oh she jokes now? Maybe my charms won her over? I could hear the smile in her voice even in my head.

      Don’t let it get to your head.
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        * * *

      

      “Wait so you’ll really help us?” Matt asked excitedly as he sat down at our lunch table.

      Eli, Daxton, and I had left as soon as the teachers allowed. There was a surprising amount of high-levels that had either useless powers or just weak ones. The worst one that I saw had to have been the person who could summon bugs and only then managed to summon a fly. It made me look at the people around us in a new light.

      “I will help her,” Dax corrected. “In return I get her magic.”

      “Then what are you in for?” Matt questioned Eli. “It would be stupid to think that you are only going along with this because you are Daxton’s friend.”

      My heart pounded when Eli leaned forward as if to tell Matt a secret. “That’s between me and Rosie, low-level.” The way my name rolled off her tongue had to be a crime.

      “Did you coerce her into something? How low are you to take advantage of someone’s curse.” Matt sneered at her. His face was twisted, and his hands gripped at the edge of the table. I was taken aback by his attitude.

      I shot a look around at the students that filled the mess hall. There were still many people that were at the rankings, so it was safe for the moment.

      “It’s not like that,” I whispered gritting my teeth against the pain on my side. Matt’s face suddenly relaxed at my intervention. It’s a different promise, I signed to him not wanting to provoke the curse.

      “Okay, Rosie,” he murmured and suddenly his food was more interesting than Eli’s provoking.

      “If I tried to coerce her, she would burn me to a crisp, wouldn’t you?” Eli teased and stabbed a piece of chicken off my plate to pop it into her mouth.

      “She almost did,” Daxton huffed. Amr snored lightly in his lap but did not stir at his response.

      Poor cat must be exhausted.

      Even sitting next to him now, I could feel the magic building up. Whatever Amr was used for it would not hold him off for long. Guilt shot through me and I suddenly regretted speaking aloud.

      There was an awkward pause and a small shuffling. Suddenly Matt’s head shot up and sent a glare to Eli. They were both locked onto each other and both refused to look away. So far communication had been smooth between all of us; this was the first time I had ever seen them act like this.

      “Let’s take a walk, Rosie,” Matt said getting up. I scrambled up as well, thankful that I was able to get away from the awkwardness.

      I followed him out of the mess hall without another word to the others. He didn’t speak again until we were out in the courtyard and far away from any high-levels.

      “You don’t have to feel indebted to them, Rosie.” Matt turned around and gripped my arms tightly. “Him getting whatever magic the curse has is enough. You don’t have to go through this deal you made with Eli.”

      I’m not going through anything, I tried to sign to him, but I was unsure if he understood given how his hands were stopping my movement.

      “She showed me,” Matt whispered, his grey eyes searching mine. “What you agreed to. Her leg brushed mine under the table and she showed me what you said in class.”

      “That’s none of your concern,” I said and yanked my arms out of his grasp as they were filled with cuts. “You are not in charge of what I do…with my body.” I sucked in a deep breath as a particularly nasty cut made its way down my side.

      “Don’t speak, I’m sorry,” Matt rushed out and tried to reach out to me but his hands failed as he tried to find a place to put them. “I just wanted to make sure you aren’t getting hurt. Stupid older brother complex, right?” He let out a panicked laugh. “I won’t interfere, I promise. Just tell me if you need me to step in.”

      I wanted to point out that I was more than capable of protecting myself and it was actually the fact that Eli threatened to beat him up that got us into this whole mess anyways.

      That’s a lie.

      It was me lighting up her shirt.

      It’s fine, just trust me okay? I signed to him and stood up straight as the last cut healed itself. Don’t provoke her. Them. They are all dangerous. We will get the curse fixed, then leave.

      “Okay I get it.” He sighed and ran his hand through his curls. “I know I was the one that asked them to help but…are you sure about this? There will be no turning back.”

      I paused to think about it but there was nothing that was going to change my mind.

      I’m sure, I signed to him.

      Matt gave me a hesitant smile and was about to speak but we were both soaked by ice-cold water that seemed to have magically fallen from the sky.

      I gasped and wiped the water out of my face. I was already soaked down to my underwear and in this chill there was no telling how fast it would take for low-levels like us to get sick. Looking up I came face to face with Emma and her posse of high-levels.

      “Sorry, didn’t want a repeat of what happened earlier.” Emma sneered. The other girls laughed behind her. “Let’s try not to show off too much, right low-level?”

      The group of cackling bullies left faster than they came. I wanted so badly to send some fire after them, but her throwing water on me had the same effect as throwing it on an actual fire and I would be left like that until I was able to dry off.

      I met Matt’s eyes and almost laughed at his bewildered expression.

      First time? I signed.

      “Did I miss something, Rosie?” he asked and flung his soggy curls out of his face.

      It’s a long story. You can dry off in my room if you want?

      “Yes please, mine is way too far and I still have class later,” he said with a sigh.

      I mimed a chuckle and walked toward my dorm in soggy clothing.

      It was too long and too soggy of a walk to be comfortable. By the time we reached my hallway my teeth were chattering.

      A door in front of us opened and I crashed into a hard chest. The person sighed and stepped away from me without touching me any more than was necessary. Looking up I realized it was Rae.

      “You just can’t help but show up wherever I go, hm?” she said giving me a cold look. I looked down at my feet suddenly feeling like I was intruding. “Why are you both wet?”

      “Some girls dumped water on us. Something about Rosie showing off,” Matt grumbled.

      “Ah yes the field of fire,” Rae mused, her expression still cold. Her eyes trailed down my form and I felt like I was being scrutinized.

      Looking at Rae now Eli’s words about having them waiting in line seemed to be about as true as fiction.

      “A whole field?” Matt exclaimed and I tried to hide my face under the tangled, wet mess of my hair.

      “Yes, apparently the only thing that saved the students was Daxton’s shield. She was praised by teachers and students alike.” Rae opened her door back up and gestured for Matt to come in. “You can change in here.”

      “Ah…sure…okay.” Matt paused before entering but I just sent him a wave. He looked mildly disappointed.

      Rae spared one last glance at me then shut her door behind her leaving me soaking wet and alone in the hallway.

      I snorted. Maybe Matt was more her type.
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      The next time I saw Rae it was with the rest of the trio and she still had a distasteful look on her face when her eyes met mine. I tried to ignore it but her gaze was so intense that it made me anxious. It didn’t help that Matt was suspiciously late.

      “I assumed as much,” Rae hummed after Daxton explained that he wanted to take the magic for himself. “I have already prepared a schedule. If we want to make this work before the semester ends we will need to meet—”

      “The end of the semester is too fast,” Daxton interrupted.

      “You are not suggesting we waste an entire year on this, are you?” Rae asked, her tone becoming sharp.

      “Let’s see what we can do in a semester,” Eli said, her arm snaking its way around my waist. “If we can do that maybe we can just quit school completely.”

      Don’t act so familiar, I hissed at her.

      Don’t act like you don’t like it, she shot back. Or are you afraid I’ll out you?

      That’s not it…I trailed in my mind.

      “Unlikely,” Rae said with a huff. Her gaze went to Eli’s grip on me, then to me. I gulped.

      If we do this, can we leave Matt out of it? I asked Eli. She leaned forward on the table, loosening her hand on my waist and rested her head on her hand. From my view I could see a bit of her colorful tattoos peeking out.

      “Why do you not want the other low-level to join?” she asked. All attention was on me in that moment, and I felt my face flush.

      He doesn’t like you; it will be hard to get anything done with you two at each other’s throats. Her eyebrow raised at my explanation. My face must have been red as a tomato. And Daxton reacted weirdly to my curse last time. I don’t…want him to see that.

      “So, without him then,” Eli summarized.

      “We will do it twice a week,” Rae said interrupting the staring contest between me and Eli. “Mondays I can join but I have prior engagements most other nights of the week so you can pick another day that suits you.”

      “Friday then,” Daxton said. “So I can rest in case it gets to be too much.”

      I swallowed my guilt and nodded.

      “We will wait until the Monday after next,” Rae said. “Daxton needs time to get his magic under control and there is no way I will leave you three alone the first time.”

      “Yes, mom,” Eli said, distaste evident in her tone.

      The week and a half moved in the blink of an eye, far too quickly for my liking if I was being honest. Each day made me more and more anxious and had me fidgeting in my seat whenever Daxton got near. The first test would have to be the worst because it required Daxton to consume the curse’s magic. Eli constantly teased Daxton, asking if he had fun with his witch. It was all fun and games for her but it only made me more on edge. I should have been happy to finally get rid of this curse, but after last time I didn’t know what to expect.

      When the time finally came, Daxton moved to an empty space in the garden and Eli stood behind him, hands placed firmly on his shoulders so she would be able to keep him steady in case.

      Rae decided to stay close to my side, for which I was grateful. She was close enough that if I shifted my weight my arm might brush across hers. I looked up to see her writing furiously in her notebook. Her eyes scanned the page before meeting mine. My heart leapt in my throat but I couldn’t tear my gaze from her, those hazel eyes were so intense they pinned me in place.

      “You will be fine,” Rae whispered behind her notebook. I gulped and prayed to the Originals that her words would be true.

      “Go,” Daxton ordered.

      “Okay,” I said slowly feeling the pain radiate through my legs. “I’m not sure what I am supposed to say.” I had to say the words slowly and paused.

      “Tell us about how you got the curse,” Rae offered, jotting down more notes. Daxton’s eyes were firmly shut and he was trying to center his breathing but I could already tell it was becoming erratic. His clenched fists began to turn white. Eli’s eyes were firmly on mine.

      “It was my tenth birthday,” I said raising my voice. “A witch came and demanded payment from my parents.” I took a deep breath when a sharp pain spread across my ribs. I stumbled slightly. “They fought,” I pushed out. The cuts were getting deeper even though I tried to force the words out of me as fast as possible. The blood began to soak through the front of my turtleneck. “And I burnt the house down.”

      The figures of Daxton and Eli began to blur and the world spun around me. I felt myself tipping to the side but before I fell onto the dirt, Rae’s arms circled around me. I wanted so badly to relax into them but Eli’s words rang through my head.

      Promise me that I’ll be the first to have you.

      I stood up straight and pushed Rae away softly. Looking over at Eli and Daxton, I was not even sure if either even caught what just happened. Eli was now holding Daxton in a chokehold while he was clawing at her arms.

      “Am I to assume that position means that we do not know more than we started with?” Rae called out to them. Both shot glares at us. I swallowed thickly at the look in Daxton’s eyes. The beast was back.

      “He knows. I heard him. He recognizes it. Fucking stop it,” Eli hissed at Daxton and tightened her chokehold. Daxton’s jerks started to lose their strength. “He just got lost in it again. Whatever it is I heard enough to know it’s extremely old magic. Maybe Original.”

      I didn’t dare speak but I was certain we all had the same question. How the fuck did my parents get in touch with an Original?

      “They never told you anything about the witch?” Rae asked. I shook my head at her; my parents never dared to even mention it. One question was all it took for my Dad to explode and I never wanted to risk his temper more than I already had.

      Daxton became slack in Eli’s arms and his body was pushed to the ground with disgust. She stood up and brushed the dirt off her clothes, but it was useless—after the tumble she had with Daxton her whole uniform was covered in soot and dirt. Her white shirt that was rolled up to the elbows giving me a rare look at her intricate tattoos that were also covered in dirt. She huffed and angrily marched up to me. Her blue eyes had a shine that first captivated me but now looked like blue fiery pools that were ready to burn whatever was in their path.

      Her hand gripped me, fingers digging into the soft flesh of my shoulder. She stepped closer, so close our noses almost touched. I would have been nervous at the closeness if not for her murderous look.

      “Remember your fucking promise to me. I don’t roll around in the dirt for some bullshit like this. Especially involving a disgusting low-level.” So maybe she did see it.

      Her breathing came in pants and her tone was dangerous. Small beads of sweat rolled down her face and her blonde hair hung messily in her face.

      What did it say about me if I admitted I was turned on by this?

      I reached out letting my fingers brush softly against her exposed skin.

      I thought you would wait for me, hm? Giving up the nice guy act so easily? My eyes trailed down to her semi-exposed chest, a bead of sweat falling in between the channel of her breasts.

      Fuck that. Circumstances changed. Having me roll around in the dirt, degrade myself all while you run into her a—

      Rae’s hand brushed dirt softly off of Eli’s shoulder, stopping all of Eli’s angry ranting in my head. “Seems like Daxton is not the only one on edge.” Eli let go of her harsh grip on my shoulder and pushed me away from her in disgust, severing our connection. “This is not just for her, remember. Who knows what we could gain from solving this? Maybe the principal would even let us graduate early.”

      “That is wishful thinking.” Eli spat on the ground.

      Anything you wanted was in the realm of possibilities when you were rich. Students here were rewarded differently than at other low-level schools. You do good, get a little publicity, and that would be far more valuable to the school than if you actually sat in class. It wasn’t like they needed any more money anyways.

      “It’s happened for people who make great scientific breakthroughs or contributions to the school. Don’t forget, for some reason the principal likes her.” Rae’s molten eyes met mine. “Likes her so much he hides things from even me.”

      Daxton chose that moment to wake up with a loud groan. “Jesus Christ, Eli.”

      “Tell us what you felt,” Rae demanded going back to taking notes without wasting another precious second.

      “I think it’s something akin to an Original’s magic. I didn’t think the Original witches still existed, but the magic is too old not to be.” He rubbed his head but remained sitting on the floor. “If I could separate the magic from her and take it for myself there is no telling how powerful I’d become.” He let out a breathless laugh.

      “Would you be able to control it though?” Rae asked.

      “The fuck you would know about that?” Daxton growled at her.

      Rae gave out a sigh. She seemed to be the only rational one tonight. “We are done for today. Next time bring us a solution and we will test to see if it works.” She paused and looked to me. “It would be best to remain silent and only speak for the purposes of these tests. We won’t be around to hold Daxton back all the time.”

      I nodded at her and grabbed my book bag to leave. No one moved so I decided to go by myself. Even as I left the garden not a single person moved.
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      “I hope the school has been treating you well, Ms. Miller,” Principal Winterfell commented as I sat down in the chair across from him. “I heard you even made some new friends?”

      “Sure, friends,” I murmured.

      “Where was it that time?” he inquired, his purple eyes twinkling in the light.

      “Leg,” I answered. “How did you find out?” I got out my phone after that, not wanting to go through any more pain.

      “About your friends? It’s unusual, for people as high of a status as they are to take interest in a low-level,” he explained and leaned back in his chair. His previously braided hair was down today, and he twirled one of the loose purple waves through his fingers.

      I meant the curse but you’ve piqued my curiosity. What makes them so high status? I typed out and showed to him.

      “Rae’s family is in deep with the government, and I wouldn’t be surprised if that girl takes over for the governor at some point,” he said with a smile. “A dangerous one, always prying for information. Eli’s story is hers to tell. Daxton is a part of the most prominent witch family, one of the only ones that have positive ties to the government.”

      I mulled over this new information. There was no way I would ask Eli about her ties but the way the principal skipped over it made me curious.

      Didn’t know you would give so much information about your students to a random person, I typed.

      “You are also a student, Ms. Miller.” He smiled and leaned forward. “And I just thought that you should know of their ties. It’s all public knowledge anyways.”

      “The curse?” I asked not liking the way he dodged my question.

      “I have many ties to other schools. How do you think I get the best of the best here? Of course, we have to share information.” He leaned back with a smile.

      “Which teacher?” I asked then winced at the pain in my side.

      “All that matters is you are here now, right?” he responded. “You have the chance at an education with people who once deemed you as unworthy.”

      “A great opportunity,” I murmured but didn’t back down and kept my gaze firmly on him. It was weird. This situation, him dodging my questions. All of it.

      “Who was it?” he asked and hummed lightly. He looked up and to the side like he was trying to remember. “Eleventh-grade math teacher I believe?”

      “Oh, Mrs. Davids?” I asked knowing full well I never had a teacher by that name.

      “No need to speak if it pains you Ms. Miller,” he said. His narrowed eyes pierced through me. “There is no Mrs. Davids, Rosie. Don’t think I am incapable of doing research myself.”

      I gulped when he said my name. He stood up and leaned against the side of his desk so he towered over my sitting form.

      “That would have been smart if it was anyone else,” he said. “Don’t ask stupid questions that will get you in trouble. Or worse…hurt.” His fake smile was plastered back on his face. “This was a nice meeting, Ms. Miller. I am glad you are getting along with your classmates.”

      I took the cue to stand up and tried to hurry out but his voice stopped me.

      “Do be careful around those others, hm? Focus on your education,” he called out.

      I slammed the door shut, sending Tammy a sheepish smile, and then hurried out of the office with my heart pounding in my chest.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m going to try and consume it,” Daxton said as we entered the garden for the second time that week. I was still anxious from my chat with the principal earlier and his words added a whole new panic to my life that I so did not need right now.

      “Like hell you are,” Eli growled, a scowl gracing her lips. “I am not tumbling in the dirt with you again.”

      “I haven’t found any solid research to make a potion yet,” he shot back. “And this is another test to see—if I do consume her power—if I can handle it.”

      I looked between the two not understanding what was going on.

      “How do you plan on doing it?” Eli asked taking her place at my side. Her hand made its home on my shoulder.

      “There are two ways. Like I normally do with my witches.” He paused and grimaced. “Or bloodletting. But that one is gross.”

      Eli’s hand squeezed my shoulder. I looked up at her but her eyes were narrowed at Daxton.

      Did I miss something? How does he plan to consume it? I asked her. She met my eyes after a long pause.

      “He’s offering to fuck you,” she hissed. “You will blood let. I expect you to keep my promise.”

      I looked at Daxton. His brown eyes were clear. No sign of the beast underneath. Which meant he was offering this clear-headed and fully aware of his choices. Heat pooled in my stomach.

      Don’t you dare consider it, she hissed in my mind. I told you I am competitive.

      “You aren’t in charge of her,” Daxton fought back.

      Is bloodletting like the time when Rae cut him? I asked.

      “Yes,” came Eli’s clipped response. She sat down on the fountain edge and pulled me in between her open legs and flush against her chest. “Bloodletting.”

      Speak now if you want this to stop, she said in my mind.

      Daxton grumbled on his way over to us and pushed up my shirt to expose my arm.

      We should at least try something. Even as I told her this, uncertainty left me feeling anxious and scared to see what would happen if Daxton did lose control. You’ll stop it if it gets too dangerous anyways, like last time.

      Eli let out a small chuckle.

      “Let’s get started, Dax. The low-level is ready.” Her voice was right by my ear and low enough to cause shivers to go down my spine. I took a calming breath.

      Daxton’s eyes flitted between the two of us and then he scowled while looking toward my arm.

      “Disgusting,” he hissed and pulled a small knife out of his pocket. “This will hurt.” Without any other warning the knife dug its way down my forearm. I bit my lip to stop the noise from my mouth and dug my fingernails into Eli’s arm. Eli in return only held me tighter against her, breathing heavily in my ear.

      Good girl, she cooed in my mind.

      Daxton brought the wound to his mouth and began licking at the blood. An odd tingling sensation filled me once more. Just like before the cuts came but this time it was intensified, and I leaned my head back into Eli in hopes to center myself. I guessed it was his magic that started to coarse through me. It started in my arm and washed slowly over my entire body.

      No wonder he went crazy over this. Just him taking the small amount of blood had my whole body on edge yet gooey at the same time. It didn’t help that Eli’s arms were clasped around me and I could hear every breath she took.

      Daxton moved to stand in between our legs. His grip tightened on my arm as he began sucking on the wound trying to get the blood out faster. His eyes met mine and my breath caught.

      Does that feel good? Eli asked as her hand slipped into my shirt and rested against my bare stomach. It sent jolts down my body.

      Daxton moaned against the blood. He cut deep enough that it would take a few moments to heal but those moments were like a lifetime and with each stroke of his tongue an uncontrollable fire began raging inside me. It was so inappropriate to be stuck in between the two like this but I absolutely loved it.

      Not so against it now huh? Eli’s smug voice said in my head.

      In one motion her hand slipped under my bra and she rolled my nipple between her rough fingers. I gritted my teeth refusing to make a noise. Instead, I leaned my head back against her chest and took a deep breath. She slipped the hand under the other side and pinched the other nipple. A small gasp escaped my lips. There was a small pain that radiated in my arm but Daxton was far too involved in his letting to give us a second thought.

      What are you doing? We are not alone, I snapped at her through our connection.

      I told you that I would be the first to touch you but I never said we would be alone.

      Her hand unbuttoned my pants and slipped through to cup me over my underwear. I wanted so badly to whimper but I didn’t dare. Her fingers began to rub against the length of my wet core expertly teasing me, knowing exactly where I wanted her fingers but not quite giving in to my desires.

      Not now. I pushed back but her fingers brushed over my clit and I let out a small whimper. Daxton froze and removed his mouth from my wound. When his eyes met mine now they held a different kind of fire.

      “Go on Dax,” Eli mused near my ear with a chuckle. “Continue to blood let while I make this little low-level beg.” Her pressure increased and she began rubbing fast circles against the nerve endings. Against my better judgment my legs opened wider for her, her actions far too mouthwatering to further deny this.

      “That’s not fair,” Daxton whined. Eli hooked her legs through mine and pulled them apart giving her hand easier access.

      “Do as I say,” she growled. Daxton pouted and made another cut in the same place as the healed one without another word. When his lips met my arm once more, my head swam.

      “Are you going to speak for us, low-level?” she purred and dipped her hand teasingly to my wet entrance. She was purposefully not going inside my underwear and it was driving me crazy. I no longer cared that we were out in public and with each stroke of her fingers against my folds I lost myself.

      Fuck you, I told her in my head and her hand stopped. The one that had been rolling my nipple came up and gripped my throat tightly.

      “Say the words,” she groaned in my ear. Her hand pushed aside my panties finally and played achingly with my entrance. “Who would have thought you’d get so wet by having Dax’s lips on you. Maybe I should have tried that tactic sooner.” The hand attached to my throat tilted my head and exposed my neck enough for her tongue to flick out and drag across it.

      I let out a groan this time and she rewarded me by rubbing up the length of my slit.

      Fuck, Eli. Please, I begged and bucked against her hand unable to stop myself.

      “If you are not going to fuck her I will,” Dax hissed and left his position at my arm. His hands cupped my face bringing his lips to mine. Eli chose that time to slip two fingers into me stretching me further than I expected.

      I let out a gasp and Daxton’s tongue entered my mouth. There was a burning cut on my back but I couldn’t even pay attention to it as Eli’s fingers pounded into me.

      Such a low-level slut. She pushed toward me. Look at how easy it was to get you to open your legs for us.

      Daxton grabbed my hand and brought it to his erection, moaning once contact was made. He ground against my hand and began to undo his pants.

      A moment of panic entered my mind when it caught up with my actions.

      Do you regret making your promise? she teased and pushed a third finger into me. I decided in that moment that none of the hesitation or fear inside me mattered. I tried to help unbutton Daxton’s pants but we were interrupted by a sigh.

      “I leave you three alone for less than an hour and this is what I come back to?” Rae’s voice caused Daxton to freeze and step away slightly. His brown eyes were too calm to be normal.

      There probably wasn’t a lot of magic in your blood, Eli told me but she didn’t remove her fingers from inside me. Instead, she picked up the pace.

      “Glad you could see this, Rae,” Eli told her. “I’m going to be the first to make her come and now both of you can see me reap my prize.”

      “Wait I—” I tried to speak but a combination of the pain and Daxton’s lips returning to mine once more stopped me. Embarrassment filled me at the thought of Rae watching this happen.

      She likes it. You think someone that looks like that likes dick? Eli asked.

      I kissed Daxton back stronger as I felt my release build. His hands wound themselves in my hair, pulling harshly. A different kind of tingle made its way through me and into Daxton but I couldn’t follow the feeling as Eli’s fingers sent me over the edge.

      Neither Daxton nor Eli pulled away until I had come down from my orgasm. When Daxton did I saw that there was a light to his eyes. Eli removed her hand that was clamped on my throat and I took a deep breath of air.

      “It does work the same as the other witches,” she commented toward Rae. “It’s not a lot but it’s potent.”

      “Your magic is calmer than I expected,” Rae noted. Eli removed her fingers and looped her arm around my neck and popped them into her mouth. I hurried to try and button my pants, but she turned my head to a painful angle and kissed me. Her lips were much softer than I expected, and I could taste myself on her. She bit my lip hard before removing her mouth from mine and giving me a grin.

      “It calmed when I took some of her magic. It’s like it knew I couldn‘t take much so it didn’t try to push it. For once it stopped asking for more,” Daxton continued.

      “That may not be a good thing,” Eli commented.

      “No. It may mean the curse is more powerful than I expected. If it could scare my magic…I would hate to see what else it could do.”

      Eli stood us both up and reached down over me to button my pants.

      “Don’t think this stops here,” she warned, sending another wave of shivers down my spine.
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        * * *

      

      I couldn’t look Matt in the face the next morning when we met for breakfast. It was a mix of shame and embarrassment. I could never tell him what happened, nor did I want to when I thought of his reaction to Eli before.

      “I swear whatever they have been feeding us in those low-level schools is straight bullshit.” He moaned into his eggs as he ate. “I have been doing homework and studying every night until 3 a.m. because they said they would drop my ranking even lower if I failed the test. And the free food deal is over now. I thought I’d be able to save more. Life is so hard now.”

      Our money should be deposited. We will be fine until that runs low, I signed to him and ate my bagel slowly.

      “You’ll be stuck here for two more years, Rosie,” he reminded. “Anyways how’s classes? Lots of homework?”

      Almost none. We will have a big paper at the end of the term. It was true, we had not received a lick of homework since we started…not that I’d even be able to complete it with how demanding those high-levels were. Mr. Falkner just asked that we made sure to write careful notes and to pay attention in class so we’d be prepared when the paper came.

      “Lucky,” he whined.

      A hand found its way to my shoulder and Amr jumped onto my lap with a loud meow. I looked up to see Eli smiling down at me. Her knowing smile caused a blush to immediately burn at my face.

      “Let’s get to class,” she said pulling me up lightly. I had to drop the rest of my bagel back onto my plate and grip Amr tightly so he wouldn’t fall.

      Matt cursed and scrambled for his things.

      “Let’s go together, Mr. Thompson,” Rae said appearing from behind us.

      “Ah, sure, of course,” he said and rubbed his hand through his messy curls. He didn’t look at her while he packed up. He gave me a small wave and walked out of the mess hall. Rae gave me a sidelong glance before following him.

      I gulped at her reaction. Rae probably hated me.

      She doesn’t, Eli’s voice rang through my mind. I stiffened and grabbed my bag, tearing her hand from my shoulder.

      “Don’t act so shy, low-level,” she teased and grabbed my bag from me, slinging it over her shoulder. I flushed again and followed her out of the mess hall. Daxton was still nowhere to be seen. I hugged Amr close while I watched Eli’s back. Her moods were like a roller coaster and I was nervous to see what would push her spiraling back to that hot-headed bully she was not too long ago.

      We entered the room and seated ourselves at our normal seats by the window. She handed me my bag and I rummaged through it to find my notebook and pens. Students started to pile in but I paid them no mind as I reviewed the previous class’s notes.

      “How do your parents feel about their kid getting into this school?” Eli asked and placed her hand on top of mine. Her scarred one covered mine completely and left a pleasant warmth.

      I replayed their reactions in my head. My mother’s excited face and my father’s words.

      Get an education. Get a good job. Help your parents rebuild the shit life they were left with.

      “A charmer,” Eli teased. “Wasn’t that their own fault for the deal?” I peeked out from behind her, my eyes darting around to see if other students heard. Only a few glowered in my direction but no one else gave any notice that they heard anything.

      Be careful about what you say, I snapped.

      “Don’t worry so much,” she said giving me a smile that showed her teeth. “Have you contacted them since?”

      What’s with the interest in my parents all of a sudden? I asked, not wanting to answer a question that so obviously had nothing to do with her.

      “Just curious,” she said as her eyes trailed down to my lips. I couldn’t help myself from wetting them, suddenly feeling self-conscious under her gaze.

      Daxton finally took his seat in front of us interrupting our stare down. Amr meowed but made no effort to be removed from my lap. Daxton pushed a large iced coffee across our table.

      Is that for me? I asked Eli.

      “Treating her to coffee now, hm?” Her smile dropped as she spoke.

      “A thank you,” Daxton responded. His still shimmering brown eyes met mine. “For making my magic calmer than it has been in the last two years. It’s the real version of the bottled one you like so much.”

      I hoped my face didn’t show how shocked I was because if it did my jaw would have hit the floor by now. Gifts? Bag carrying? Remembering what I liked? I barely did anything with them and now this was how they treated me?

      A warm feeling bloomed in my chest. The same one that I felt when Matt gave me a hug after I told him about my curse… It was a nice feeling.

      “Don’t look so surprised,” Eli said with a chuckle. “Dax is good with aftercare, aren’t you?”

      Daxton responded with a snort. I freed my hand from Eli’s to grab the coffee. I took a careful sip, fully feeling every second their eyes were on me. A mix of chocolatey sweetness and the bitterness of espresso filled my mouth. My eyes widened and I shot Daxton a smile.

      I smacked my hand down onto Eli’s arm and shouted through our connection.

      Tell him this is delicious! Tell him it’s the best thing I have ever tasted! Tell him thank you and that I will—

      Before I could finish Eli tore her arm from my grasp. I shot her a look but she met me with a look of her own.

      “You’ve never had real coffee before?” she asked. I shook my head and reconnected my hand to her arm once more.

      Just the cheap stuff and nothing ever tasted this good.

      “She said it was delicious. She thanked you,” Eli finished with a grunt and a small scowl.

      I sent a smile to Daxton and gave him a thumbs up. His eyes widened and a light blush played at his cheeks. I removed my hand from Eli and focused fully on the delicious coffee in front of me.

      “Happy to see all of your smiling faces once more,” Mr. Falkner said with a sarcastic drawl as he walked in. He eyed my coffee but said nothing about it. “We have a specialist here today. Sarah Collins—she is known for finding the first Original demon bones.”

      A murmur passed around the class.

      “Winged ones, to be precise,” Mr. Falkner said and sent Eli a knowing look.

      The clack of high heels was heard before we saw a tall blonde woman enter the room. She was dressed in a tight-fitting dark brown suit with a skirt and dull yellow heels. Her bright blue eyes searched the room, pausing only when they reached our table.

      “Thank you, Mr. Falkner. I am so honored to be here to share my story today.” Her light voice was something akin to ringing bells and the smile she gave Mr. Falkner was even sweeter. “If you would please pull up the presentation I will begin as soon as you are ready.”

      Mr. Falkner smiled at her then sat at his desk. The light shut off and the projector flashed images across the whiteboard. The first, and most shocking, was the picture of what looked to be a half-mummified demon.

      “When I was fresh out of college I visited an excavation site where I dug up this mummified demon,” she said and traced the outline of the figure with her fingertips. “This was the closest I had been to such an old demon and I was beyond amazed at what I found.” The next slide showed the demon face down on a metal table with bones sticking out of its back. “As you can see these bones are not just an accident; skin was enclosed around them but whatever was previously attached to them remained no longer.

      “If you look closely you can see a jagged edge to the bones with the other connecting bones angled in an unnatural way, meaning they were violently pulled off and probably when the demon was still alive given how uneven the right is compared to the left. With the help of digital reconstruction we were able to remake what we thought its wings looked like.” The next slide showed a digital image of wings that were twice the size of the man’s body. “But the bones sticking out of the back were so odd. We wanted to find out where the bones had gone and how they were taken off.”

      “This is stupid,” Eli muttered. Her hand rubbed from my knee up into my mid-thigh but she was blocked by Amr’s purring form lounging across my lap. “Move, cat.” Amr jumped up to sit on the table.

      “We found the wings after several weeks of digging up various mass graves. They were mummified as well and after that it was easy to confirm that its wings were torn off.” She raised her voice loud enough to draw Eli’s attention and to stop her hand from moving up my thigh and rubbing circles in the sensitive flesh. “It is not an unknown fact that the humans had hated our kind for centuries. We believed that this was just one painful example of the attacks that our kind had to endure.”

      She went to the next slide and instead of just the single body in the grave we were hit with a gruesome image of ten to twenty bodies of all sizes stacked on top of each other in a shallow dirt grave.

      There was an eerie silence that surrounded the classroom that no one dared to break. Eli removed her hand fully from my thigh and shifted in her seat. My stomach twisted painfully looking at the picture and my breakfast threatened to show itself once more.

      It was a baby.

      “I am not here to remind you of the tragedies of our kind.” She spoke after letting us stew in the silence for a minute longer than necessary. “I am here to show you that we were once very different from the people you see around you. We were hated for a different reason. Back then we were hated because humans rejected the idea of us. Beings as powerful as us in their minds was a direct threat to their lives. We as demons decided after years of torture and abuse that we were not going to take it any longer. We knew we were superior and finally, we started acting like it.”

      “Sarah,” Mr. Falkner warned from his place at his desk.

      “I am not trying to reignite the hatred of the human race,” she said, eyes narrowing in the direction of Mr. Falkner. “There is a high possibility though that we will go extinct after some time. Many of us call ourselves high-level demons, but what does that mean? How are we better than the low-levels when our blood is just as tainted as theirs?

      “Remember that within a class the size of this one there may only be one person that has blood closer to the Originals than anyone else.” Her eyes shifted around the class until they landed, once again on our table. “And even then, their line will not last unless they breed with other demons a similar strength to them.”

      A shiver ran up my spine. I didn’t like the way her eyes honed on Eli. If the monster behind Daxton’s eyes looked dangerous, the one behind Sarah Collins’ looked pure evil.

      After another two hours of looking at the bone structure of some of the earliest demons, we were all released to lunch.

      “Don’t forget, ranking results come out tomorrow and we will head to the area for our monthly testing,” Mr. Falkner yelled out after the class but Eli paid no mind. She practically stormed out of the classroom.

      Eli was beyond pissed but the only way you could tell was the fact that the smile that always seemed to be etched on her face was now replaced with a deep frown.

      “I’m skipping the rest of the day,” Eli said as we walked toward the mess hall. Her eyes were trained on her phone. We had taken the long way this time hoping to avoid the crowd and were now walking on a stone path surrounded by trees and bushes, barely another student in sight. “I’ll be back tonight so make sure Rae doesn’t go ape shit and send a search party out.”

      Daxton huffed. “She only did that once.” His eyes shifted to mine before he responded, “Work stuff?”

      “Something like that,” she responded and left us, walking back the way we came at a quickened pace. Her normal relaxed stance was now hunched, her school shirt stretched across her back tightly.

      What’s got her in such a mood?

      “Let’s get to lunch,” Daxton murmured and pushed me down the walkway. I felt the heat rise to my face when his hand lingered near the back of my neck.

      For some reason, I was bothered by Eli’s quick disappearance and a dark foreboding feeling hung over me for the rest of the day.

    

  







            11

          

          

      

    

    






Eli

        

      

    

    
      The heel of my boot smacked against the demon’s face with a satisfying crunch. His face was already a bloodied mess. My gang and I had been here awhile and I didn’t feel the need to hold up all the pent-up anger and frustration that filled me. The demon had resigned to keeping his position on the floor and just let the blood flow after the fifth kick had been delivered.

      I needed this after the way that stupid teacher looked at me today. Sarah Collins. Something about her didn’t sit right with me. For all intents and purposes she looked like a weak woman but when her eyes met mine…the classroom’s air had thickened and there was a small connection that formed between us. If I’d thought it was possible I would say that the connection had to have been her reading my mind, but it seemed impossible to believe.

      Not impossible, but I refused that anyone other than that fucker Malik could ever hold one over me. I was pissed at Rae once too, for having the audacity to be born with a better power then me, but I got over that once I realized how much I’d grown to like her.

      Now a stupid teacher; I would not even entertain the thought that she could possibly have a more powerful gift than me and use it so blatantly on me. I wouldn’t allow it.

      This dumbass worker picked a hell of a day to get me angry. I kicked him again enjoying the way blood splattered out of his mouth. It sent a shiver up my spine.

      No one invades my privacy like that. Not again. Never again.

      I stared down at the scum of a worker that laid on the ground. Normally I wouldn’t draw it out like this. Normally, I would have just had my men kill him and be done with it but I was pissed, and this attack was personal. Women? Car? Property? Take it, I couldn’t give a damn, but when you take my money? We have a problem.

      “Ple—ase…” he choked out, trying to shield his face from my next kick. Like that would even work. I kicked straight through his hand and his skull bounced off of the carpeted floor. He didn’t try to get up this time.

      I narrowed my eyes at my blood-coated boots. They were leather so they would be easy to clean but the laces would need to be replaced. Just another thing to make me angry today.

      “Boss.” An underling next to me spoke. I think his name was Chris or something mundane like that. He shifted as he came up to my side, obviously hoping that he would escape my wrath. “We found the money in his bedroom safe.”

      “How much?” I asked and gestured for the others to grab the low-level off the ground. I didn’t even bother to remember their names—they wouldn’t last long here anyways nor would they ever be anything important. Even if they somehow managed to make it under me without pissing me off, I didn’t know how long I would stay here. If I could ever take a sector I sure as hell wouldn’t want to take anyone with me that didn’t even have enough power for me to remember their name. That’s what it all boiled down to after all: power and making sure the people who were important knew that you had it.

      “A few thousand.”

      “You wasted your life for a few thousand,” I hissed as the others brought him up to me. His body was hanging limp from their arms and blood from his multiple head wounds dripped to the ground. The carpet was a light cream but with the beating it had turned dark and made wet noises as the others walked over it. “At least take a million if you knew you were going to get caught.”

      I grabbed a cigarette from my jacket coat. The one next to Chris shakily came to light my cigarette. I met his eyes.

      Cute.

      He reminded me of Dax in a way. The only difference were his green eyes; they were so dull. A pity. I was hoping to find someone to satiate this anger since beating the low-level to within an inch of his life did nothing for me.

      The low-level from school flashed through my head and I hardened when I remembered the way her tight pussy felt wrapped around my fingers that night. I had prepared my strap and wore it to school in preparation. I was going to take her today, teach her just how enjoyable being with a woman could be, then I’d finally be done trying to be a nice guy. I would fuck her and leave her, then she would never look at me with a face that made my knees weak again. Instead she would hate me just like the others.

      A groan from the traitor brought me back from the delightful thought.

      I walked toward the now unconscious low-level and began searching his pockets. There was nothing save for his phone. It wasn’t password protected and I easily was able to scroll through his recent messages.

      “Stupid and careless,” I mused.

      Inhaling the lit cigarette I paused and blew the smoke directly into his dripping face. No movement. I threaded my hand through his hair and yanked it back to show me his throat. I pushed the butt of my cigarette into the soft skin on his neck and was rewarded with a scream so blood-curdling that it made my belly warm.

      I wished the low-level would make that for me. Being nice to her was so exhausting. I couldn’t count how many times I wanted to bend her over the table in the classroom today and make her regret the day she rejected me.

      “I’m sorry. They made me. Please I swear.” His voice went on and on even after I had removed my cigarette off his neck. I sighed. Way to ruin the moment.

      I looked away from him feeling disgusted. Something in the place stood out to me once my head had cleared slightly. My group had checked this place out earlier but it seemed too perfect. And there were no pictures of family or anything that could identify him as a person. The furniture barely looked lived in and when we got here he was sitting on the couch…but the TV wasn’t even on nor was there anything else to occupy his mind.

      “Damon,” I concluded and was awarded with hoarse laugher that radiated through the room.

      “Ah… That was too fast Eli, have a little fun, hm?” Damon’s grainy voice filled the room around us. Why was I not surprised that the lunatic had cameras and speakers installed in this house. “I’ll be waiting in the basement.”

      I huffed and waved off the men around me. As much as I didn’t care about them I didn’t want to subject them to whatever I was about to see with that motherfucker. Damon loved games and I should have known that with my attention occupied by school he would get antsy at some point and try to pull something. I walked down the only hallway in the single house and a door slowly opened at the end of the hallway to show a puff of white hair and gleaming blue eyes.

      “What is this Damon?” I huffed and followed him down the stairs of the basement. The stairs creaked under my weight. In the room I was met with hundreds of computer screens and his normal army of men dressed in suits. Damon was the current head of our gang. He renamed it The Fallen after he had taken over and if that wasn’t indication of his character enough I didn’t know what was. There was a warrant out for his head, so he insisted that he had dozens of men always surrounding him. I think it was just so he could have his pick of anyone of them, if I was being honest.

      He sat down on the red sofa that was so dark that when he sat down his all-black attire blended in with the couch. It was a staple in this organization—even if you didn’t see the tattoos, if you knew anything about demon gang activity you could recognize us by our matching attire.

      A slim but muscular man wearing only a thong wrapped himself around Damon’s form, kissing along the bare skin of his neck. The man’s tattoos still shone against the light, leading me to believe that this was what Damon had given him as his first job in order to secure a spot in the gang. All of the pleasant thoughts and feelings the low-level had blossomed in me promptly died at the sight before me and the anger that I felt earlier began burning hotter than before.

      “Why don’t you smile for me anymore, Eli?” he cooed and let his hand trail down the naked male’s chest. “I saw the pictures of you and your friends at school and you look so happy.” His hand left the man’s chest and he began to unbutton his own pants. “I’m jealous, even when you beat that man you barely smiled.”

      The man didn’t need to be told what to do. He unleashed Damon’s limp dick and began sucking on it. I almost felt bad to see him like this; I knew better than anyone what a manipulative bastard Damon could be even if he didn’t have any powers.

      “Get to the point,” I growled.

      “I was going to say that I am surprised that you came to a job on a school night. I thought I told you to focus.” The sounds coming from the naked man were starting to fill the room. The guards were used to this by now and they showed no signs of discomfort at the sight.

      It was expected; Damon ran a tight ship here and no one wanted to be the guy that was forced to suck him off next time. I forced my hands into my pockets so he wouldn’t notice the way they clenched.

      The more affected you show him you are, the more he will capitalize on it.

      “So this was a test to see if I would come?” Damon never once looked at the man currently sucking him off. Instead, his narrowed blue eyes were fixated on me. His tongue wet his lips and by the look on his face, he was imagining the man in his lap to be me. He had told me once, long after I put a stop to it, that no one could ever compare to what I had offered him. He was obsessed with the child I once was and it made me so sick that I almost had to look away.

      “A test to see if you could delegate work.” He let out a small groan and gripped the man’s hair. “You failed horribly.” He started bucking up into the man’s mouth—his saliva was pooling in Damon’s lap and his gagging filled the quiet room. “Yes, just like that. I’ll reward you after this.”

      “I am ahead in my classes. They are easy,” I told him. Why did he act like he cared about this shit?

      “If you cannot delegate work I cannot give you your own sector. You know that.” He broke eye contact only to lean his head back.

      “You were always adamant about not giving me my own sector,” I spat at him. My blood was boiling. I would love to kill this bastard right now. How dare he hold that over my head? The man pulled away from Damon swallowing his seed with a smile.

      I bet he just wanted me here so he could show me that I was still under his control. He hated being at a disadvantage as much as I did. This had to be his punishment for not thinking of him while away at school.

      “I changed my mind,” he said and tucked himself back into his pants. He pulled a cocaine-filled baggie out of his pocket and handed it to the man. “If you do well in school and learn how to lead I would have no problem giving you a position amongst leadership.”

      Damon’s leaders were the only ones that really held the power here. Malik was a perfect example of that. I had once thought they were brothers because of their similarity but I didn’t ever get close enough to Malik to ask about it. I envied him from afar. His power, his men, he had so much more power than I and it burned my soul to think of how unfair it was. Even though I had my own team of men they were still under Damon’s order. Their allegiance was to him. But if I could lead like Malik…

      “I can lead without an education.” The anger was evident in my voice. The careful relaxed facade was broken and his eyes twinkled in response.

      “I made a deal with your father when he decided to sell his baby girl. He practically begged for you to get an education.” Damon hummed and walked over to me. He placed his hands on my shoulder. I blocked out his thoughts. “I am a man of my word, and of course you know I see you as my own even if it’s not through blood.”

      I wanted to shiver in disgust at his words but instead I focused on the blinding rage it brought me. I imagined tearing his limbs from him and stuffing his own dick down his throat.

      “There is the smile I have been missing,” he cooed. His eyes flitted down to my mouth then back up to my eyes. It was a mistake to let him live. A mistake to let him control me.

      “So, I graduate and then you give me a sector?” I paused. “Which one?”

      “Any one you want,” he purred. He knew that he had a tight leash on me now. The carrot he was dangling in front of me was too good.

      “If you are lying I’ll kill you for real this time,” I vowed. I could feel the tension coming off his men in waves. I didn’t care, even though my power was at a disadvantage I trained like hell in order to close the gap.

      “Good thing I am not lying.” He gave me a smile and waved me off as he made his way back to the man on the couch.

      I took the dismissal and left before he began fucking the drugged-out man.
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        * * *

      

      I roamed the dark streets hoping that there would be someone stupid enough to be out this late. I was about an hour away from the campus and in the heart of the city yet there was not a soul around.

      My hands were itching. Beating that idiot’s face did nothing for me. I needed to crush my fist into someone. Needed to hear the scream as I broke their bones. I stopped in a dark alleyway and slammed my fist against the jagged concrete.

      Fuck that woman.

      I punched again.

      Fuck Damon.

      And again.

      Fuck Malik.

      And again.

      Fuck this stupid life.

      And again.

      “How dare he?” I spat and punched the wall again. “All of a sudden he puts restrictions on me?”

      I punched the wall again.

      “Fuck that school.”

      It was a stupid school filled with brain-dead high-levels that wanted to be a legal version of Damon. They thought that they were better than all those dirty humans and low-levels but those high-levels were just as bad if not worse. It was a part of my job to know all of those children’s parents. Not only were they in some deep illegal shit but we knew their kids would follow in their footsteps sooner or later. Damon had me worm my way into their families and get close to them since I was eleven, and offer them things illegally that would either boost their image or hurt others. In return they would make sure to overlook all of our other illegal dealings.

      Rae’s family was one of my first assignments and while it failed spectacularly, I didn’t regret the relationship that came from it. She was so young back then but already so bright that she caught onto my act right away. Her father acted all high and mighty but there was no way he could compare to Rae’s level of genius.

      After the pounding in my hands ceased, I let out a long sigh.

      Thinking about Rae calmed my anger enough so that I could think straight. She was the rock of this group. Between myself, Daxton, and Amr, the only rational one would always be Rae. I wanted to look out for them; that was my plan when I realized how much shit all of them had been through…but Rae was always the one to keep us grounded. She was the one to dreamed for all of us when Daxton and my path filled with fog and we couldn’t see straight.

      Rae wouldn’t be disappointed when she figured I had a job with Damon tonight, but there still was one thing that I couldn’t get my mind off of and there was no way Rae would be happy with it. I didn’t much care about that right now though; I’d cross that bridge when I came to it.

      After hearing the low-level’s sweet gasps in the garden and the way she tightened around my fingers, there was no way I could stop myself. I was already too deep to pull out.

      And there was no way any other girl would suffice. I have seen their looks, I have been cornered a few times this year when I was away from that low-level, it was cute that they thought they had a chance with me. I was even considering just taking one on a right, but none of them could hold my attention. None of them had the gall to deny me like she did.

      Her mind was so different from the others. She wasn’t scared or disgusted, and she absolutely loved the way I took control of her in the garden. She would be disgusted though, after I was done with her.

      My dark chuckle filled the silent alleyway.
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        * * *

      

      When I finally made my way back to the dorm, courtesy of Chris I think, I didn’t pause on my way to the low-level. I headed straight to the first-year dorms. I passed my own. Then Dax’s. Then Rae’s. I shouldn’t have been surprised when Rae’s door swung open after I was only a few feet past it.

      “Your anger can be felt from a mile away, Eli,” she hissed. “Calm yourself.”

      “Why does it matter to you?” I asked turning to face her. Her glasses were off and she was in a loose cotton shirt and light pajama pants. “Were you waiting for me?”

      “No, I literally felt your anger when you pulled up. You woke me up.” She huffed and ran her hand through her hair. “I know where you are going.”

      “Good.” I didn’t move from my spot even though I knew that regardless of what she said it wouldn’t stop me from going to that low-level.

      “Just…” She sighed again and this time when she met my eyes I felt myself calm slightly. “Don’t hurt her too badly okay? She’s important.”

      “To the school?” I asked. “Or to you?”

      “Don’t be stupid.” From the resigned look on her face she realized she wasn’t going to get any further with me tonight. “Be gentle.”

      I didn’t wait for her door to close fully before I headed down the hall. I stopped at a door that I had never been to before but I knew the number by heart.

      503.

      Rae’s warning rang through my head as I stood outside the low-level’s door. Stupid girl. For as smart as she was, I never imagined that a low-level would warrant a reaction like that.

      She makes you act stupid too, a voice in the back of my head told me. Bag carrying. Waiting for her to give in to you. Ignoring perfectly good women for even just a chance to wet your fingers.

      It was a lie when I told her that I would move on. I didn’t even fully know it was a lie when I had told her, but standing here outside her door it became painfully obvious that I wouldn’t be going anywhere even if I was successful in what I planned for tonight.

      I didn’t bother knocking and tried the handle. It was locked, of course. She was not as stupid as that dumb face of hers gave off sometimes. I twisted the door handle the opposite way and cracked it clean off. The metal clanged to the floor and if it wasn’t two o’clock in the morning, I would be worried about someone coming to investigate. It was easy from there to get the door open.

      I shut the door softly behind me when I found out that the noise hadn’t woken her already. A thrill ran through me. I had been anticipating this since the night in the garden. The way her heat surrounded my fingers. She took all three fingers with ease making me fantasize about what else she could take. She refused to be alone with me and Dax since then besides our classes. But even in them that bastard cat Amr would swat me when I tried to touch her. I would have loved to chuck him in front of a moving car if he didn’t help Dax as much as he did.

      Walking toward her sleeping frame in the bed I repositioned the harness around my waist, tightening the straps. I noticed that she had on a large shirt that was currently riding up her slightly toned stomach and giving me a full view of what I assumed were light pink panties. The darkness made the color hard to decipher but I could tell that they were a lighter material. Her tight cheeks were in full view and her leg wrapped around the pillow like she was cuddling with a person.

      She was too attractive for a low-level.

      I wondered briefly how I should wake her up. My mouth on those pink panties? Better yet fingers inside her? She would hate me for it, and I would easily accomplish what I set out to. It would make it easier for me. The realization was almost painful when I looked at her.

      I don’t want her to hate me. Not really.

      I didn’t have time to decide as she took this moment to roll over and her eyes slowly fluttered open. When she saw me her eyes widened, and a smile began to form on my face as a response. She scrambled to a sitting position.

      “Aw, you could have had such a pleasant awakening if you just stayed asleep,” I joked and stalked toward her bed. She didn’t move as I did. Instead, her wide eyes watched me intently. I used my hands to spread her legs open and climbed over her. She stayed up on her elbows and without a second thought I brought my lips down to hers.

      First gentle, I told myself. I wasn’t sure anymore if it was because of Rae’s warning or my own fucked up emotions.

      She seemed to pause at the contact, but she ever so slowly parted her soft lips giving me entrance to her mouth. I greedily took the invitation, exploring her mouth with my tongue. I pushed her lightly back down onto the bed and ground the strap-on into her. Her hands wrapped around my shirt and pulled me closer to her while gasping in my mouth.

      Her mind was a flurry of thoughts and emotions but as I ground against her more, her thoughts became clearer and clearer. She was so eager for this. She wanted this, badly.

      Finally coming to terms with this? I teased.

      There was nothing to come to terms with. You know how I felt.

      Why don’t you show me?

      She showed me how much she thought of it after our encounter in the garden. Showed me the way my fingers felt inside her.

      Will this…affect the group? Her question made me pull away. Her eyes shone lightly in the darkness, and I could see my own shine in their reflection.

      “Why would it? You know how they feel. If anything they’d want a turn,” I told her. She bit her lip.

      Is that okay?

      I dove forward and captured her lips once more.

      Don’t think of fucking other people when I am trying to make good on our promise, I sent to her mind. You are nothing but a release to us. Don’t overcomplicate this.

      Even her mind stilled at my response. Could she sense the lie?

      Regretting it now? I asked and bit her lip hard. She gasped. I wondered if that was a bruise or a cut. I brought her top up over her head, breaking our kiss but not for long. I swooped down and took her nipple lightly in my mouth. She arched into it and tangled her hands in my hair. I growled and bit down, enjoying the gasp that rang out in the silence of the room. I ran my hands up the sides of her ribs feeling her silky, unmarred skin.

      Her thoughts became slightly panicked. Good, I thought. Hate it, hate me.

      “Don’t touch the hair,” I hissed at her, moving myself from her nipple, and began undoing my belt. The look on her face sent another thrill throughout my body. I could feel my own wetness between my legs. I regretted not bringing the double strap-on. I grabbed both her wrists and tied them tightly to the metal headboard.

      She didn’t fight me. Do it, fight me, I chanted in my head but didn’t push it toward her.

      Why do I like this? her mind asked itself. She scolded herself because she was so turned on by it. There were various scenarios running through her mind, each dirtier than the last.

      “We can get to that at some point but tonight will be relatively vanilla.” Even though I hated myself for the words on the inside, on the outside I smirked at her. There shouldn’t be a next time. I let my hand rub her already soaked panties.

      Please, she begged in my mind. I slowly removed her panties and ran my fingers down her glistening slit. She bucked her hips against my fingers. Please, Eli.

      “Please what?” I asked her out loud. “I can’t hear you.” I let my fingers run over her clit and her whole body arched. She had been waiting. She had been aching. Her mind told me. I slowly undid my pants and pulled the flesh-colored strap-on out.

      Her eyes widened when she took in the toy I had chosen for tonight.

      “Don’t tell me you’ve never used one of these before?” I teased even though I already knew the answer. This poor low-level was practically a virgin. I rubbed the tip against her wetness and dragged it across the length of it.

      She shook her head. I smiled and plunged my fingers into her. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head but I didn’t give her the satisfaction. I used the rest of her wetness to coat the base. She would need it.

      “Don’t get shy now,” I said with a laugh and teasingly ran the tip against her swollen folds. Her hands gripped against the belt on her wrists.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck, her mind chanted. Her hips bucked against me, almost pulled the toy into her. I tsked.

      “I will leave you like this, Rosie,” I threatened.

      “Fuck me,” she ordered quickly, surprising me. The thought to speak didn’t even register in her mind. Her voice was not more than a whisper but I saw a cut run across her chest. It was so beautiful. So feral. So uncontrolled.

      I didn’t bother waiting any longer. Instead, I lifted her hips and brought myself closer to her. I slowly eased into her tight pussy. She sucked it in without pause until it was fully buried in her.

      It was blissful, her face. The way she arched into me. The way her legs clenched around me. Even without the curse in action, a warm emotion filled me deep in my stomach. I hated it…it was almost like being able to be so close to her was worth more than the curse was. It didn’t even matter if I was getting off, this was more than worth the weight, having her at my mercy.

      Please. Eli please.

      She didn’t have to tell me twice. I almost fully pulled out of her and then slammed my hips into her. I was rewarded with a gasp and saw the bruise float across her stomach. I did it again and was rewarded with another. I gripped her hips hard and began slamming into her at a faster pace. The sight of her orgasmic face and the bruises were too delicious a sight. But on top of that her mind chanted to her.

      Hold it in.

      Hold it in.

      “Don’t hold it in,” I growled and dug my nails into her hips pounding harder into her. I wanted her to hate it so bad, but her mind screamed at me to go harder. “Don’t hold it in and I’ll go harder,” I told her and slowed my thrusts. I brought my thumb to her clit and gave her a harder thrust. I was rewarded with a gasp. “No, more,” I growled and slammed back into her. She finally moaned and I was rewarded with a nasty bruise across her thigh. Darker than I’d seen before on her skin. She was still holding back. I brought her leg up over my shoulders and leaned forward continuing to snap my hips harder into her.

      Her moans were hesitant at first but in this position, she couldn’t hold them back. Each moan, the louder it got, brought a cut to her skin.

      Except one.

      Just as she orgasmed, she let out the loudest moan but no cut appeared on her naked skin. I turned her over; the restraints twisted against the headboard. Her back was free of wounds. I didn’t stop my thrusts. And her moans didn’t stop.

      Did she realize?

      I watched slowly as another cut began to show. The sight and her noises were almost enough to send me over. Almost. I gripped her hips, nails digging into her soft supple skin and pulled her back to meet my frenzied thrusts. I pulled out as soon as her mind told me she was about to come.

      I could hear her annoyance that I did so. Good.

      I filled her with three fingers. She let out a surprised gasp.

      “Remember me,” I told her and my fingers stretched her. Even after taking a pounding, she was still so tight. “Remember my skin. Remember the feeling of my fingers inside you. Remember that while we do this I own you.”

      She arched her hips. “Yes, Eli. God,” she moaned, each time a cut marring her skin.

      Gentle first, I reminded myself and the urge to make her bleed descended over me like a tidal wave. The cuts were healing too fast for my liking.

      Why did I care?

      I snapped my hips into her and against my hand forcing the fingers in deeper, harder.

      Why was I being gentle?

      She bucked her hips against my hand and cried out.

      Why do I feel like this?

      She began trembling.

      It’s not fair that a stupid low-level can make me want something so badly.

      It was not long until she came on my hand again. After I pulled my fingers out she collapsed on the bed. I pushed the strap-on back into my pants and buttoned them back up. I helped her undo her hands but before I left, I gripped tightly at her throat and pulled her lips to mine. Biting them hard enough to bleed.

      “Keep the belt for next time,” I told her putting more pressure on her neck. “Consider this your luck that I had already let out my anger. I will be back to see what your curse actually can do.”

      I’ll be waiting, came her cheeky-ass response. I wondered if she would still be saying that when I rode her face.

      I pushed her back and without another look I left her in the bed.

      The warm feeling in my chest felt like it would explode. I allowed myself to smile as I walked through the hallways. I would let myself have this, then after this I would try to cut myself off.

      It was the biggest lie I could tell myself.
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      I’ll be waiting?

      Seriously, she was going to fucking kill me.

      I met them in the morning for breakfast like I had done regularly. Eli and Daxton were already waiting for me. I swallowed thickly and took a deep breath, preparing myself for the shitstorm ahead of me. There was no way this woman would stay quiet.

      “Let’s try not to burn down the whole field this time, low-level,” Eli said and wrapped her arm around me as if it were any other day. She sent me a shit-eating grin.

      You broke my fucking door, I snapped at her in my mind.

      I didn’t hear you complaining last night, she snapped back. How does that pussy feel? Ready for round two?

      I felt my face flame up at her vulgar language.

      I thought you were a hit it and quit it type of person, I commented. My food was placed in front of me by one of the workers. An everything bagel with cream cheese.

      I changed my mind, she said as I was taking a bite of my bagel. I would have choked on it if Daxton had not handed me my favorite bottle of coffee. I took a swig and sent him a small smile.

      “Not the real kind but all I had time for,” he said. There was a slight blush on the top of his cheeks again. “But yes I’d like to save some magic today so please don’t blow up the field.”

      Tell him there is no need to keep buying—

      “Morning!” Matt’s cheerful voice interrupted my complaining to Eli. “I see Eli has already begun monopolizing your time.”

      “I have done more than that, low-level,” Eli shot back.

      Speak again and last night will never happen again, I shot toward her as quick as I could. She sent me a glare but listened and turned her attention away from Matt.

      This was going to be a long day.
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        * * *

      

      When it was time for the rankings, we as a class made our way to the field once more. It was only when the field came into view that we were stopped by a group of chattering people. They were in front of a bulletin board that held three large pieces of paper, with names scribbled on them.

      The rankings.

      “You nervous?” Eli asked and slipped her arm over my shoulder.

      Why would I be? Like they would even put a low-level on the list.

      Daxton pushed his way through the crowd with Amr in his arms. People started moving once they realized who was trying to get through. Many eyes met mine, but none were filled with hate. Instead, I saw some hesitation in their eyes.

      Daxton stopped in front of the boards and let out a low whistle. My heart stopped when I found my name. It jumped out immediately.

      
        	Malik Hendrix

        	Rae Ashwell

        	Daxton Reid

        	Rosie Miller

      

      “You aren’t even in the top ten, Eli,” Daxton teased with a small smile pulling at his lips.

      I looked and saw her name placed at number twenty-two.

      “The nature of the power,” Eli responded but the smile had already dropped from her face and her eyes narrowed in on the name that held the first spot.

      Who is number one? I asked her but was given no response. Daxton noticed her change in demeanor and looked at the number one spot.

      “Eli, isn’t that…?”

      “Unfortunately,” she said with a sigh.

      What am I missing? I asked again. Her eyes drifted toward mine but then shot behind me. Her jaw twitched.

      “Eli. Still lagging, I see,” said a smug voice from behind me.

      I turned and caught an eyeful of pure white hair before Eli’s rough hands forced my face into her chest obstructing any view of the newcomer.

      “Malik,” came Eli’s gruff response. “I didn’t know you were playing the college student now.”

      “I decided to go back to school. Sue me.” There was a shuffling. “Hello Daxton, you look better than last time.”

      There was no response from Daxton.

      “You won’t even look at me?” Malik asked. “Who’s that you’re hiding?”

      Don’t look him in the eyes Rosie. Once you do, he can control you. Blood rushed through me, pounding in my ears.

      Does he know about the curse Eli?

      I have no clue, she responded.

      “No one,” Eli responded. “We have to test soon. We will leave first.”

      Eli positioned me under her arm once more with her hand pushing my head down and began moving toward the field.

      “Let’s meet later, Eli,” Malik said stepping in front of us. His shiny leather shoes and slacks entered my view. I could just barely see his hands from my view but I could tell they were as rough as Eli’s. “To talk about your sector.”

      “I don’t have one,” Eli responded. I raised my head just slightly and caught Malik’s rolled-up sleeves. He had almost the same exact tattoos Eli had.

      “Because I’m giving you mine.” Eli stood straight as a rod at Malik’s words. “Let go of her head.” There was a swirl of something in the air at his words. It was so similar to Daxton’s magic and left a tingle as it swirled past. “Don’t let this brute control you. A peek couldn’t hurt, trust me.”

      Eli’s hand dropped from my head like it had been burned. Malik’s voice was sweet like honey and his power washed over me with a warming sensation.

      I wanted to look. I really wanted to.

      “We will be late,” Daxton interjected and pushed me roughly away from Malik. His hand was firm against the back of my neck stopping me from raising my head.

      “I will meet you later,” Eli said as we walked away.

      “Stay away from him, Rosie. If you think we are dangerous you have no idea what he can do.”

      Eli was absent the rest of the day.
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        * * *

      

      “Why the fuck didn’t you tell me he was here?!” Eli snapped at Rae.

      We met inside the garden once more. It was supposed to be for curse testing but as soon as I saw Eli pacing in the courtyard, I knew it would not be a fun time.

      I was surprised she even showed.

      “I didn’t see his name on the roster, Eli. If I knew I would have told you,” Rae said. Her arms were crossed and she was leaning back against the fountain. A relatively casual stance but if the twitch of her eyebrow said anything, I would bet she was pissed.

      “You are supposed to know this stuff! He almost made eye contact with the low-level!” Eli grabbed my shoulder roughly and pushed me toward Rae. “The curse is supposed to be a secret is it not? What if he made her talk? You should know well that he is far crueler than I am and in a second this stupid science project will go up in flames.”

      “Did you not think that you shielding her from him would cause him to be more suspicious? Did you even think that through? Or were you just worried he would take your toy?” Rae stood straight as she spoke. Even as she stood in front of me her narrowed eyes never left Eli’s. Eli’s hand tightened painfully on my shoulder.

      Stop it, I sent her.

      “This was your idea. An idea that you promised would have us graduating early. He is a complication that you overlooked.”

      “He’s here for you Eli. It’s your ties to the gang that forced him here.” Rae’s hand clamped down on Eli’s and tore it off my shoulder. “This is your responsibility to take care of. I won’t clean up your messes again.”

      “That’s enough,” Daxton said. His tone had an edge to it. “We came here for a reason.”

      With one last glance at Eli, Rae turned me around to face Daxton.

      “I’m not a doll,” I said and winced at the pain in my back. I was already irritated from their stupid arguments and now they were throwing me around like a stupid toy.

      Don’t let this brute control you. Maybe Malik had a point.

      Eli let out a huff and stalked toward the edge of the garden, kicking at the plants as she passed. I should have lit her shirt on fire again. I’d gotten too comfortable with them.

      “No, you are not,” Rae murmured, her grip on me lessening. “Let’s get this started.”

      Daxton let out a sigh and stepped forward.

      “This is something I made with the magic I took from you last time,” Daxton said handing me a bottle of dark blue liquid. The shiny liquid had waves of glitter floating in it.

      Was this what magic looked like in physical form?

      It was too beautiful to be anything that that disgusting curse gave me. I tilted my head back to meet Rae’s eyes and she nodded for me to take it. Her anger seemed to have faded. It’s not like I could actually trust any of them but at least she was the most rational. Without a second thought I uncorked the bottle and drank its entirety. A heat shot through my body.

      It was pleasant at first but then it quickly turned into a scorching fire. My knees buckled and I found myself falling to the ground. I clamped my hands tight over my throat and tried to breathe in but it felt like with every breath, shards of glass embedded themselves in my esophagus.

      Rae’s hands were back on me. She was calling out to me but I couldn’t make out the words due to the pain clouding my mind. I still tried to take deep, gulping breaths of air. The oxygen disappeared from my lungs, like the flames that the potion had ignited were swallowing up all the air inside of me leaving nothing for me to live off.

      Then it was gone.

      In an instant the fires that were coursing through my blood were gone and in its place was a tingling sensation. An all too familiar tingling sensation. I waited for more pain, but it never came. Instead, the tingling spread across my body like a thin sheet, covering every part of my skin.

      As I came to, I realized that Rae’s arms were around me. Her hands were pulling at mine. Daxton was crouched in front of me, his hands out in front of him. They were glowing bright blue. Eli was still at the opposite side of the garden. She watched us with a scowl.

      “What did you put in that stupid potion?” Rae growled. She helped me to my feet slowly. Daxton followed with a blank look on his face.

      “It’s the curse’s own magic. I tried to use it against itself.” His voice trailed off as he reached out to grab my arm. I could feel how the sheet of magic rippled when his skin met it. “Try to speak. I feel something here. It may have worked.”

      I tried to swallow my nerves. “It feels…” I paused as the cuts ran down my leg. I sent a glare toward Eli and held out my palm toward her. A small smile graced her lips and she stalked over to us. Rae’s hands left me.

      I feel it on my skin, but it didn’t protect against the cuts.

      Eli relayed my message to them. Daxton gave a small pout.

      “The potion I gave you should protect you from outside spells,” he murmured. And then paused. His hand was still on my arm and in a sudden flare his hand was engulfed in flames. I yelped and pulled away. Surveying my arm, the fire did no damage to me. “Well…that’s not good.”

      Panic clawed at my throat. Gripping Eli’s hand once more I demanded an explanation.

      If he couldn’t protect me from it then who could? Would I be stuck like this forever?

      I wanted to scream.

      “I know about magic as much as you do,” she said with a shrug.

      “I’m guessing,” Rae started, “that it means her spell resonates from inside her instead of lying across her skin like you assumed.” Daxton nodded.

      “Most spells should act as a barrier on the skin. Cloak the person.” He shifted uncomfortably. “I have never encountered one within the person. Never heard of a witch strong enough to do that. “

      There was a heavy silence that descended onto the group. If Daxton was the strongest witch that we knew and even he had not seen anything like this before…what did that mean for my future? How would I live the rest of my life with this curse? Already with only having it for nine years I wanted to give up.

      Eli must have been listening to my inner monologue because she linked her arm around my neck and pulled me close to her chest.

      “I can show you how much fun a curse like that could be,” Eli purred against me.

      Let go of some more built-up anger, she added in my mind.

      Didn’t you already? I shot back, still not quite over being thrown around.

      Feisty. Her fingers threaded through my hair.

      “Oh that was nothing, little low-level. I was being gentle.” She chuckled.

      “No wonder you acted like that around Malik,” Rae muttered.

      “Shut up would you already, Eli?” Daxton growled from behind us.

      Why did you have to open your mouth? I snapped at her.

      “They knew I would just didn’t know when. It was a matter of time,” she said with a chuckle and wrapped her arms tighter around me. “We can share next time.”

      Daxton huffed in response. Next time. I shivered at the thought.

      “What are the next steps, Daxton?” Rae asked.

      “I need to do more research. Maybe reach out to some of my old teachers,” Daxton supplied.

      Can I talk to you alone? I have some questions.

      “You can ask whatever you want. I have no secrets from them,” Eli said out loud. I cursed internally and pushed myself off her but kept a hand on her arm. I took a deep breath trying to work up the nerve to ask her, suddenly feeling like I was prying.

      So a gang? And Malik?

      “Ah. Now what will I get in return for this information?” she asked with a smile playing at her lips.

      Have I not already been honest?

      “It’s not about honesty, low-level. I have been giving and giving and giving to you with barely any repayment.” I rolled my eyes at her but there was something deep down that told me she wasn’t wrong. All of them have gone out of their way to help me even if nothing was guaranteed.

      What do you want?

      Stay away from Malik.

      That’s it? I asked raising a brow at her.

      “I could keep adding on more if you’d like.”

      Fine, I shot back angry that I caused this.

      “I grew up in the biggest gang in the state. My boss and adoptive father promised that if I could graduate from school that I could leave his sector and run one all on my own. That’s where Malik comes in. He’s dangerous. The only reason someone of his age is here has to be to keep an eye on me, which I should have figured would happen since I was called on a job last night. Malik says he wanted to give me his sector, but I doubt that it will come for free. The timing is too perfect.”

      “Isn’t he like as old as the principal?” Daxton asked.

      “I tried to find out but even my sources in the Demon Regulation Society have no clue,” Rae chimed in. It seemed now the angry air between the others had dissipated.

      “And they have been tracking every demon for the last thousand or so years. So he has to be older right?” Daxton asked. It was refreshing to see him interact so much.

      “Or he just slipped through the system like the slimy rat he is,” Eli said aloud.
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      Malik may not have been my problem to deal with but his presence here worried me. Not only was he pretending, though not very well, to be a college student but he had let us all rest for a few months before showing his face.

      What was his plan?

      “What did he say to you?” I asked Eli as soon as she showed up for our weekend meetings. The space was cool with a small breeze but as Eli strode over to us it was like a dark cloud came over us.

      “Who?” Eli asked as she sat down in the grass beside me. She pulled out her cigarette almost immediately and lit it. She didn’t look at me and a lock of her blonde hair fell into her face. Her eyes stayed firmly on the grass.

      “Malik, of course,” Rae said for me from her place against the tree. Honor Student wouldn’t degrade herself and sit on the dirty grass. Eli was picky with what she allowed to stain her clothes but god forbid Honor Student get even a grass stain on the cuff of her pants.

      “Same thing I told you earlier. He wants to give me his sector,” she responded.

      Neither I nor Rae spoke. Eli’s eyes were still on the ground, averting our questioning looks. I looked over to Rae. Her eyes met mine for a second and then drifted back to Eli.

      “Is it about Rosie?” I asked. Eli’s fingers snapped her cigarette. She cursed when the lit embers fell on her and threw the wasted cigarette into the dirt. I waved my hand, dousing it with water so that it wouldn’t burn down the only quiet place we had.

      “He wants to know why I shielded her from him,” she said with a sigh. Finally, her eyes drifted up toward the blue sky that was partially covered by the tree leaves. “I’m not sure why he came but if he wasn’t interested in her before, he will be now.”

      “Besides the mind control…is that really such a bad thing?” I asked. Her eyes met mine, expression unreadable.

      “I’m not sure anymore.” Eli paused, her eyes shifting away from mine.

      It was in moments like this that I would remember how human Eli was. The moments that she didn’t have words for. From an outsider’s perspective Eli always had a smile and the rare time she didn’t it would be because she was angry. But those emotions had names and were easy to read. Her averted gaze and clenched fist was not one I understood.

      “He hasn’t done anything yet and we do not know his motives,” Rae said acting as the voice of reason once more. “Let’s not think too much about it. It’s probably because he has never seen Eli act like that before, right? Take his offer as a blessing and take advantage of it. The faster you are rid of Damon the better.”

      “You are right.” Eli’s shoulders slumped. “It was stupid. When I figured it was him I knew I was already screwed but I thought in that moment…what if he made her talk? What if he made her scream? Would he know it would kill her?”

      There, I saw the anger flood into her expression once more. Jaw tight and eyes narrowed.

      She likes her. Something tugged at my chest when the realization hit me. I had thought she was just playing with her but this…was something different. Looking at Rae once more, she didn’t meet my gaze either. Her expression was also nothing I could decipher.

      “You like her a lot,” I noted looking back at Eli. She didn’t even shy away from the question, instead she met me head-on with a sad smile.

      “You know what the first thought people usually have when they find out what I do? Who I really am?” she asked but didn’t wait for a response. “Disgust. Always. But her…she never felt that way when it came to me. And she has already seen so much but her thoughts never change.”

      There was a pause between us, and I had no idea how to respond.

      “Can I have a light?” I asked trying to unclog the knot in my throat. Eli snapped out of her angered state and patted herself down for a cigarette, handing me one and her lighter.

      “What about your magic?” Rae asked me. I took a heavy drag of the cigarette and let it be an excuse to gather my thoughts.

      “It acts like a puppy,” I explained. Rae raised her perfect brow at me and I saw amusement twitch at her lips. “After I got a taste, my magic has not lashed out. You felt it. It’s waning but…nothing like before.”

      “The curse is strong,” Eli commented. I nodded.

      “It was the best thing I ever felt but when I was taking it, my magic didn’t dare try to consume more than necessary… I’m not sure it wants to consume it to be honest.” I took another drag. The thought haunted me in my dreams.

      What if I couldn’t consume it? Would the magic disappear when the curse was lifted? Such a waste.

      “You will find a way,” Rae said with conviction.

      “Never heard you believe in me so much,” I teased dryly. Rae responded with a blank look.

      I wasn’t so sure I knew where to go from here. Potions and consuming it were all I knew. It wasn’t like a curse had ever lasted this long before.

      “It stopped working,” Eli said after taking a long drag of her cigarette.

      “What stopped?” Rae asked.

      “Her curse,” she said. I took a drag of my own cigarette. “When I was fucking her.”

      I let out a heavy sigh. I guess today would revolve around her even if she wasn’t here. I’m not sure I minded but I was just so tired of not knowing what to do.

      “Explain,” Rae said with a huff and brought out her notebook. She of course had to document whatever Eli was going to spout.

      Amr, who was previously lying near the tree base, came to lay by my side like he wanted to hear more.

      “That’s just it. The curse was working like normal but just once there was a time when the curse didn’t hurt her.” A grin finally played at her lips.

      “Curses have loopholes,” I told her. “Maybe you found hers.”

      “An orgasm?” she asked incredulously. There was a glint in her eyes once more. I rolled my eyes.

      “Did anything else happen during that time when you noticed the curse wasn’t working?” Rae asked. I heard her pen pick up its pace on the paper.

      Eli hummed. “I don’t think she was thinking of the curse.” She paused. “At least she was aware of it when the cuts showed but she didn’t even notice that time that it didn’t show.”

      I hummed. Was this it? But could a curse read your mind?

      “I’ll talk to my teacher about it,” I said. “He will be at the banquet tonight with Honor Roll’s parents. It would probably be the only other chance I have to ask another witch.”

      “And yours,” Rae replied.

      “Aw, do I get an invite?” Eli teased.

      “You know they wouldn’t turn you away,” Rae said. “Just make sure your tattoos are shown or else they may think you are ordinary.”

      “With this face? Ordinary?” Eli said with a chuckle.

      I absentmindedly petted Amr’s soft fur. I couldn’t stand the thought of seeing my parents again. I had to force down the bile that rose in my throat when memories of our magic sharing flashed through my mind like a tidal wave. This was important though, and if I didn’t show I had no doubt that they would send someone to force me home. I would bear it for now and find out as much information as I could.

      My eyes flashed toward Eli once more. At least she would be there just in case.
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        * * *

      

      I fiddled with my suit buttons and slacks, already feeling out of place. I hated having to dress up for these stupid events ever since I was a kid. My parents loved to flaunt their wealth in front of people they thought would care. Meaning I would have to always dress up in brand named suits that were itchy at the seams.

      After some careful thought I unbuttoned the top few buttons of my shirt to show more of my tattoo-clad chest. I smiled when the intricate face of the devil showed itself from underneath my clothing. My parents would fucking hate it.

      It was a painful reminder for them that I would never be as pure as they wanted me to be. Nor would it help their image in front of the governor. They liked to lie to the demons about the type of magic they consumed. They thought as long as it came from within the family, it would count as pure, and they could pass themselves off as different from the other crazed witches that tried to rebel. My looks would barely dent that reputation that they have carefully crafted for themselves, but it was fun to see them freak.

      I met Amr’s eyes in the mirror. He was waiting near my door as if he was ready to leave with me.

      He’s more obsessed than Eli. I wonder how Rosie would react when she realizes that Amr is not a normal cat.

      If she stayed around, she would find out eventually that Amr was a full-grown man but I hoped that it would not come to that. I didn’t want to say goodbye to Rosie but there was no way I could break this secret for a third time. Having Eli and Rae know was nonnegotiable, but Rosie…

      “Don’t think I don’t know that you are off to Rosie’s dorm,” I chided.

      He stuck his nose up in the air and pawed lightly at the door. Amr had gone missing more than once and I didn’t have to guess that he had been sneaking off to her room. He had never shown much interest in anyone outside our circle; he wasn’t supposed to. Usually, he would just wander around, soak up magic, sleep, and sometimes when I wasn’t looking cuddle up to Rae.

      I pulled out my phone with a jolt when I realized Rae was probably waiting for me. I was a minute later than she had asked for us to show up. I cursed and let Amr out. He walked toward Rosie’s dorm just like I had thought he would. I almost collided with Rae in my haste to leave my room.

      “It’s been a while since I have seen you without glasses, Honor Roll,” I joked and brushed off her suit jacket. Her hair looked to be newly trimmed, and she was decked out in a fancy-looking suede suit, with noticeably absent glasses. She gave me a polite smile that was worthy of an Oscar.

      “Yes. Well, you know how important the night is,” she explained as we both turned to walk down the hall.

      “Yes,” I grumbled. “You and your fancy politics.”

      Eli was waiting for us outside, smoking as usual. She gave us her signature smile before pushing off the wall. She normally kept her tattoos hidden at school, but she had done just as Rae asked and displayed as much of her tattooed skin as she could. Much like myself her button-up was rolled at the sleeves. The only difference was that she had unbuttoned more than just the three top buttons of her shirt. I honestly think she should have just foregone the shirt all together. Not only were the sides of her breasts showing but the shirt was also so tight that it left nothing to the imagination. Her black slacks hugged her figure perfectly.

      Rosie is lucky.

      Eli and I were by no means strangers to each other. She had stopped me from fucking many girls to death when my magic took over my senses and made me the beast my parents so loved to lock behind closed doors. She was more caring than she let on, making sure we would send the girl off pleasantly and then take care of me. She didn’t care how much the monster consumed me and she always brought me back from the edge.

      Her eyes met mine and her grin turned into something sultrier.

      “Rae is serious tonight,” she commented and stomped her still-lit cigarette on the ground.

      “Our car is waiting for us,” Rae said dismissing us and walking toward the parking lot.

      “I hate when she gets in moods like this,” Eli murmured watching her retreating form. Rae wasn’t a nervous person, but she carried tension in her shoulders so obviously that I wouldn’t be surprised if that suit ripped from the force.

      I hummed in agreement but followed her anyway.

      The car ride was almost silent the entire way there. I preferred to be in silence so I enjoyed the only time I would get it before I would be forced into a room too small to house both my parents and me. Dread weighed on the entire car but I couldn’t be sure if that was from me or if Rae was projecting.

      The role my parents wanted me to play would be so much more suited for Rae. Even though I knew she was on edge she had loosened the tension in her shoulders and the mask she held was cool. She would be controlling the party as soon as she stepped in and I couldn’t help but envy how put-together she was.

      Rae had about as good a relationship with her family as I did mine but instead of letting it control her every waking moment, she was using their position to her advantage. Proving that she was already a politician in her own right.

      A dangerous one who has a thing for blackmail, a snide voice in my mind commented chasing away any positive thoughts about the demon I had.

      “Daxton. Eli,” Rae said just a block before we arrived at the famed Connecticut governor’s manor. “You should be milking these events for all that you can.” She paused and put away the notebook she was reading in the inner pocket of her suit. “I know you loathe them, but you are both powerful demons and you cannot live off of your…families forever.” She paused when she said families, her eyes shifting over toward Eli. “Think of after graduation.”

      I bristled at her comment, but I knew deep down she was right. I got into school because of my parents’ money. I lived comfortably only because my parents allowed it and their comfortable positions afforded it. But I didn’t even know what I wanted to do after school. I enjoyed the life we built for ourselves, between the four of us.

      “I have a reason to go. For the curse knowledge,” I murmured knowing that was not what she was looking for.

      “I don’t want to get involved with the scum that deals in Damon’s trafficking rings,” Eli hissed.

      “You’d be surprised how many of the lonely housewives have bad drug addictions,” Rae commented. “Senator Bennett’s wife in particular loves to host cocaine-filled parties with the other housewives. Quite an income source.”

      Eli shifted at her words. “I could work with that,” she muttered sounding as if she wasn’t pleased, but I saw the glint in her eyes.

      “These are opportunities to build ourselves. Don’t forget it. Just look a little harder and you’ll be surprised at the opportunities that present themselves,” she said and quietly prepared herself to exit the car as we stopped in front of the grand mansion.

      I exited after her, followed by Eli. The bulky white eyesore of a mansion looked the same as always, grand staircase, high columns, and even a touch of green gardens surrounding the property, the whole deal. Staff—decked in penguin suits—were waiting outside to welcome guests. Paparazzi and news stations were being pushed back by the gates and guards. The grass even seemed just as green as it did last summer.

      My family had some notorious good relationships with the Bennetts so I was often forced to come here while they ratted out witch clans left and right in exchange for money and status. If it wasn’t for the lone witch in their service, I would have gone crazy sitting in this mansion. Luckily, she was a great distraction while she was bent over the kitchen sink.

      We went inside and it wasn’t long before the three of us were surrounded by various groups of rowdy people. I didn’t try to put on a mask like Rae; I didn’t care much for the fanfare. She gave everyone a cool smile and greeted them each by name and asked them about their various families.

      “Mr. Walker, nice to see you! How is Emily? Did she ever get on the soccer team?”

      “Caroline, so great to see you, how are those negotiations with the Demon Regulation Society?”

      “James what a pleasant…”

      Rae’s voice became muffled as the crowd grew and it wasn’t long until my parents descended on me like hawks. I stopped my hand from reaching itself out to Eli.

      I fucking hated this already.

      “Daxton, you could have dressed nicer,” my mother whispered as she pulled me away from the crowd and effectively away from the person she deemed as the worst mistake I could make. “You will be meeting with Governor Bennett and his wife. You must thank them for inviting you. They want to hear about how school is going. As you know their daughter is attending Winterfell next year.”

      My mother rattled on while my father stayed by her side in a stoic silence. No doubt he could already sense the change in my magic and was getting pissy. Their magic felt as disgusting as it had always been and reached out to my own as if it wanted to slide through any of the cracks. I had to fight to keep the scowl off my face when it oozed around me.

      They steered me toward the Bennetts and I was met with a familiar aging face and his far-too-young-for-him wife that was clinging to his arm. This governor was a demon but from the looks of it he had to either be super weak or super old because he was currently aging like spoiled cheese.

      No wonder the trophy wife turned toward drugs; I couldn’t imagine what the old fart was like in bed. Just looking at his clothed beer belly and his oily face made me nauseous.

      “Governor Bennett, Daxton has finally made an appearance. He had schoolwork to attend to but I am sure you have many questions about Winterfell.” Father spoke for Mother, not trusting her to keep it short.

      “Yes!” he said clapping his hands together. “Martha and I were just discussing if Winterfell is right for Hayley. Curious how your experience has been so far?”

      A familiar arm wrapped around my shoulders and I had never been so relieved to be in Eli’s arms as I was right now.

      Thank you, I shot toward her. I owe you one.

      She sent me a picture of me on my knees that made heat coil in my stomach.

      “It’s been fantastic, hasn’t it Dax?” Eli spoke to the Governor as if they had been lifelong friends. He and his wife both zeroed in on her tattoos right away. The Governor narrowed his eyes at Eli and looked her up and down like she was a street rat. His wife on the other hand had a distinctive look in her eyes.

      “Yes. Many learning opportunities,” I added on. My parents backed away from us slightly. They loathed Eli. She had no purity left, they told me. Said their magic felt how tainted she was. I almost scoffed at their lies when they told me. They were just afraid she would get me to think for myself and finally leave their house of horrors.

      “Yes, especially magical ones. Speaking of that, isn’t that your old teacher?” Eli pushed me away from the group and pointed to a figure across the room. I was surprised that she even recognized Professor Wilton but there was no way in hell I would ask. Steeling myself I walked toward him.

      “Professor,” I called out to the lanky professor. His warm brown eyes met mine and he sent me a light smile. He had not changed in the years since I had seen him last. I hadn’t taken classes from him after I was able to control my magic but I always greeted him at functions like this. And it was not just to be polite—other than my family he was the best-known witch in the area. If there was anyone who could give me information, it was him.

      “Daxton, I almost didn’t recognize you. I heard you got into Winterfell?” he asked but I knew his comment about not recognizing me was not just about the growth spurt I went through. His magic reached out to my own. It was warm and pleasant but tiny in comparison to mine. I let his magic float around me, checking the weak spots I knew were not there. If he was frightened his face did not show it in the moment.

      “Yes. It’s the topic of the night apparently,” I told him. A server handed me a glass of alcohol. I took it without facing her.

      “Well it’s a good school. What are you majoring in? Your parents told me government but I highly doubt that,” Professor Wilton said, his tone light and playful.

      “Demon History and Culture,” I responded and took a swig of champagne trying to find the right way to ask the questions that were forming on my tongue. I looked around, my eyes catching Rae speaking to a man of similar height as her in a grey suit. It was her father.

      As if on cue Rae met my eyes. Her lips showed a barely visible scowl. If I hadn’t known her for the last few years I wouldn’t have noticed, but Rae got that particular look when her family were being assholes. She paused for only a moment and then left her father to disappear into the crowd, no doubt finding another politician to schmooze.

      “Professor, I actually came today because I wanted to ask you what you knew about curses,” I rushed out bringing my attention back to the professor. I wouldn’t have much time before my parents tore me away from him.

      “More than your average witch, I guess. What specifically were you looking to learn about?” He replaced his empty champagne glass with another as the server passed. His finger tapped at the glass and a nervous smile played at the left side of his mouth.

      Interesting.

      I kept it short. Told him that I met a girl who had a curse that seemed to latch onto something inside her. A curse that had no rhyme or reason and seemed to ooze Original magic. His eyes widened as I spoke and his normally white skin became green. He nodded his head like he was listening, but his eyes darted around us like we were gossiping.

      “Well curses cannot be more than skin deep. If you found that there has to be another reason for it. Even the most powerful witches cannot accomplish that.” He paused and cleared his throat. “A curse only works on the skin because it can pull magic from the person who cast it. It will last a certain predestined time unless other conditions are met. Also magic cannot penetrate the skin of a…non-magician. It would die faster than the person could keep it up.”

      His eyes shifted slightly. “It’s happened. I am telling you. I felt it and consumed some of it,” I told him.

      “You consumed some?” My old professor looked like he was about to faint. “Has your magic reacted at all?” Just like how his magic had checked for weak spots it came back once more with more force. He had done it many times before I was used to it but one of his jabs caught me off guard and made me spill some of my drink.

      “I’m fine. Tell me what else you know,” I growled at him while wiping the alcohol off my shirt. My patience was wearing thin. I clearly described in detail the situation and now he’s acting like it’s not even possible?

      My father’s familiar clammy hand clamped down on my shoulder and I would have pushed it off if it was not for the way his magic poked at my back, warning me to do no such thing. A cold sweat covered my skin.

      “Glad to see you still keep in contact with each other,” My father said, his hand tightening on my shoulder in warning. Obviously, he was mad I had ditched the governor. “I am terribly sorry, but I must be taking Daxton now. Nice to see you, Wilton.”

      Professor Wilton looked relieved. I glared at my father as he pushed us away from the professor and back to where my mom awaited with a non-alcoholic punch.

      “That was rude, Father,” I hissed. He paid no mind to me and proceeded to hand me off to my mother. She then decided that I needed to do rounds of all the most influential people in power. Many had asked about my education but after hearing my one-worded response they quickly redirected the questions to Mother and Father to comment on the biggest witch uprising. My mother and father gave perfect rehearsed responses that left me rolling my eyes.

      “So sad we couldn’t come to an understanding.”

      “It’s because their magic was stained.”

      “Yes, a pity. Tainted magic does terrible things.”

      I wanted so badly to spill that the only difference between my parents and them was the matter of a closed door and government ties. But I kept my mouth shut.

      I tried to get Rae’s attention when I saw her next but she paid no mind to me. Instead, she continued to work the floor, floating from guest to guest. Her expression never wavered from the cool smile she had put in place after meeting with her father. Eli had also disappeared not too long ago and I had a nagging suspicion that Mrs. Bennett was occupying her in another room.

      It wasn’t until eleven o’clock rolled around that my parents had finally decided it was enough and that they needed to leave. The party size had been cut in half by then and even the governor had retired more than an hour ago.

      “Morning magic ritual,” they told the people. “Must be consumed as the first waves wash over us to keep the purity.” If there were any other witches in hearing range, they would snicker at their obvious lie.

      My mom turned toward me as I walked them outside. “I can feel your tainted magic, Daxton. It’s disgusting and diseased,” she whispered. “Come home for a cleanse.”

      “Don’t you dare ever mention a cleanse to me again,” I snapped at her. I didn’t dare let my mind conjure up the images of the cleanse; I couldn’t handle it nor did I want to know what it would do to my magic. Trauma and panic tended to aggravate it.

      “You know you need it, my boy,” Father added on. His face was filled with mock sympathy. “We could feel the filth in your magic as soon as you walked in the door.”

      “Yes Daxton, sweetie,” my mother said clinging to my shirt exposing my naked chest even further. I wanted to barf. “Like old times. Like a family. We can unite and cleanse together.”

      I growled deep in my chest trying to disguise my panic as anger. My magic seemed to flare at her words just like I feared. “If you say another word, I will spill to everyone what those cleanses entail, Mother.”

      She blanched at my words and my father pulled her away from me.

      “You know those are holy rituals. They are pure. Purer than whatever witch you have been fucking,” he hissed. My mother curled into his chest acting like a kicked puppy. Her act was disgusting.

      “Just leave me alone and be assured that your disgusting ways will never come to light and you can stay in your comfy positions. If you continue to goad me I cannot promise you that you will still have your jobs in the morning.”

      My father fumed at the accusations. His temper was always short but now it seemed nonexistent. “Why you—”

      “Oh yes,” Rae purred from beside me holding her notebook. Eli’s arm found its home across my shoulders. “Witch rituals are not commonly known to many of the demons in government. Quite frankly, they hate any thought of witches. So they are willing to accept any of the crap you spew about purifying magic.” My heart soared at her words.

      You okay? Eli asked in my mind.

      Fine, just want to get out of here.

      “But we are not just any other demons, right Dax?” Eli noted and even though I couldn’t see her face I knew that she gave them a smile that made their faces lose all color.

      “You don’t know anything,” Father stuttered out but backed away slowly. “You are just as soiled as the rest of them.”

      “Correct me if I am wrong, Dax. But there are only three ways to release magic. Sex, bloodletting, and a familiar, right?” Rae asked. Her voice was light but her words were heavy.

      “You are right,” I answered, my eyes squarely on my father’s. I wished for the day I could show him what I really thought about him.

      “It is easy to guess which one you partake in,” Rae told them. “Don’t make this hard.”

      We didn’t have to say another word. They knew they were fucked and they practically ran to their car.

      “Thank you,” I whispered after my parents left. Instead of relief though, I felt a tightening in my chest and my magic was lashing out wildly as if it too refused to go back to that dark place in my memories. Gone was the puppy that Rosie’s curse created and in its place was the monster I had come to know so well.

      It would be in my best interest to find a witch and expel all this magic but what I wanted to do was carve into my skin and watch as the magic spilled onto the floor. Force the memory of their magic out. The memory of it crept along my spine.

      Maybe Amr would suffice.

      “Let’s go get that bastard cat of yours,” Eli whispered.

      We all left the party in silence and headed back to the dorm.
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        * * *

      

      “You broke her fucking handle,” Rae said with a sigh. Her mask slipped just enough for us to see how annoyed she was. There was a small scowl that graced her lips and her forehead was wrinkled, no doubt a leftover from the conversation with her father.

      “Your face will stick like that if you’re not careful,” Eli responded and then proceeded to show us how she had entered last time.

      “Both of you are going to send me into an early grave,” Rae grumbled in response.

      As soon as the door was wide enough a flash of white streaked by us and crashed into Eli’s face, then fell to the floor with a thud. Despite the current cloud of dark emotions that hung around me, laughter bubbled up inside me. Eli’s mouth was hanging open and she seemed to be momentarily stunned as she processed what just happened. Rae was also noticeably pleased at the turn of events. A smile played at the corner of her lips.

      I heard Amr hiss from inside.

      “I just want the cat,” Eli called and then peeked her head in through the open doorway. “Dax’s cat but I would like a taste of the other one while I am here as well.” Her voice sounded like she was smiling.

      My magic purred at the thought that raced through my mind. Watching Eli go down on her while I sucked the magic out of her would be far too decadent. I couldn’t see her but I hoped that her cheeks were painted with that beautiful red I had seen the last time in the garden.

      I heard the small shuffling of her feet and her pajama-clad body came into view with Amr in her arms. She locked eyes with me and held the cat out to me. He meowed unhappily but I couldn’t even bother to look at him, I was too entranced by the light blush that spread across her face, only interrupted by her freckles. I swallowed thickly and tried to ignore the coiling in my stomach.

      When I took Amr from her arms and accidentally brushed my skin against her, my magic jumped up to the surface and reached out to her. Then in a matter of seconds, the monster disappeared in a poof and instead it was like a dog tugging at its leash, whining to get a taste of the curse.

      There has to be another reason.

      My teacher’s voice rang through my head, and I was suddenly brought back to the feeling of Amr struggling in my arms. Rae grabbed the fallen pillow and handed it to Rosie before she and Eli pushed my dazed form down the hallway and to Rae’s dorm. As we walked, I pushed my magic out to Amr and he sucked it up like a black hole, purring as he did.

      “What did your teacher say?” Rae asked as she pushed me into her room. It was just like any other dorm, but I didn’t miss the expensive coffee machine on the counter of her kitchenette.

      “He doesn’t think a curse can last that long inside a person without a witch being near,” I told them and made myself comfortable on the floor with my back against the wall. Having the hard surface against my back calmed my pounding heart and a sense of security flushed over me. If I could see everything my magic would calm.

      “But there is no other witch around,” Eli mused. “So if it’s not a really strong curse what is it?”

      “There is no doubt a curse,” I told her. “It’s just odd how long it has lived on without intervention.” There was a thought that I didn’t want to breach. It was there, just below the surface and was glaring obviously at us yet so out of this world that it had to be impossible.

      “So there is another power source feeding it,” Rae concluded.

      My stomach sank even further, and her eyes met mine. I wondered briefly if it was her that had the mind-reading power and not Eli.

      “I think she has magic in her,” I told them. “My magic couldn’t tell the difference and when she blood let it acted like normal magic.”

      “That’s impossible. You saw her conjure fire. That’s a demon trait. And the healing,” Eli pushed.

      “I have done both of those things as well,” I reminded her.

      “With magic,” Eli countered. “Her body healed itself just like any other demon.”

      “Regardless of whatever it is, it is feeding off something in her.” I paused and looked at Eli. “And you found a way around it that night.”

      “So she either separated the curse from the magic source, which is unlikely,” Rae supplied. “Or…”

      “The conditions the original witch placed on it weren’t met,” I finished.

      There was a small silence as we each stewed over this information.

      “What was she thinking about when it didn’t work last time?” Rae asked.

      “I told you, dude. The only thing on her mind was my—”

      “Okay, let me rephrase,” Rae cut Eli off. “What was different about every other time?”

      There was another silence. I had a feeling I knew the answer. It was right on the tip of my tongue. And it felt so simple.

      If I was that witch, how would I make this the most effective? What was the surefire way to make the victim suffer from this curse? Something they couldn’t break. Every curse has some type of loophole, how would I make that smaller?

      It had to be something the person couldn’t control, or at least would be very hard to control. Thoughts are easy to control if you work at it hard enough but…

      “Holy shit,” I gasped, the dots finally connecting. “That witch is evil but also a pure genius. It can’t be that she just wasn’t thinking about it. If that’s true, she would never not have cuts.”

      “But she wasn’t thinking about it,” Eli said.

      “It has to be instinctual,” I told them. “Something like a gut reaction.”

      “It’s based on emotions,” Rae concluded. There was a small light in her eyes.

      “When her curse is triggered what does she feel?” I asked Rae. She rubbed her chin searching for the answer.

      “Fear. Pain. Anxiety and anticipation,” she answered. “But that’s a common feeling for her.”

      “Maybe it’s a specific fear? Fear of pain? Can magic do that?” Eli asked her voice was hesitant and there was a small frown on her face.

      “Magic does not have many bounds. Particularly curses. If you have the reserves anything is possible,” I explained remembering the time I witnessed a witch place a squeaking curse on a mortal. Anything was possible if you were powerful enough.

      And this witch was an Original based on the taste of the magic.

      I looked down at Amr. His eyes were closing sleepily, the magic taking a toll on him.

      “So, what. We just tell her not to fear her curse? The one that’s been tearing apart her skin for years?” Eli scoffed.

      “And breaking her bones,” Rae added.

      “No, we stop it,” I said.

      “Her emotions?” Eli was getting more irritated by the second. It seeped into her voice like poison. “Another orgasm?”

      “Is sex the only thing you think about?” Rae snapped.

      “We can test it,” I piped in before Eli blew up and gestured to Rae. “We have the perfect tool. We don’t even have to tell her until we are sure.”

      “That would take a lot of power,” Rae said with a sigh.

      “You have enough power to be ranked second most powerful in the school,” I reminded.

      “And I would have to be close to her in order to control it.”

      “Then we do it on a weekend,” I said with a smile. “We can make a sleepover out of it. Say it’s so we can monitor her after last time.”

      Rae paused as she thought over my plan. I knew it was the best we could do with the circumstance. And she needed to be watched because if she went and tried to talk by herself while still fearing the curse, our cover would be blown.

      “What’s our excuse? Anyone could monitor her. Why Rae?” Eli was mad again, barely concealing her glares toward Rae.

      “I’ll say because I’m the only one that doesn’t want to get in her pants,” Rae answered with a sigh. She ran her hands through her hair.

      Was that true though?
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      “It’s like you’ve been avoiding me,” Matt whined as he sat down at the only available table in the small café we found ourselves in. It was only five minutes away from the campus and perfect walking distance. It was a rare sunny day and I had originally planned to stay holed up in the dorm but Matt changed those plans unexpectedly. This was a rare occasion when Matt decided to not visit his family. Almost every other weekend he was busy but this weekend I guess was the only time he could get to himself. I felt for him; if not studying or in school he was traveling to his family’s house.

      You know I’m not, I signed to him. His eyebrows pulled together and he gave me a pout.

      I was, but he didn’t need to know that. It was hard to get free time away from the trio and even if I did, I wasn’t sure what I wanted Matt to know just yet.

      “How’s the thing with, y’know,” he asked gesturing toward me with his hand.

      Before I could respond there was a loud clang from across the café, making us both jump in our seats.

      “Stupid low-level couldn’t even get my order right,” grumbled a high-level in a suit. The staff member who had been serving him now had a huge stain on her black apron and there was coffee spilled all over the floor. She looked to almost be in tears.

      I felt a pang in my chest at the look on her face. This was normal for us. I shouldn’t feel like this after seeing it so many times. She just looked so helpless, and she was so young, at least half the age of the angry demon.

      “Rosie,” Matt whispered. “Not our problem.” His eyes were wide like he thought I might do something.

      I am not stupid, I signed to him. It’s fine. No progress yet.

      “I’m sure it just takes time,” he said with a sad smile. His eyes shifted to the space behind me. “Hey! You’re in my class! Nice to see you here, Malik right?”

      I have never felt coldness like the one that washed over me when I realized that Malik was so close to Matt this entire time. I kept my eyes firmly on Matt’s face.

      Don’t look at him. The ghost of Daxton’s hand was on my neck guiding my head to stare at the ground.

      “Yes. I was interrupted by the rude demon and I couldn’t help but notice a familiar head of hair and wanted to say hello.” Malik’s deep voice vibrated around us and sent a chill down my spine.

      “Have you met Rosie?” Matt asked. “She can’t speak but she can sign or type to us if needed.”

      “I have seen her but have yet to meet.” Malik moved around us so that his torso was standing in my line of sight. He thrust his hand out toward me. I couldn’t help but notice that it was as scarred as Eli’s but far more delicate-looking. He was wearing a short sleeve that gave me a full view of the tattoos that covered his skin.

      I shook his hand but refused to look him in the eye.

      “Sorry for the wait, here are your lattes,” the staff member said and placed them gently on our table, breaking the tension around us. “Sir yours is coming up, would you like me to bring it here?”

      Please no, I chanted in my head.

      “That would be lovely,” Malik said and brought a nearby chair to sit down with us. I had to avert my gaze to the latte in front of me so I would not make accidental eye contact.

      “Did you hear that Malik got number one in the rankings?” Matt asked. “Crazy right? He won’t tell me his power though and when I asked others about it they said they didn’t know what they saw.”

      I gulped down the bitter coffee. I wanted to enjoy the rare real cup of coffee I could get but I couldn’t with the tension around us.

      “Rosie knows,” Malik said with a chuckle. It was light but I read it as threatening. “But I would like to keep it a secret. Keeps things more interesting.”

      “What? Rosie how did you find out?” Matt asked, his voice rising slightly.

      I peeked up at Matt. I could make out Malik’s white hair near the corner of my vision.

      Let’s go, I signed to him and stood up, carefully averting my eyes from Malik. A cold hand clasped on my wrist, and something shot out in front of my foot and in an instant, I was falling toward the floor.

      Malik caught my fall. He did so by standing and pulling me to his chest. He was wearing a dark shirt that had a type of print that scratched my cheek.

      “What’s the rush Rosie?” he asked, his lips centimeters away from my ear. “No need to fear me.”

      He pushed me back down in my seat and then sat back into his.

      “Here you go, sir,” the staff person said and placed a cup down in front of him.

      “Thank you kindly,” he said and I caught sight of him forcing something into the girl’s hand. “A tip for dealing with the bastard.”

      That was it. The shock of the action is what tore my eyes to the waitress. Her eyes were still red but she had on a new apron now and was looking at Malik in shock.

      “Oh, my that’s too much sir. Please,” she said and turned a bright crimson.

      “Nonsense,” he said. “You deserve it.” She left and it only took two more seconds to make the worst mistake of my life.

      Brown met gold.

      Fuck.

      A small smile graced his lips. He had a puff of curly white hair that surrounded his head and eyes as golden as the sun. The pale skin on his face was marred by a white scar that ran from his left eye to the right side of his mouth. His features were delicate and boyish-looking and if it wasn’t for the tattoos that marred his bare arms I wouldn’t have guessed that someone like him would be in a gang. Model work would fit him better regardless of the face deformities—if anything they worked in his favor.

      “There we are. Not so bad right?” he asked and leaned forward. “I apologize for starting off on the wrong foot. Eli is a bit brash at times.”

      “Eli? How is she involved here?” Matt asked but Malik’s eyes stayed on mine.

      “Why is she so interested in you, hm?” Malik asked. I waited for his power to kick in but there was no shift in the air. “No pressure to answer. I’m just not as she portrayed and wanted to make that clear.”

      I eyed him warily. It would seem that way but putting on a front was easy and I had only known him for a short while.

      But is Eli someone you can trust? asked a voice in the back of my head. Is Daxton? Rae? They have only proven that they want to use you, the voice continued.

      I use them too, I reminded myself.

      “Does Eli not like you or something?” Matt asked. Malik tore his eyes away from mine.

      “You could say we fell out of sorts. She’s always looked up to me,” Malik said with a small smile. “She grew up in a shitty way so I didn’t blame her when she stopped putting me on a pedestal, I just wished I could see that starry-eyed kid once more.”

      Ask him what he did to make Eli not trust him, I signed to Matt. Matt hesitated slightly. I sent him a small glare.

      “She asks—” Matt was cut off by Malik.

      “I know. I studied sign language at one point too,” Malik said. My heart skipped a beat. “It’s been around for centuries.”

      So have you, I signed to him not caring that Matt was watching. Malik let out a chuckle.

      “Eli has loose lips it seems.” Malik licked his lips as if to emphasize his point. “I didn’t do anything other than show her my power. She asked to see it, begged even. How could a kid her age resist?”

      “How could that make her not trust you?” Matt asked. “Especially if you were so close?”

      “I didn’t say we were close,” Malik responded. His eyes narrowed and there was a sly smile on his lips. “And I wouldn’t say she doesn’t trust me…”

      She fears him, I concluded without his help.

      He was dangerous. I could see it now even without feeling his power. The way his eyes narrowed. The way he zoned in on you when you spoke. He no doubt followed us here. He sensed right away something was different with Eli and he went out of his way to find out.

      Like a cat watching its prey.

      I slept with her, I signed. That’s it.

      “Rosie are you serious?” Matt spluttered.

      Malik’s smile widened. “So she didn’t want me to encroach on her plaything.” He clicked his tongue. “How childish.” He took a sip of his coffee and sighed. “I thought it had to be more interesting than that. Daxton too? Don’t tell me you also slept with the glasses bitch?”

      The way he talked about Rae irked me but I let it go. I was just relieved that he took the bait.

      Just Eli, I signed.

      “I would have assumed she would want Daxton in on it too. You know they are very close.”

      “Eli and Daxton? Like as in sleeping together close?” Matt asked with a small gasp. Was he blind? I was silently fuming at his reaction.

      So what? I asked.

      “You don’t mind your woman with another man?” Malik asked.

      I wanted so badly to yell at him. Scream at him. Why did he care?

      No, I signed. She’s not mine.

      “Hmm how progressive of you,” Malik commented with a smirk. Malik stood and smoothed down his pants. “It was nice talking Rosie, but I best get going. I’ll be open to talk if you have any more questions about your lover, just find me. See you in class, Matt.”

      I clenched my cup hard in my hand as he walked away. It was only when I heard Matt’s chair squeak that I met his face.

      “You can tell me more about it on the way back,” he said with a strained smile.
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        * * *

      

      The air had chilled on our walk to the garden. I am not sure if it was imagined, the leftover fear I had, or if the winter air was finally catching up to us. The tall rose bushes covered us, which made it a great place to talk, but it also made me uneasy when Matt was so angry.

      “I don’t see how magic makes people jump one another, Rosie,” Matt said, his voice sharp. His hands were balled into fists at his side.

      “I don’t have to explain anything to you.” I kept my voice low enough so the curse wouldn’t cause significant damage, but I couldn’t let Matt keep rambling about how wrong it was that I slept with Eli. From the walk back to Winterfell until now he had been grumbling about my sexual proclivities.

      “I have been trying to look out for you this whole time Rosie and you literally just jump straight into danger!” He threw his hands up in the air and stalked around the small garden.

      “It was literally your idea,” I reminded him. I took a deep breath to steady myself against the pain that racked through my body. Matt’s pacing paused and his eyes met mine.

      “That was before I knew how dangerous they were,” he said. His voice was lower now and his eyes were pleading. “After the talk with Malik I don’t think it’s okay to trust them. I think we need some distance. We can figure out something else for the curse.”

      “How are they dangerous?” I asked. The blood seeped its way into my pants.

      “Eli’s in a gang, Rosie! And not to mention Daxton can’t even control his own magic! Did you know what he did in high school? Hm?” With each word he took a step toward me. “He almost fucked a witch to her death. Her magic was completely depleted when he was done, and Eli has been helping him cover it up. They cannot live without magic, and all of them are in on it.”

      My blood ran cold at his words. The news about Daxton’s behavior was almost as surprising as Matt knowing about Eli’s gang ties.

      But…you cannot push me, Eli. I mean it. If I lose control you have to pull me out.

      What’s the fun in that?

      Was that what losing control looked like? I balled my shaking hands and hid them behind my back and outside of Matt’s sight.

      That time in the garden when Daxton first became drunk on my magic, he was ready to take anything he wanted. It was Eli who stopped him. But didn’t he tell Eli not to push him?

      Information was hitting me at all angles. It made my head spin.

      “Who told you that?” my voice rasped.

      “I asked around,” he said with a huff and cast his eyes down to the grass below our feet. “Don’t hurt yourself by talking.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do,” I hissed at him. “Your class is third-year. They are first. What could you know?” I grit my teeth against the pain of the cuts, getting angrier with each word out of his mouth.

      “Everyone knows the truth,” he whispered. When his grey eyes met mine, they seemed sad. “Except you.”

      I had enough.

      I regretted letting Matt in at all. I should have pushed him away from the beginning. Why did I listen to the principal when I knew talking about the curse was a bad thing?

      “I’m done with this. Done with you,” I said and pushed past him.

      His wrist shot out to grab mine. Flames engulfed my arm. Matt let out a yelp and scrambled away from me. I thought I saw tears when his eyes met mine, but I couldn’t be sure because I turned away.

      “Rosie…” His voice was low.
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        * * *

      

      I made the decision to skip breakfast the next morning in exchange for a few extra minutes of sleep.

      It’s not like I wanted to see Matt any time soon.

      Or Daxton.

      Or Eli.

      I curled in my bed and sighed into my pillow.

      Times like these were when the wall between me and the rest of the world was just too high to comprehend. I had hope, when they told me that they could help get rid of my curse. The wall became a fence during that time. I felt seen. There was still something dividing us but at least for the first time in my life the wall seemed like something I could conquer.

      But now…

      I realized it was only my imagination. What I thought was the journey to belonging was just a very vivid daydream. It was all a product of my overactive imagination, just like when I told my parents when I was younger that I saw an angel fly across the sky. Who could understand and accept someone who could barely speak?

      A knocking snapped me out of my wallowing. I got out of the bed but froze when my hand hit the cold metal knob.

      A small bit of hope rose in me. Did they notice I was gone? Maybe they came to get me so their group would be complete. A small smile graced my lips and I opened the door.

      My hope crumbled and burned when I was met with the person on the other side. The wall that had seemed to crack was now higher and stronger than ever.

      “You look like you could use a day off,” Malik said with a smile. The scars on his face shone under the fluorescents in the hallway. He was out of uniform in an oversized black shirt that was tucked into fitting black cargo pants and Doc Martens.

      What do you want? I signed to him.

      “I noticed you were not having breakfast with the others,” he said his eyes shifting behind me, checking my room. “And I already was going to skip classes and was wondering if you would like to ditch with me.”

      Why me? I signed, suspicions rising.

      “Given the state of Matt’s burned hand I thought that you may also need a day off,” he said with a shrug. “Not a big deal if you don’t want to come. Just thought you could use someone on your side.”

      I met his shining gold eyes.

      Someone on my side.

      “It’s okay,” he said. “Next time.” He turned quickly and left down the hall.

      Something in me jolted. I was not sure if it was because of everything that had happened the last few days or just how honest he was, or maybe it was that I finally had something that I could choose for myself.

      I just…couldn’t let him just walk away from me.

      I hurled myself out into the hallway and banged on the wall to get his attention. His head cocked toward the sound and a small smile played at his lips.

      Wait, I signed to him. He shoved his hands in his pocket and leaned against the wall.

      I rushed back into my room and pulled on the ratty band t-shirt I got from the thrift store with a pair of dark jeans that had more than a few accidental holes in them. I would normally wear a turtleneck with a short sleeve shirt but I didn’t want to chance him waiting any longer. I was almost afraid that when I checked the hallway he would be gone.

      I dove into the bathroom and harshly brushed my teeth then pulled my long black hair into a ponytail. There were bags under my eyes from the incessant thoughts that had plagued my mind during the night. I sighed and splashed my face with water and ran back out to grab my phone and wallet.

      When I was done, I paused by the doorway once more. I spotted a bottle of cheap perfume on the desk. I hadn’t even thought to use it since I unpacked it on the first day. Without a second thought I dabbed the scent on my wrists and neck and ran out the door.

      I was happier than I would like to admit when I saw Malik leaning against the same spot I left him in.

      “I saw that band in concert when they first became popular,” he commented with his eyes narrowing in on the shirt I was wearing. “Let’s go, little rocker.”

      I blushed as I followed him through the dorm.

      “Where do you want to go?” he asked as he held the dorm doors open to me. “I don’t really have a plan, so I am hoping you do.” I paused, looking for an answer. I bit my lip trying to think, feeling under way more pressure than normal.

      Beach? I signed to him.

      “The beach? Good idea,” he said and ruffled his hand on my head. “I have a car. Follow me.”

      He led me into the parking lot and to a black BMW. It shone like it had just been washed. He opened the passenger side door for me. I paused and met his eyes once more.

      “Trust me.” His voice was smooth, and it was topped off with a smile. “Just a quick trip and we will be back before you know it.”

      Why wouldn’t I trust him? my mind asked, but it was simple. He had yet to show me I couldn’t. Even the others had their cracks and paired with the added information Matt gave me…

      I sat down on the cool leather seats. The musky warm scent of men’s cologne filled my senses.

      My stomach flipped when I realized just how odd the situation I was in was. Skipping class with a high-level demon that had to be a minimum of a thousand years old and liked to hold doors open and take you to the beach.

      Was this even okay? Eli would surely be angry with me.

      Stay away from Malik. I promised her that but here I was in his car.

      “Whatcha thinking about so hard, hm?” Malik said as he turned on his car. I snapped out of my musings and looked at him in the driver’s seat. His white hair stood out against the all-black interior but his clothing seemed to blend right in.

      Eli will be mad, I signed to him with a small pout.

      “Not if we don’t tell her,” Malik said with a smile and put the car in drive and pulled us away from the parking lot. “It will be about an hour to the sea from here. Connect your phone and play some music if you’d like. I won’t be able to watch you sign so just tap me if you need something.”

      I nodded and searched my phone for some music. I settled on some light instrumental music that seemed to be trending on the music app. He didn’t comment and I let myself relax against the cool seat and watch as the scenery zoomed past us.

      The cool morning air would be chased away with something a bit warmer soon, but this was the first time that I had been out in public in a short sleeve in over nine years. It was weird for my arms to be so bare, vulnerable. I rubbed my hands against my skin, feeling uneasy.

      “You cold?” Malik asked and turned the heater up a notch. I turned my attention to him and watched as he drove.

      Was he really in the same gang as Eli? Was he really so dangerous?

      His scarred hands gripped the steering wheel loosely and there was still a small smile on his face. He had to be as tall as Eli but he was leaner and seemed to take up less space. If Eli was the muscle, he would most likely be the brains in whatever organization they were in.

      “We will be there in another few minutes,” he told me.

      I looked around and noticed that the trees around us were thinning and beyond them was a dark greyish-looking sea. My breath caught in my throat. My parents never took me to the sea. After the accident they refused to go out in public if it was anything other than work or school.

      Malik pulled into an almost empty parking lot. There were only a few cars and I had no idea what beach we came to, but I was absolutely in love. The sun shone off of the grey-blue waves and the sand here seemed dark and rocky; it was perfectly moody. The waves were so loud I could hear them from in the car. Malik sent me a small smile.

      “Let’s go get our feet wet, if you can handle it,” he said.

      You know it, I signed at him. I let the smile that was pushing against my mask grace my lips and pushed myself out of the car.

      “Take your shoes off. You can leave them here,” Malik said jabbing his thumb behind him, toward the trunk of the car. I nodded and did as he told. Malik was by me taking his own Doc Martens off and shutting the trunk. I am not sure what made the movement so intimate but something warm blossomed in my chest.

      He sent me another smile when he sensed my gaze and motioned for me to go toward the waves. Without another look back I jogged lightly to the sand. The cool air was refreshing in my lungs and the sand was slightly warm even if the air around it was cold.

      I made a hard stop near the waves. The sand was dark and wet here, sending a chill through me. I buried my toes in it and let out a small sigh. Looking up I saw some boats near the horizon. Their little white sails were carrying them farther than my eyes could see.

      Icy water splashed around my feet and I jumped. A small sound escaped my lips and I felt a bruise form on my ribs. I froze and searched for Malik. He took a step forward and stood silently behind me.

      “Beaches on the west coast are warmer,” he told me. “Maybe next time we want to ditch school we can take a plane there.”

      The tension left my shoulders when I realized he wasn’t going to mention my noise.

      Maybe he didn’t hear?

      The waves pulled away from our feet and I watched as small bubbles pushed up to the surface of the wet sound. Curious, I squatted down to get a closer look. A wave bigger than last washed up and soaked my jeans. Strong hands pulled me up quickly before I could fall.

      Malik’s deep laugh radiated through his body and his chest moved against my back.

      “Have you never been to the beach before?” he asked.

      I leaned my head back against his chest and looked up to meet his gaze. His gold eyes were already staring at me. I shook my head.

      In a moment of courage—or stupidity—I reached up and tapped on his scar. His eyes widened and then he smiled down at me like he understood my question.

      “Witches can cause demons to scar,” he explained. “I have had more than my fair share of fights with them throughout the years. The witch that caused that one just so happened to be easy to anger.”

      My heart skipped a beat. Would he know about curses? He’s been around for years—how could he not know?

      Do you know about curses? I signed to him. His smile dropped slightly, and his hand tightened around my arm. His movement was enough to remind me of my position against him and I stepped away and turned to face him.

      “Not really. Unfortunately, I am not as friendly with witches as Eli is,” he said and then cocked his head. “What does a little thing like you want to know about curses?”

      The wave lapped at my feet once more.

      Nothing really, just curious.

      “Curiosity killed the cat,” he said. “Best stay away from witches. They can lose control easily.”

      I couldn’t control the grimace that showed on my face. He was obviously talking about Daxton.

      They told me to stay away from you too, I signed to him.

      “I know,” he said. “Yet here you are. More than an hour away from the campus with me.” He gestured to the phone in my pocket. “And they didn’t even call to check on you. Great friends.”

      His words stung but they were true.

      They don’t have my number, I signed to him. A small chuckle passed his lips. He held his hand out. I slowly grabbed my phone, unlocked it, and placed it in his hand. He typed on it quickly and handed it back to me. A smile made its way to my face when I saw what he did.

      He put his number in and his contact’s name was A Real Friend.

      Who said we were friends? I signed to him. I was anything but serious and I couldn’t keep the smile off my face.

      “I did,” he answered with a smile. “I don’t know about you but I am starved. Let’s get some food and then we can head back.”

      I didn’t mean to pout but he saw it right away. His hand landed on the top of my head and he rustled my hair.

      “If you can successfully keep this from Eli, we can come back,” he said.

      I nodded and followed him back to his car.
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        * * *

      

      Another two hours later with a belly full of the most delicious clam chowder, we arrived back at the campus. It was still early but students would be getting out of class soon and I wanted to beat the rush and hide out in my dorm for as long as I could.

      The thoughts of the trio and Matt had escaped me while I was enjoying my time with Malik. I felt so normal with him today. It was the first time that I could relax.

      This was being seen, I concluded.

      “Text me when you are in,” Malik said. “I have some stuff to do so I must leave but please let me know when you get in.” He paused for longer this time. “And if you need anything don’t hesitate to text me. For anything. On your side, remember that.” His eyes were almost smoldering.

      I nodded, not really looking at him, and gave him a smile as I left his car. He gave me a small wave and pulled away once my feet had hit the curb. I kicked my shoes against the concrete, feeling the sand sit uncomfortably at the bottom of my sole. I sighed but continued, my smile never wavering as I did.

      The walk to my dorm was short but it wasn’t like I was paying attention anyways. My head was too busy being so far up in the clouds. My cheeks hurt from smiling so hard. The beach was perfect, everything I needed.

      The trip made it so much easier to separate myself from everything that was going on. Think critically. I would have to be wary about the others from now on. They had been trying to help me so far but who knew what their real motives were? Was it just graduating? Sex? I really didn’t know anymore but one thing was for certain, they had to be wrong about Malik.

      I rounded the corner into my hall and walked quickly toward my room. The trio plus a nervous-looking Matt stood in my hallway in front of my door.

      Amr meowed loudly as I came up, drawing everyone’s attention away from their heated conversation and toward me.

      “Rosie, where the fuck have you been?” Eli asked. There was a growl in her voice as he spoke. She stalked toward me and clamped her hands down on my shoulders. Her bright blue eyes held flames behind them.

      Don’t you dare lie, she warned in my head.

      I had a fight with Matt and I didn’t feel like going to school today, I responded and pushed her hands off my shoulders.

      “I didn’t ask why I asked where, and with who?” she yelled at my retreating form. I stood in front of the other three and glanced at Matt’s hand. I forgot he couldn’t heal like me and his hand was currently bandaged. Guilt punched me in the gut.

      “We wanted to let you know that the experiments will be paused this week. We will begin again on Friday night,” Rae said. I looked over toward her.

      Matt’s words rang through my head once more. What’s her reason? How much did I not know?

      I knew Rae would have all the answers and the more I looked at her the angrier and more suspicious I got.

      Why would they not tell me something like that?

      Why would they? a voice in my head asked.

      Eli’s hand clamped on the back of my neck.

      “Matt says Malik was missing as well,” Eli growled in my ear.

      I sent a glare to Matt.

      Didn’t he just tell me how bad the trio was?

      Were you with him, low-level? Eli asked.

      No, I answered back and walked toward my door to open it with shaky legs, but I was pushed harshly against it.

      You have a thing for pushing people against the wall, I snapped in my head.

      “Eli, stop,” Rae said from behind us. Eli pushed herself against me, her hot breath tickling my neck.

      You are lying, she said.

      Why does it matter to you? I shot back. So what if he controls me? Afraid he’ll kill me? Then what? You’ll get to go back to your normal life.

      “What are you talking about?” she asked. “Don’t act like you don’t know why we are helping you in the first place. I am getting out of here early with my degree. I hate this school as much as I fucking hate entitled low-levels like you. Why else would I agree to this?”

      My stomach dropped at her words.

      “Eli,” Rae warned and Eli was pulled off me. “We will leave you to rest. Apologies about this.”

      Without looking back, I opened my door and slammed it shut behind me.
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      I sat on the brickwork around one of the various communal areas that scattered the campus. It was still early so the air had a slight chill to it. I took a deep breath and watched as the high-levels mingled with each other. A group passed me and they laughed loudly at some joke one of the students made. Carefree. Unburdened.

      I wished to be them.

      I had thought it may be best to skip again today. If it wasn’t for a shitty home life, I would have left the school as soon as I thought possible. I didn’t have many options waiting for me out there. They didn’t employ low-levels in positions that paid them enough to live. The sullen face of the wait staff at the café filled my mind.

      That’s what I would be left with. Serving people who didn’t give a damn about me. Except…

      Trust me.

      I’m on your side.

      I shook the thought away from my head. This was all much more trouble than it was worth.

      “Rosie!” Matt’s screeching voice rang through the busy communal area.

      I let out a sigh and turned to face the voice. Matt’s hair seemed messier than usual and his tie hung loose around his neck. The bandage from yesterday was still wrapped around his hand.

      “I was looking for you everywhere!” he said through pants. He wiped the back of his hand against his forehead. “You weren’t at breakfast.”

      I looked around. There were so many people here, so many possible witnesses. I turned back to Matt and stalked close to his form. So close my nose almost touched his chest. I watched his expression changed to a confused one, and it only angered me.

      “Rosie?” His arms stretched out like he was going to embrace me, but they stayed frozen in the air.

      “What the fuck, Matt?” I asked with as much venom as I could muster. The cuts seemed to feed off the hate and they stung worse than normal. “You told me you didn’t trust them.”

      “Rosie don’t talk please.” Matt looked around us frantically.

      “Yet you snitch on me to them,” I said and took a breath to steady my aching body.

      “I didn’t snitch, I was worried!” he said with a hushed voice.

      They are mad now. If they are so dangerous why chance their anger? I signed to him. His eyes widened. I thought you were on my side. What were you thinking?

      If I was honest, deep down the only real reason I was angry was because Malik asked me not to tell Eli. If I told Eli, the moment on the beach, the freedom, they would fall out of my reach and never be accessible to me ever again. It also meant that all the attention they had shown me as of late would wane. It was completely and utterly selfish but regardless, Matt acted without a thought.

      Matt’s choices were erratic; they didn’t make sense. First, he pushed me straight into them. Then, he pulled me away. Then back again.

      “I just wanted you safe…” He stepped back, his eyes shifting to the ground for just a second before they met mine again. “I am sorry Rosie, I didn’t think.”

      You never think, I signed with a scowl. I thought we were friends.

      I turned away from him before I could see his reaction and stormed to my class. People seemed to notice the anger radiating off me because despite my low-level status, no one dared to get near me and as soon as I would pass their eyes would be glued to the ground.

      Good.

      As I entered the classroom door a ball of fur launched itself into my arms. Amr meowed loudly and nudged his head against my cheek. I smiled softly and gave him a small kiss on the head. The classroom was starting to fill and the people who I dreaded seeing were already sitting in their seats.

      Daxton’s eyes met mine and he patted the seat next to him. I raised my eyebrow at his action and my eyes drifted toward Eli.

      She was put together as well as she normally was. Slicked back hair. Tight button-up. But her eyes were cast down toward the table and her face was graced with a small scowl.

      I hate this school as much as I fucking hate entitled low-levels like you.

      My feet shuffled on the way to Daxton’s table. I didn’t know if I should be sitting next to him right now. He had his button-up rolled at the sleeves showing off his tattoos, and some of his hair was tucked messily behind his ear showing off some metal earrings. There was a small quirk of his lips that made me realize he was smiling. I’d kissed the lips of this man without a care; I’d enjoyed it. Thinking about what he did…

      A shiver ran down my spine.

      I swallowed thickly and sat down next to him and placed Amr in my lap.

      A blank notebook was passed toward me with a small note on it.

      Glad to see you joined.

      A wrapped pastry and a bottled coffee were pushed next to the notebook. I looked up at Daxton in surprise.

      He grabbed the notebook back and wrote on it once more. I heard Eli scoff behind me.

      If we write like this Eli can’t eavesdrop. Finally, a taste of her own medicine. Use this if you need it.

      He slides the notebook and the pen back in front of me. I look at the food in front of me with suspicion. Hunger gnawed at my stomach.

      It’s packaged. He couldn’t really do anything to it right?

      I hesitantly ate the breakfast. Daxton relaxed against the wall in his usual position but only now did I realize how uncomfortable it would be to sit here. His whole body was turned toward me.

      I peeked to the side and saw his head tilted back against the wall, showing his long-tattooed neck. His eyes were covered slightly by his hair but they were not looking at me like I assumed.

      They were closed.

      He looked so peaceful. I almost wondered how on earth could a man rumored to be so out of control and violent toward a woman look so peaceful. Did the magic inside him rage so uncontrollably that he was driven to such measures? What was the magic doing now?

      “So you just move on to the next one in line, huh?” Eli’s angry voice came from behind me. “How mad would that low-level be if he knew you were already planning to bed the next one?”

      I crushed the bottled coffee in my hand. Were all the demons surrounding me such crybabies?

      “Eli, now is not the time. You are still in the shit hole for yesterday,” Daxton warned.

      I turned to look at Eli. Her eyes were narrowed at us. A light bulb went off in my head. It was almost blinding. I slapped my hand down on hers.

      I don’t talk to murderers like you, I snapped before my courage went down the drain with whatever was left of my brain.

      Eli pulled her hand away harshly. She looked out the window and crossed her arms over her chest.

      Sitting back in my seat, my eyes met Daxton’s. He was watching me with a calculating gaze.

      “Alright class. Welcome to another beautiful morning,” Mr. Falkner said drawing my attention away from Daxton. Daxton on the other hand seemed to be perfectly content with watching me for the rest of the period.
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        * * *

      

      “Please Rosie,” Matt said rushing after me as I tried to escape the after-class rush.

      It had been an awkward class. Daxton didn’t question me as to what I had said that caused Eli to do an entire one-eighty but I felt his eyes lingering the entire day. It didn’t take a genius to know he was asking without saying the words. Daxton may be quiet, but he was sharp and caught even the slightest flinch. I wouldn’t be surprised if he already started to question Eli.

      I turned on the balls of my feet and faced Matt. He faltered mid-step at the sudden change and took a step back, inhaling a sharp breath.

      Leave me alone, I signed to him angrily.

      “I don’t want to fight, Rosie.” He picked at the bandage on his wrist as I glared at him.

      Let me cool down, I signed to him. I can’t think straight when everyone is crowding me.

      He shifted and thought about my request for a few seconds before running his hand through his messy curls. There were bags under his eyes now and his frown seemed so deep that it’d become permanent.

      “…Okay.” His voice was small when he spoke. The next sigh he let out seemed to deflate his entire being. With hunched shoulders he turned and walked away from me.

      I turned in the opposite way and headed to my dorm. With each step the weight of the day became heavier and heavier. By the time I got to my door I was hunched over much like Matt had been and I was so not ready to come face to face with yet another demon.

      At least this one is more tolerable.

      “You look like you’ve had another shit day,” Malik commented. He was dressed in the school button-up but put his own black jeans on. His white puff of hair hung in his eyes slightly and he had a soft smile on his face.

      What are you doing here? I signed to him.

      “You didn’t text me,” he said. I frowned.

      Sorry, I was busy, I signed and opened my door. After a moment of consideration, I opened the door wider for him.

      He gave me a bigger smile and pushed past me into the room. His scent wafted over me as he did so. He smelt just like the ocean we visited yesterday. In that moment all of the stress and anxiety left me.

      Malik made himself comfortable and sat down on the chair by the desk. He looked at the various school supplies I had there. He picked up a particularly bright blue pen with a soft smile.

      I dumped my bag on the floor near the desk he sat at.

      You came here just because I didn’t text? I signed to him after poking at his shoulder to get his attention.

      “And I wanted to see how mad Eli got,” he said with a smile.

      She was angry. She put two and two together even if I didn’t tell her.

      “She’s smarter than she lets on,” he said. His eyes narrowed in on my neck. “Why do you wear so much?”

      My hand subconsciously tugged on the fabric of my turtleneck and my previously calm heart began pounding in my chest. The tension of the day came back tenfold, and I swallowed hard. I didn’t want to lie to him, I really didn’t. He had been so kind, the only person that didn’t want anything from me. Everyone had their ulterior motives, but he saw me.

      Malik stood up. His frame towered over me. His hands moved to my arms and rubbed them soothingly. “Are you okay, Rosie? Did I say something?”

      I shook my head and met his golden eyes. His eyebrows were pulled together, and his eyes were wide.

      Concern.

      I opened my mouth to speak. I didn’t want to hide this from him. Emotion swirled within me, almost choking me.

      There was a knock at the door.

      “Can we talk?” Eli said from the other side.

      Fuck. I met Malik’s eyes; he had a small smile as if to ask…so what now?

      I looked around the room and made a quick decision. I pushed Malik into the bathroom. He gave me a look but I shut the door in his face.

      Eli knocked again.

      “I heard the door,” she said. I let out a sigh and tried to calm my heart as I made my way to the door.

      These others are going to kill me.

      With a silent prayer that Malik would stay undiscovered, I opened the door and came face to face with Eli. One arm was stretched out against the threshold of the door and the other was up as if she was going to knock again. I looked around her and noticed for the first time in a while, she was alone.

      “Can I come in?” she asked lowering her arm. I was taken aback by her tone. I had only seen her a few ways and this…calm yet sullen demeanor wasn’t one of them.

      I grabbed her hand.

      What do you want? I snapped in her mind.

      “Why did you say that earlier?” she asked. There was no anger—her words sounded strangely hallow.

      Because it’s not hard to put two and two together, I said trying to find an excuse, but I couldn’t stop the memory of Matt and me in the garden from popping up.

      Eli pushed her way in and shut the door behind her. Her grip on my hand tightened.

      “I knew that low-level deserved the burn you gave him.” Eli spat the words out. “Why would you lie like that? Just because Daxton can’t control himself doesn’t mean I am the same.”

      I raised my eyebrow at her words.

      “I’ve done bad things but I am not vindictive. I am in control,” she insisted. I tried to step back but she pulled my hand to her chest. “I didn’t choose this life you know that, right?”

      I swallowed thickly. The last time we were this close and in my room…

      It bothers you when I think of you as the gang member you are, I noted.

      “Because I’m more than that!” she snapped. Her words almost threw me off; they were pained and vulnerable. I understood this reaction too well. I knew where she was coming from. Just like her gang status, I was not just my curse.

      What about Daxton? I pried.

      “I can’t speak for before I met him but he never lost control that bad when I was with him,” she answered.

      Almost did, I pushed.

      “I stopped him before it got that far,” she admitted. Her other hand clamped down on my shoulder.

      Why are you here, Eli? I asked getting tired of the back and forth. So you are not a dangerous gangbanger murderer? Great. Doesn’t excuse your behavior.

      Eli let out a loud sigh.

      “Look, yes I came because I couldn’t have you thinking I was this murder crazed… When you said that, I could hear the disgust in your mind… I just didn’t… I couldn’t…not from you.” She let out another sigh. “…I’m sorry.” Her voice was so small I almost didn’t hear it.

      I was so stunned I could only blink at her words. Eli pouted slightly, pulled me forward harshly and crushed her lips to mine. It was a short kiss, a peck, and over before my mind caught up. Her hand was already on the door when she spoke next.

      “I won’t mention the Malik thing again… I was just worried.” She gave me a small smile that looked out of place on her face.

      I was so grateful she wasn’t able to hear my mind right now because the only image I had was how Malik was locked away in the bathroom not ten feet away from us.

      I stood there stunned even after she left and shut the door behind her. I heard Malik open the door and come to stand by my side.

      “Ooohhh little Eliza has a crush,” he said with a laugh.
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      By the time Friday came the feeling of guilt had almost become unbearable.

      Eli was back to her normal self and never mentioned the apology after the fact, but I couldn’t get it out of my head. I couldn’t bring myself to care about what they were hiding anymore. I was too consumed with my own guilt.

      I wanted to tell Eli she was right, I did see Malik, but he wasn’t as bad as they said. I wanted to tell her that Malik could see me. But…

      Looking at her now over breakfast I couldn’t bring myself to do it. She was smiling as if she was on top of the world and I didn’t want to fight with her anymore. That apology… That was seeing me too wasn’t it? That counted, right?

      “Eat,” Daxton said from my other side and pushed my plate in front of me. “You need energy for tonight.”

      Matt choked on his food. I didn’t pay him any mind. Daxton’s eyes were asking questions again. My guilt intensified. The need to apologize to him even though I never uttered my disgust to him, overwhelmed me. Could he see through me? I should have known Daxton wasn’t the way Matt portrayed him.

      Eli’s hand found its way to mine. I didn’t tell him what Matt said. He’s sensitive about it.

      I feel bad, I confessed and looked away from Daxton’s questioning gaze.

      He did lose control. You were on the right track, but he won’t hurt you. I won’t let it get to that, Eli told me and then removed her hand once more.

      “Can I come this time?” Matt asked with a pout. He rested his now fully healed hand under his chin. Daxton offered the other morning to heal his hand and my guilt grew as large as Winterfell tower. With one look at Matt I knew that he must feel it too.

      “No.” Eli, Daxton, and Rae spoke at the same time.

      Matt lowered his head with a loud sigh.
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        * * *

      

      Please tell me this one doesn’t hurt, I begged Eli as I threaded my hand into hers.

      “This one doesn’t hurt, right Daxton?” Eli asked.

      Apparently, due to the type of experiment this was, they preferred to stay away from our usual spot in the garden and go to a more private area that just so happened to also be Rae’s room. I tried not to let my mind race at the thought of being stuck in such tight quarters with three of the hottest demons in school. It didn’t help that I had already kissed two of them. At least once this was over, I could leave to my own dorm quickly.

      We did more than kiss, Eli shot back at me.

      “It won’t hurt. I tested it on Amr,” Daxton told me. I glared at him.

      Animal cruelty.

      “He’s magical—it doesn’t count,” Eli responded to my thoughts. I took the vial but again hesitated and looked toward Rae hoping that she would change her mind, or at least warn me if it would be painful. Instead of answering my prayers she just gave me a nod.

      I sighed and downed it.

      This one was much more pleasant than whatever poison they had given me before. At first, it was a strong cooling sensation and then it felt like the weight was taken off my shoulders. For a moment, my body felt suspended in air, but as soon as it started it stopped. I was left feeling nothing. It was like a dream; no happiness or giddiness came with it, just something akin to an out-of-body experience.

      I met Daxton’s intense gaze and cocked my head. “Is that it?” My words came out without a second thought. I waited and waited. I expected the cuts to come but they didn’t. I looked at my hands and pushed up my sleeves searching for something. Was time just slowing? But no, the cuts never showed.

      I looked at the demons around me. They were all staring at me, even Amr. They were waiting for an answer. I could tell they were holding their breath.

      “It worked,” he said. “Say more.”

      “I don’t know where to begin,” I told them. Again, no cuts. “I’ve never been able to do this before. So, I don’t even know how to do this.”

      “Amazing,” Rae whispered. I looked over at her and watched as she furiously wrote on her notepad.

      “Well now that you can speak. Tell us what you have been dying to. Or ask us anything,” Eli teased but her smile didn’t reach her eyes.

      “You are upset that my curse is gone,” I summarized and pulled my fingers away from her.

      “I did want to play around with it more,” she admitted. “But we will have time for that later.” She gave me a wink.

      “Later?” I asked looking at Daxton.

      “We suspect that the potion will last for a month. But at least during this time, it is gone,” she said, her eyes shifting from mine slightly. Did she normally not look at me when she talked?

      “Gone?” I mused and looked at my hands. They all of a sudden didn’t look like they belonged on my body.

      “What’s something you always wanted to do?” Eli asked. “Choose anything.”

      Instead of answering I brought out my phone. I thought to call my parents, but instead a perfectly useless idea popped into my mind. I dialed a number that had been saved in my phone for years.

      I was met with a polite voice on the other end.

      “Hi, I would like a pizza delivered to Winterfell Academy.” I paused when they asked me a question. “Uhh large I guess? Cheese please. And cinnamon rolls please.” They confirmed my order and said it would be delivered in thirty minutes. I met the surprised stares of the demons in front of me.

      “You can talk and the first thing you do is order a pizza?” Daxton asked.

      “I wanted to talk on the phone,” I explained. “And I think I’m hungry.”

      “That’s all?” Rae asked this time.

      I shook my head. I never thought this moment would come but I took a deep breath in and let out a scream. It was so loud and raw that I had to cover my own ears. My voice had not been able to do this since I was ten and it wore my vocal cords out before Eli could slam her hand over my mouth. She tackled me and pushed my head into the carpet so even if I wanted to continue screaming I could not.

      “Jesus, low-level what the fuck?” she yelled at me. There was a pause, probably waiting to see if anyone came running. I replied but my voice was muffled. Her hand that was gripping my hair pulled back roughly, exposing my neck and making me arch painfully against her chest.

      “My name is Rosie,” I groaned out. “Not low-level.”

      “Yes, Rosie.” My name coming out of her mouth sounded so dirty. “Do you realize you could have just outed your secret to everyone here?”

      “No, I just needed to scream,” I said truthfully. “You are starting to hurt my hair,” I added and she pushed me off her.

      “I am not sure this potion was worth this,” Eli grumbled.

      “Time will tell,” Rae told her.
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        * * *

      

      The others made sure that I stayed near them all day. Luckily, I had my pizza to tide me over. After being able to talk for a few hours, I realized that I did enjoy being silent—if I had a choice when I could speak that is.

      I didn’t know how to talk to them or what to say now that I had endless words. For the last nine years I had been nothing but an observer and only hoped that someone would care enough to see me for who I really was because I didn’t have a chance to connect with them like a normal human. This was how normal people did it, I realized. They would force themselves to talk and connect. I had been waiting for this moment for the majority of my life and now that it was here…I had no idea what to say. All the words that were on the tip of my tongue died as soon as I had the ability to speak.

      I can’t do this, I summarized. I wanted to be normal and talk with them but I could not contribute to anything of value.

      Amr stretched lightly from across the room and walked over to where I was sitting on the ground with my pizza in hand. Rae was the only one who opted to sit on a chair. It took some convincing, but she also accepted a slice of pizza. Eli and Daxton were comfortable sitting on the floor with me. Eli was laying on her side and Daxton was sitting cross-legged. They were hovering like they thought I would have a meltdown or something. They would look over at me but didn’t bother to really try to start a conversation. I put my pizza down on the plate, wiped my hands on my pants, then scooped up the sleepy cat, burying my face in his fur.

      “You were the one that I really wanted to talk to, but you have been such a sleepy head,” I cooed at him and held him at arm’s length. These words almost felt like a lie coming out of my mouth. I didn’t really want to talk at all. Was that what I was boiling down to now, a bunch of lies? The cat even cocked his head like he was confused. “You should visit me more often. My bed is cold without you.”

      There was a choked laugh that came from Eli. She was already on her fifth pizza, but she put it down to shoot me a smirk. “I could change that.”

      “No,” I replied simply and gave the cat a small kiss on the nose. Another pause filled the air.

      “You will have to be watched tonight anyways though,” Rae said from her spot at the table. “During the time you are under the potion you will be staying here.”

      “Why you?” I asked. Her topaz eyes met mine. There was something behind there I couldn’t read.

      “Because I can read your emotions,” she replied like it was a stupid question. “And someone has to make sure there are no adverse side effects. I am the only one that can keep an eye on you without touching you.” My eyes shot toward Eli.

      “Why do you need to watch me at all?” I brought the cat back to my chest. “Amr is sufficient enough, no? I thought you said he was magical.” His soft paw batted at a strand of hair as I spoke to him.

      “If you want to chance having your airways cut off again, be my guest.” She huffed lightly. I paused and as if on cue, a small sliver of panic played at my senses. It was so small that I almost didn’t feel it but compared to the cool numbing of the potion it felt like a tidal wave.

      “I’ll stay,” I whispered wanting the panic to go away. The coldness was a much better feeling. When the residual panic subsided, I stuffed a cinnamon roll in my mouth and let Amr lick the icing off my fingers. “Sugar is bad for you,” I scolded but didn’t push him away.

      “I want to stay too.” Eli fake pouted.

      “I thought you were bored without my curse?” I shot at her.

      Eli opened her mouth to answer but Rae cleared her throat. “There is only one bed and I would rather gouge my eyes out than see Eli naked again.”

      Trust me she likes it, Eli’s twinkling eyes whispered to me.
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        * * *

      

      “I will study for the next few hours,” Rae told me after the others had left. I looked toward the clock; it was already past eleven. “Feel free to…wash and sleep.”

      I nodded at her and rummaged in the overnight bag that I had brought with me. Eli had gone with me to pack extra clothes earlier to make sure that I would be prepared. She’d tried to start something in the room by pushing me against the wall and groping me but the action that would normally cause my knees to go weak didn’t really seem like much in the moment. Besides that, neither Eli nor Daxton had much of anything to say about my sleepover with Rae, but you could tell in the way that they lingered that they were none too happy with the idea.

      After I found my nightclothes and toiletries I went to wash in the connected bathroom While her dorm may have been the mirror image of mine it didn’t stop the feeling of being out of place. It wasn’t really a feeling, but more of a fact. Looking at her tidy bathroom sink it was painfully obvious who lived here. There was a case for her glasses, organic skin care, a fancy electric toothbrush, and even teeth whitening stuff.

      I placed my clothes on the counter and opened up one of the many creams that spanned across the entire marble surface. It smelt light and fresh and had a hint of…rainforest? I shrugged and placed it back on the counter. I turned on the shower and as I waited for the water to heat up, I found the same brand of hair care and body care products tucked away in the shower.

      She sure is on brand, I thought to myself. I wonder how much she spends on all this?

      Undressing, I caught myself in the mirror. It wasn’t enough to jar me—not that I could really process much of anything now—but it was obvious enough to make me pause. I had gained weight since being at this school. Turning in front of the mirror I caught sight of my newly filled out body; it was a nice improvement.

      I wouldn’t say my parents abused me… More like they wanted to forget I existed but it wasn’t like they withheld food from me at any point. I ran my hand across my lightly protruding stomach. It was because I tried to stay away from them as long as I possibly could, leading to missed dinners and late-night snacks when they were asleep.

      “Ms. Miller? Everything alright?” Rae asked behind the closed door. I cocked my head at her voice, watching in the mirrors as my long black hair fell around me.

      I would need to get that cut soon too.

      “Yes, fine,” I responded and entered the piping hot shower.

      Even after spending so long in the bathroom, I found myself lingering under the spray. Lathering up my body with soap longer than necessary, and washing my hair not once, but twice. Uneasiness was creeping up on me, but I couldn’t tell from where.

      “Is this it?” I asked myself staring at my pruned hands. “Is this what my life will be now?”

      “Ms. Miller, are you alright?” Rae’s voice was muffled by the sounds around me.

      “I’m not dead yet,” I responded and washed the excess soap off my body. It was maple, I realized after washing it off.

      After drying and dressing in an oversized shirt and shorts I went back out to the room. Rae was at the table bent over various papers and a book that seemed to weigh at least five pounds. Her eyebrows were pushed together and she was scribbling on one of the notebooks near her. I walked over and peered over her shoulder to get a closer look at the culprit that could cause someone like her to make a face like that.

      It was a third-year U.S. Government book. I tried to decipher some of the words on the paper but I didn’t get very far as my wet hair began dripping onto the white paper leaving semitransparent dots all along the sheet. Rae looked up at me with a sigh. With her out of the way I could see what she was reading.

      Demon uprisings.

      My vision was blocked by a blinding white.

      A fluffy towel had been draped over my head. I lifted my hand to remove it but I paused when two strong hands start ruffling the towel over my head. Rae was gentle as she toweled off my hair, never too rough and she didn’t pull at my hair as she squeezed it dry. I felt her warmth behind me but she didn’t try to breach the space between us.

      “That textbook probably costs more than anything you’ve ever paid for in your life,” she commented. Her voice was still even, with no hint of anger. I leaned back into her ministrations. A feeling of warmth, though small, sparked throughout my cold body. She paused and removed the towel. “There is a dryer if you need it.” She pushed the towel in my hands and sat back down at the table focusing back on the still wet textbook.

      I watched her for only a moment before returning the towel to the bathroom. I decided to forgo the blow dryer and head straight to bed, exhaustion prickling at my senses. The first thing I noticed about her bed was that she changed the standard school sheets and comforter to something expensive. The fabric was smooth as I ran my hand down it and the comforter was at least five inches thick. Peeling back the cover I wrapped myself in it and let out a sigh as I sunk into the bed. It also smelt like her maple body wash but there was another unknown scent.

      My consciousness began to slip easily and before I knew it I was falling asleep to the soft scratching of Rae’s pen against her many notebooks.

      It was soothing to no longer be left in silence.
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        * * *

      

      My chest became unbearably tight. I couldn’t breathe. My lungs were on fire. There was something on me. Hot and heavy. I clawed at the figure but it did not budge.

      I was thrown violently by the demon that held me in my dream and sat up and pushed the covers off of my shaking form. I took gulps of air trying to calm the pounding in my chest. My mess of hair clung to my sweaty face and I pushed it off in a hurry to catch whatever I had felt in my dream.

      There was nothing moving in the dark. The only thing that broke the stillness of the night was the pounding of my heart and my deep breaths of air. Rae. But she must have been deep asleep because she didn’t even stir when I awoke.

      My eyes flitted to the mass under the covers beside me. The moonlight coming through the dorm window provided just enough light so that I could see the outline of Rae’s features.

      They were more relaxed than I’d ever seen on her and with her glasses absent it was like I was looking at a different person. The face that was always so guarded, the same one that watched the entire group like a hawk, was slack. The crease between her brows was gone, her jaw was loose, and her lips were parted slightly.

      One of her arms was caressing the pillow underneath her head and the other was stretched out like she was trying to reach for something. My heart had calmed when I realized it was Rae that was beside me but seeing, and feeling, her so close made it speed up again.

      I laid back down but this time I faced her. I had to push myself further away from her as her hand reached forward once more. Searching. I gulped, suddenly nervous.

      Her lower lip quivered lightly and her brow creased. My heart melted in that instant and I knew that I had no choice.

      It’s not like anyone would know, I thought to myself.

      With that thought swirling around my head I hesitantly intertwined my fingers with hers. The same gut-wrenching feeling that I now could name as terror battered my body. I snapped my hand from hers. This time she did move but only slightly and it was to clench her hand around the empty air.

      I watched her for a second more. There was barely a twitch. My mind whirled with possibilities.

      I can sense emotions, she had told me, but could she also project them?

      Her stillness was so unnerving that I almost thought that I had dreamt it all up. This time I lightly brushed the tip of my finger on her hand. Terror shot through me like a jolt of electricity, leaving my finger tingling as I pulled away.

      I swallowed thickly. Well… Better to ask for forgiveness than permission.

      I kicked her shin with my foot hoping that it would wake her from her deep slumber. It may have been a bit too hard because a groan filled the silent room. I ignored the shivers it sent down my spine.

      “What the fuck, Rosie?” Her voice held obvious annoyance. Not a second later all the emotions that were making my chest heavy washed away. I could make out the soft glowing of her hazel eyes in the moonlight.

      “I think you were projecting,” I told her, gripping the blanket tight against me as I backed away from her.

      “You felt it?” she asked, surprise filling her voice. I could see just barely how her eyes widened.

      I cleared my throat. “Yes.” I was unsure what I should mention. Would she be angry? Get defensive? She was normally so stoic and to catch her so…vulnerable was something I didn’t know how to handle.

      “Sorry… Was it bad?” Her voice was barely above a whisper.

      “I should be asking you that. You were feeling some pretty heavy stuff.”

      I could only slightly make out the way her hands ran themselves across her face. “Just stress.”

      “Does that…” I paused as she shifted. I didn’t know if she was aware how much closer that made our bodies. The heat was radiating off of her. “…Happen often?”

      “More than I’d like to admit,” she replied. I wondered briefly if she was more comfortable talking in the dark like this. She let out a long sigh and I heard the blanket rustle, like she was holding it closer. “It’s hard to sleep well with someone in a bed. The dreams make it almost impossible.”

      “I can sleep on the floor,” I told her and sat up ready to launch myself onto the floor. The emotions came then, the self-consciousness. It was small but enough for me to realize that I was overstepping. Not only did I ask her such personal questions but I took over her bed. She never wanted me here, obviously, but she did it to aid me. To aid her friends in graduating earlier.

      “No.” Her hand shot out and wrapped around my wrist. I held my breath. Her hand was strong and warm against the chill of my skin. “Please just stay.”

      I didn’t have time to even think about how vulnerable the words sounded. Even as dismissive as she had been the entire time I had known her, the words that she spoke were filled with something that made my stomach clench. A wave of exhaustion hit me like a truck and all thoughts of moving left me as I flopped back to the bed.

      “If you want something just ask,” I said in a weak voice. I curled into a ball leaving space between us but I did not dare try to pry her fingers off my wrist. There was something there, a connection. I wanted to put it down to the tiredness, but I knew that where her long fingers circled around my wrist, was a connection.

      Darkness consumed me before I could think about it. I could have sworn I heard a curse coming from Rae but that, I knew, had to be a dream.
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        * * *

      

      I was awoken by a violent pounding.

      Bolting up from my sleeping position I looked through blurry eyes to see what was happening.

      “Eli, calm down,” Rae groaned from the end of the room. She had a coffee cup in hand and was already dressed in somewhat casual clothing. This was only the second time that I had seen her in anything but a uniform. She had on a loose cream cable-knit sweater and black jeans.

      God those jeans. My still sleep-heavy brain could not see anything other than the way those dark jeans hugged her lower half as she walked past the bed. Opening the door, we were met with a casually dressed Eli as well. The first time I had seen her she was in a button-up, but now she was wearing a large band t-shirt and tight black jeans. Her hair was still slicked back but paired with her outfit, she looked like a whole mess of trouble. It didn’t help that her tattoos were out in the open.

      “Does the low-level want to get out of here?” Eli asked with a devilish grin completely ignoring the glare Rae was giving her.

      “Um…” I floundered for words and pushed myself out of the bed.

      “Where is Daxton?” Rae asked and shut the door behind Eli. It took me this long to realize that Rae was not wearing her glasses. Her hazel eyes met mine and I played with the edge of my shirt to rid myself of her gaze.

      Get yourself together, Rosie, I chided myself.

      “Sleeping as usual,” Eli answered. It only took three strides for her to reach me and yank me into a standing position. “Let’s leave the others and go get some breakfast, hm?”

      Eli pulled me to her chest. Her blue eyes were almost twinkling, and her head was dipping closer to me.

      “I’m coming too,” Rae said and yanked the back of Eli’s shirt effectively detangling her from me. “It would be a good experiment.”

      Eli glared at Rae. Rae just stared back and sipped her coffee, never breaking eye contact.

      I sucked in a deep breath and made my way to the bathroom.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re ordering,” Rae told me from across the booth and closed her menu. Eli let out a snicker from beside me and also put down her menu.

      They brought me to a small diner that wasn’t too far away from the campus. I was surprised that they would dare choose something so cheap-looking but when I looked at Rae for an answer she just shrugged and walked in.

      It was a normal American diner that was already filled with people. Many were low-levels and they paused when we walked in, obviously feeling the aura that the high-levels that were on either side of me gave off. Apart from their stares, I noticed the delightful smell of a sweet blueberry syrup that I knew I would have to try.

      “I don’t know what you want,” I said in a harsh whisper as the waitress walked over. I had watched her take the orders of the other patrons but her smile and laugh were real at that time. Now her smile was tight as she walked to our booth.

      “Take a guess, Rosie,” Eli said from my side. Her hand reached out to graze mine. It’s not food.

      I met Rae’s eyes. Nervousness was flooding into me, then was extinguished like a flame. I let out a small sigh.

      “Welcome, what can I get for you,” the waitress said as she came to a stop at the end of our table. Her brown hair was up in a bun and she donned solid black clothing. She had smile lines but besides that, her face was youthful. She didn’t have a paper or pen to take orders, I noted.

      “Um… I would like the pancakes with blueberry syrup, please,” I told her and searched the menu for the others. “A coffee for both of them, and uhhh…”

      “Eggs benedict for me,” Rae said saving me from having to decide for her. “French toast for her.” She gestured toward Eli. “And sunny side up eggs with hash browns for our friend who will join us shortly. Oh and two iced teas.”

      The waitress shifted and with a nod she headed back toward the rear of the building where the kitchen staff was. They were all glaring daggers at us.

      “At least you got a coffee for us,” Eli said with a smug voice.

      The waitress came with a tray and set down the drinks in front of us. “Creamer?” she asked with a dull tone.

      “If you would be so kind,” Rae responded politely. She put down a bowl of creamer so roughly I thought the ceramic would crack. I jumped at the noise.

      “I can’t believe you guys left me.” Daxton’s voice came from behind me. The waitress was the one to jump at his interruption. Daxton’s tall form moved around the waitress with grace and plopped down into the booth next to Rae. Amr was resting comfortably in his hands.

      “Animals are not allowed in here,” the waitress said with a huff.

      “That’s weird,” Eli said with a chuckle. “Then why are you here?”

      The waitress looked horrified with her comment. I wanted to hate the comment, I really did, but the way she stomped away ignited a small trickle of amusement in me.

      Rae shook her head and pushed an iced tea toward Daxton and then one toward me. I raised my eyebrow at her; she merely sipped her coffee.

      “How was the sleepover?” Eli asked from beside me.

      I couldn’t help but look at Rae, remembering the way her voice sounded last night. Her glasses fogged up slightly when she lifted her cup.

      “She has expensive taste in bedding,” I commented then sipped on my tea. The sweetness washed over my tongue and I let a smile grace my lips. It was pretty good.

      Daxton let out a snort. “You should see her room at home, it looks like it was built for a queen.”

      “I didn’t take you as Rae’s type.” The words left my mouth before I could stop them. Rae choked on her coffee. Eli looped her arm around my neck and began laughing. Daxton just looked at me with an expression mixed with shock and slight amusement.

      “As opposite as they seem…” Eli said, noting just how odd they looked sitting together. Rae was sitting up straight in her booth looking put together while Daxton’s hair was a mess on his head, and he wore a ratted oversized shirt with a cat in his arms. “They do get along well enough.”

      “She can be annoying sometimes,” Daxton commented and took a sip of his iced tea. The comment held no weight and there was a slight smile playing at Rae’s lips.

      “At least I’m not brain dead,” Rae replied. Eli let out a snicker.

      “I’m not the one who let the lab rats loose right before the class was going to dissect them,” Daxton shot back, a smile playing at his lips as well.

      “It just wasn’t their time,” Rae said not denying the claim at all.

      “Rae loves animals,” Eli mentioned leaning close to me as if she was telling a secret. I drank it up. Everything I was witnessing seemed like something that no one else would see. “The first time I met her she was telling her dog all the reasons why she should not be allowed to jump on furniture yet she couldn’t help but let her sleep in the bed at night.”

      “Eli, stop telling lies,” Rae said not looking at her. The tips of her ears were flushed.

      “There is no lie,” Daxton said and lifted up Amr as if he was a baby. “Isn’t that right Amr? I swear Rae started cussing Amr out for clawing at the dog.”

      “He made her bleed.”

      “See?” Eli said gesturing to Rae’s blushing face. “There is no lie here.”

      A giggle bubbled in my chest and made its way through my lips. All three heads snapped toward me.

      My laughter ceased immediately.

      “What?” I asked not liking the way they stared at me. Daxton looked toward Rae but her eyes were firmly on mine.

      I don’t think we’ve ever heard your laugh, Eli said through the mental bond. It’s nice.

      The waitress brought us our food with a scowl and the rest of the meal went with small conversations in between each bite.

      The softness of the moment did not get past me. It was nice to be a part of something so intimate. From the outside it looked like just a bunch of college kids having breakfast but from the inside…I don’t remember a time where I felt so content.

      I don’t remember a time where I could share something like this moment with anyone else. I was finally a part of something that no one else would see. They wouldn’t have the chance to. I was overjoyed at the thought of being able to call this moment in time mine.

      Rae called for the cheque after we had all eaten our fill.

      The blueberry pancakes were divine. Way more syrup and sugar than I needed in the morning but even as I downed the rest of my tea, I couldn’t come to regret it.

      “This has already been paid for by table three,” the waitress said and muttered just loud enough for us to hear as she walked away. “Not like you need it.”

      I looked over my shoulder to the table she had motioned to, and two feelings hit me simultaneously. First, bone-chilling panic comparable to being flung off the clock tower at Winterfell.

      The second, was a happiness that I did not know I possessed. It was unabridged, uncontrolled; it ran free through my veins as I met golden eyes.

      There at the lone booth sat a mess of fluffy white curls that I would recognize anywhere. A grin broke out on his face. He sent a wave to our table.

      A rough hand cupped itself over my eyes and I was thrust into darkness while Eli cradled me to her chest.

      “Don’t look,” she said with a growl.

      “She already did,” Rae said. Her voice had an edge to it. “I felt his satisfaction.”

      There was a shuffling but no one moved.

      “Come on Eli, she already saw me, nothing you could do now.” Malik’s voice came from in front of me. “Don’t fight me.” I could feel the magic that his power held when he spoke. It swirled around the table and similarly to Daxton’s it licked at my limbs.

      Malik’s cold fingers pried Eli’s hand away from my face without a fight, just like he knew they would. I knew I shouldn’t be happy. I knew I shouldn’t give any sign to the others but a smile played at my lips before I could stop it.

      “Interesting,” he murmured. His eyes searched my face. “Hello little low-level.”

      My mouth opened and then Eli’s hand cupped over my mouth.

      What the fuck do you think you are doing? she asked angrily in my mind.

      I still in her arms.

      What was I doing?

      “Malik, we don’t need your money,” Rae said and pushed Daxton out of the booth. “Let’s go.”

      Malik moved so we could leave our spot as well. Eli kept a hand on my neck as she pushed us out of the booth. Malik didn’t stop us as we left.

      All three others were silent as we made the walk back to the campus.

      “Is it too late to get coffee?” I asked after I spotted the coffee spot that I had met Malik in originally.

      “Are you kidding?” Eli growled at me, her hand finding its way to the back of my neck once more. I looked toward Daxton and tried to conjure a small pout. To my surprise it was Rae that spoke.

      “If he wanted to do something he already would have, Eli,” Rae said with a sigh. “No harm in a cup of coffee.”

      With a smile I moved out of Eli’s grip and followed Rae into the coffee shop.
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      Coffee or not, it was not the pout that had me saying yes to this coffee. It was her reaction to Malik.

      For this experiment, I had started with taking away all of her emotions and just letting a few of the most potent ones out. I acted like a leech, sucking out all of her emotions and quickly building a wall to keep them behind.

      It was arduous work and after more than a few hours I felt myself struggle to keep it up. Contrary to the others’ belief, just because I was holding her emotions from her doesn’t mean they didn’t exist. They still fully rage inside me so everything that she would feel I am now subject to. I suspect that the projecting last night was because of the strain it caused on my powers.

      I decided to create cracks in the wall, letting the emotions slowly flow through, but I paid careful attention to those involving fear, anxiety or apprehension of any kind. A few wisps could make their way out, but any more than that put this experiment in danger. Happiness, insecurity, embarrassment, would be fine at the beginning.

      Imagine my surprise when I felt a rush of emotions flood through her when she saw Malik. It was like the flood gates had opened. I had worked tirelessly with a village of teachers my father had hired over the years to help me with my power. I knew my shit and I knew how to use it in a way that suited me…but I was not prepared for her emotions.

      He caught us all off guard except Rosie. When she met his eyes, she was expectant, and when he met hers… He knew he had won.

      I eyed her as she waited for her coffee at the end of the counter. Her happiness was almost palpable, but I didn’t let that fool me.

      What are you hiding?

      She gripped the iced latte that the barista handed to her and turned to leave and join Daxton and Eli outside but before she did, I stopped her by placing my hand on her shoulder.

      “Is there anything you need to tell me?” I leaned down to whisper in her ear.

      The panic was cold and spread across my own body in a cool wave. I let it trickle to her.

      “No,” she said and took a sip of her latte. I eyed her watching as her brown eyes flitted to mine.

      “He’s dangerous,” I warned her. “His power can ruin you. Don’t get carried away no matter how…pleasing he may look.”

      The confusion that ran through her caught me off guard. It was followed by slight…amusement?

      My own anger rose. Was this a game to her?

      “I am not thinking of…” She let out a small breathy laugh and met my eyes once more but this time she was prepared. A sly smile spread across her face and for the second time today, her words surprised me. “If you are jealous just say so, Rae.”

      My name on her lips felt like a sin.

      She brushed off my hand and left the coffee shop to join the others outside. Eli put an arm over her shoulder, her anger momentarily forgotten as she swooped down to take a sip of her latte. Daxton watched them with an amused smile.
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        * * *

      

      Eli and Daxton left almost as late as they did the other night but after a slight push and a threat of being late to school in the morning, they left with a grumble.

      “Is this the last night?” Rosie said as she climbed back into the bed.

      “Let’s see how you do tonight then we can rethink our arrangements,” I told her and turned off the lights. I knew this wouldn’t be the last night though. My words were just to soothe the panic she couldn’t even feel.

      The act of climbing into a bed with a woman should have put me on edge, but I didn’t feel even the slightest bit anxious. Instead, I was looking forward to her next to me as I slept. Last night was the first time that I had slept deeply enough to have a dream. It was a horrible nightmare, but it was something.

      After almost being crushed to death in my dream, I was glad to see Rosie’s concerned face over me. Even if I was awoken by a kick that bruised my shin. I almost laughed at the absurdity of it but when I felt the emotions rolling off her, I couldn’t bring myself to. She was actually worried about me.

      When I was a kid, I would pray that I would experience those emotions directed toward me one day by a person that cared about me. I had felt it between other people. Mothers and their children, lovers, friends even, but never my mother or father for that matter. So when a person felt that way toward me, there was no way they could sleep on the floor.

      No, after I put her to sleep…I allowed myself to pull her closer. Allowed myself to revel in the feeling of her sleeping body next to me.

      The best part?

      When I held her she was happy; she felt safe. My heart soared.

      So that’s why as I got into bed with her now, I cast everything that happened today away. I cast away the thoughts of Malik. I cast away the feeling of her happiness when she saw him. I cast away the thoughts of defending a group that barely felt that kind of worry for me.

      Instead, I focused on all the emotions she felt now.

      Nervousness, excitement, and a small bit of relief. I let her feel them for now as well.

      “Can I ask you something?” she asked. Her small body was facing away from me but as she spoke she turned around. I had taken my glasses off, but she was close enough that I could make out the way her long eyelashes fluttered against her cheek.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      She brought the cover closer to her. Nervousness was gnawing at her. I took away a little hoping her courage would overpower it.

      What could she possibly want to know?

      “How did you meet Eli?” she asked and after some deliberation, added, “Actually both. How did you meet them?”

      Ah, the power this information could hold, I thought.

      “Why not ask them?” I prompted not fully wanting to give her information that could harm them.

      I saw her pout again. “I feel like you’d be more truthful,” she said. There was something sour playing at her emotions. A lie.

      “Try again,” I told her. The panic was small but enough to up her anxiety.

      “I feel…more comfortable asking you,” she confided. “Maybe it’s the dark but I just…feel okay to talk like this. Ask about things that have been bothering me.”

      “Why has our relationship been bothering you?” I asked. “I mean mine and the others,” I clarified when there was a flash of embarrassment.

      “Well Eli is in a gang…and I am not sure about Daxton…but Principal Winterfell said that you had something to do with the government?”

      I scoffed at the information she provided. “So, the principal mentioned us? What’s the context?”

      “To warn me about interacting with you,” she said.

      Bastard. He deserves what’s coming to him.

      “My family is powerful,” I told her. “People like Eli feed on powerful people like they have never seen a piece of meat in their lives. And well… Daxton’s family is also powerful. It would be weird if two powerful families didn’t know each other, right?”

      She ate up every word I told her with wide eyes. I almost wanted to spill everything to her. The attention she gave me was addicting. It wasn’t all that interesting, and I left out enough for it to lack power…but she hung onto every word.

      “So that’s it. Eli saw an advantage but…people like me are not easy to fool. And with Eli came unfortunately, Daxton,” I told her.

      “You pretend too much,” she said with a small smile. “I saw how you acted today with him.”

      Her words stirred something in me.

      “We get along in our own way,” I responded.

      “You protect them,” she said while lifting her head up and resting it on her arm.

      “They are not children,” I reminded her. “They do not need protection.”

      “But you do so anyways,” she said, her smile getting bigger. “I’ve seen it. You are never far from them and you are always guiding them no matter how much they say it annoys them. They listen because they know you know what’s best.”

      My chest swelled painfully. Her words were too much for me to handle. I wouldn’t say I was protecting them…it was a group thing. Anything to keep our group…a kind of fucked up makeshift family alive and thriving.

      I didn’t know if Daxton or Eli ever saw it, but here this random cursed low-level saw right through everything that I had hidden away. I was angered and excited at the same time.

      “Let me ask you a question,” I said changing the subject before I got too lost in the emotions that were engulfing me. “Were the pancakes that good?” Confusion rose in her and even if I weren’t able to feel emotions the sudden change in her face gave it away. “You were just…really happy while eating them. But if we are being honest…the food was subpar at best.”

      She let out a small giggle. It was as perfect as the one earlier today, the first one I ever heard from her. And this one was all mine to hear.

      “I was just happy to be included in something,” she said. “With someone so skilled in reading emotions I would have assumed you knew that.”

      “I can read emotions,” I said with a sigh. “Not their reason for being.”

      She nodded in the darkness.

      “My curse has made it hard for me to be accepted,” she said. “From family to friends, I always found myself lacking. And today it really felt like I had found a place that I felt comfortable enough to just…be.”

      Her words scared me as much as they pained me. There was a part of me that pitied her. Growing up I knew how it felt to be outcasted, to feel like there was nothing I was actually a part of. But the other part did not want a person to ruin our group, even if it was her. We had forged this group together and it was the only thing to this day that I could say that I really belonged.

      We were too vulnerable, I realized now after replaying all of our interactions with her in my head. No one had ever gotten as far as her. We didn’t let anyone because there was just no one that we found worthy enough. And on top of that we all knew the risks of someone getting close enough to know our secrets. We were screwed if this went on any longer.

      And I was the one that let this happen.

      “That’s a lot to spill,” she said with a nervous laugh. “Sorry it’s just, I think I am getting used to talking.”

      “It’s okay,” I told her. “But we should sleep. School tomorrow, remember?”

      “Right,” she said and plopped down into the bed and turned to face the wall. “Night.”

      I pumped exhaustion into her and waited until I heard her deep breaths before releasing the wall.

      I did not dare try to breach the space between us that night.
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        * * *

      

      I once thought that the low-level was ruining the group dynamic, but that was an understatement. She absolutely annihilated it and then proceeded to rebuild it in a way that I hadn’t thought possible.

      It scared me if I was being honest.

      Watching her now, sitting next to Eli and Daxton, the pull she had on them was way too obvious. Every twitch, every sigh, every sip of her bottled coffee would cause their eyes to shift toward her.

      Eli was more obvious, but that was in her nature. I was not surprised with how she acted around her. I was surprised though by how quickly Daxton came around. He was quiet, always had been. But with the silence came his disinterest in almost all things. Yet his silence was different now; even in his silence he paid attention to her.

      Daxton had worried more for this girl than he had for himself through the entire time that I had known him. He had a sense of longing that surrounded him but when he watched Eli interact with her…there was only warmth and content that radiated off of him.

      Eli was a different story though. There was normally a prick of lust, a dust of pain, but recently there was an emotion so small and soft starting to sprout that it almost made me stop in my tracks when I first felt it. And watching her now, with her arm around Rosie and her eyes glued on her as she slowly nibbled on her bagel, I felt it once more. If anyone looked at her from the outside they would see the cocky facade that she put on. It looked like she was terrorizing her. But inside…

      This was my fault, I summarized.

      I told her to stay away because Principal Winterfell had some powerful people looking out for her and I did not want to risk our group’s safety. It only catapulted them together. I should have seen it coming: she was not one to listen to rules and the idea of her excited her far too much.

      I thought she would be done with her as soon as she had gotten what she wanted—at least that was the lie she spouted to me.

      I took a sip of my third coffee today trying to ignore the way the emotions around me made me feel. Eli’s hand caressed the back of Rosie’s neck and I felt a spike of arousal emanate from her. I knew Eli had to be showing something to her in her mind by the way she blushed and I couldn’t help the anger that flared in me.

      “We have class, Mr. Thompson,” I said getting up from my seat.

      I hadn’t planned on going through with my plan to abuse Principal Winterfell on one of his free hours so soon but I was not sure how much more I could handle. It was bad enough that she made me go through such stupid emotions, but to have to watch Eli and Daxton react to her in such a way just hammered in how much of a failure I was at protecting our group.

      I needed to find out why Principal Winterfell thought she was so important.

      Mr. Thompson and I separated with a small wave at the hallways that divided our years, and I watched him walk out of sight before I turned on my heel and headed the opposite way to the office. I was greeted with a cool rush of air as I walked into the office and a very surprised Tammy. She flushed slightly as I walked up to her desk.

      “Oh dear, what a surprise.” She giggled.

      “I suppose so.” I sent her a smile. “I have some urgent matters to discuss with Principal Winterfell that cannot wait. I saw that he has a free time now, you wouldn’t mind if I squeezed myself in would you?”

      Tammy stuttered but before she could fully get out another word the answer showed itself. A man and woman, both with russet hair and brown eyes, left Principal Winterfell’s office. It didn’t take long to guess that they were witches. Their brown eyes along with the restlessness that resided within them gave that away. But the most surprising thing was that on the outside they looked completely guarded. They looked me over with feigned indifference, but I knew better.

      Surprise.

      Anger.

      Disgust.

      Resentment.

      And then the emotions coming from Principal Winterfell sealed the deal. Panic.

      I had to fight to keep the smile off my face. I knew the principal was hiding something and thanks to the anger I felt this morning, I may have just stumbled upon the one thing I needed to seal this deal. I watched as the witches nodded to the principal and left the office without ever looking back at me.

      A sort of giddiness rose in me as the principal’s eyes met mine from the slightly ajar door to his office. I walked in slowly, enjoying how his panic rose with each step I took.

      “To what do I owe the honor?” he asked trying to feign the same indifference that the witches had.

      “You know…” I trailed running my hand across the chair. “Witches tend to be wary of high-levels. Especially people in government like me. But…” I met his eyes enjoying the way he flinched. “They seemed to know me. Sadly, I cannot say the same.”

      “Your family is prominent, who doesn’t know you?” he asked.

      “Oh come on,” I said in mock playfulness. “This couldn’t possibly hurt, right? Not like they are important right?”

      “I have no information to give you,” he said with a tight smile.

      “Not even if I tell you I have solved our little curse issue?” He stilled at that.

      Curiosity.

      Mistrust.

      Anxiety.

      “Did you now?” he asked trying to not act like he knew of the carrot I was dangling in front of him. It was too irresistible though and he knew that.

      I hummed. “Yes. And I would be more inclined to keep you updated about our project if you tell me who those witches were.”

      He sucked in a breath. I was so close to getting what I had been prepping for. I could at least do this for us.

      “You have to tell me how you do it,” he demanded.

      “Only if we succeed,” I said. “Tell me, have you been giving them reports on me?”

      “Of course. Ever since your gang laid eyes on Ms. Miller.” He crossed his arms.

      I almost snorted at the way he labeled us. Like a gang could hold a candle to what we could do.

      “When we succeed, I want us all recognized.” He was about to protest but I held up my hand. “And for us to graduate early.”

      “Impossible.” More panic.

      “Then I will tell you nothing.”

      “You get more out of this deal,” he fought standing up from his chair and slamming his palms down on the table.

      “Then what do you want?” I raised a brow at him.

      “Keep her away from Mr. Reid.”

      I grit my teeth at his words. Why Dax of all people? Was it his parents?

      “We are a group package,” I insisted. There was no way I would break the group up for her.

      “Something they aren’t too happy about,” he said with a huff. He was no doubt referencing the two witches that left earlier.

      “Are you afraid he would hurt her?” I pried. My hand clenched the chair so hard that I heard the fabric tear.

      “Among other things,” he admitted, his eyes suddenly transfixed on the floor.

      “Then I can promise you I will not let him hurt her.”

      “Keep their alone time to a minimum,” he ordered.

      “Fine,” I spit out. “Names.”

      “Claudine and Maximus,” he gave.

      “Last names.”

      “Believe it or not they don’t have them. Or at least that is what they told me.” I could not sense his lie so I nodded and turned to leave.

      “I will update you once we succeed.”

      “I expect more information in our next meeting,” he called. “And remember, I have eyes.”

      I rolled my eyes at his threat not caring if Tammy saw. She had outlived her usefulness.

      I stalked down the hallway with anger swirling deep in my chest. I was the one that got us into this mess and while I didn’t feel too bad about having to pull Daxton away from Rosie…I did feel bad about hiding my motives.

      It was my fault anyways.
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        * * *

      

      “I need more magic,” Dax said that night as we settled in my room once more.

      “Out of the question,” I answered. Daxton and Eli’s spikes of arousal were enough to send me reeling. I had to grind my teeth and take a deep breath before I responded. I couldn’t let such a useless emotion cloud my judgment like it had been.

      “It’s the only thing that calms it,” Dax hissed at me.

      The principal’s words weighed on my mind.

      What if it wasn’t alone?

      I could oversee it, make sure that nothing happened. My mouth went dry when I remembered the way they handled her in the garden.

      “Eli has to leave,” I told them.

      “Not fair!” She pouted.

      I hadn’t been as strict on Rosie’s emotions and I watched a small smile curl at her lips while amusement rolled off her in waves. It made my heart tighten painfully.

      I didn’t mean to talk so much. My own actions in regard to her opening up weighed on my conscience.

      “What happened last time is not happening again. Especially because we don’t know how the potion will react to it,” I told her and glared at them daring them to ruin that plan we put together. I glanced toward Rosie. “Are you willing to help him?”

      She thought over it for a second biting her lip softly. I wanted to tell her to stop that after feeling the others’ emotions, but she came to her conclusion too fast. “Will a kiss work?” she asked. Eli let out a laugh.

      “Not unless other things are happening with it,” Daxton explained. Her eyes sought mine. She was looking for an answer that I could not give her.

      “I can give you some blood. But Eli can stay as long as she won’t touch me,” she said after some consideration. I was surprised to hear that she listened to me. I didn’t like the way it made my heart pound and my chest swell.

      “You didn’t say that last time.” Her smile fell. “Don’t tell me you didn’t like it?”

      “I liked it.” She paused and I knew that if I let her emotions go just slightly, her cheeks would be bright red. “Just not really in the mood.” Cue the daggers from both Eli and Daxton.

      The satisfaction that I felt at their annoyance was too sweet.

      Rosie held out her arm for Daxton as an invitation, her eyebrow raised slightly as if she was taunting him. He dug around in his pocket for a knife and wasted no time in slicing a thin line down her forearm.

      When his mouth was on her wound I had to grab onto the table next to me. Daxton’s rituals were hell normally but now that I was in charge of keeping her emotions under lock and key I could think of no worse punishment.

      His lust was suffocating the room as the magic from the curse entered him. I found myself losing control slightly as heat pooled in my stomach. Eli gave me a knowing smirk but her attention was drawn to Rosie when she let out a whimper. I tried to patch the holes in my defenses but the emotions were overpowering and I could not keep a hold on them.

      I was relieved when Dax detached his mouth from her arm without me asking. Any longer and I would have been on my hands and knees begging for him to let up.

      “It’s the same as last time.”

      “Obviously,” I hissed at him letting out a deep painful breath. I had to shift slightly in my chair. I shouldn’t have gotten that wet from those feelings. “That’s enough. You two leave for the night.” They didn’t argue this time, but Eli did stop to give Rosie a passionate open-mouthed kiss. She sent me a look before leaving.

      Bastard.
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        * * *

      

      Rosie was curled under the blankets just as she had been the night before. There was nothing different from last night. Or there really shouldn’t have been.

      Just a low-level…in my bed. Just a low-level that had caused all sorts of emotions to course through me that I hadn’t been prepared to handle. Just a low-level that just so happened to have more mystery surrounding her than demon heritage itself.

      I keep women out of my bed for a reason, but our current situation literally forced us together and it was hard not to regret doing this even if the pros outweighed the cons by tenfold. It was my fault anyway.

      I had let go of her emotions as soon as she fell asleep and it was like a weight had been lifted off of my shoulders. Even hours after the others had left, the effects of the magic transfer were still evident in the room. I clenched my fist against my pajama pants and with a huff I entered the bed with her.

      I was relieved when she stayed still. Her emotions were stable and dulled in her dream state. I let out a sigh and tried to force myself to sleep. Only after a minute Rosie’s warm body pressed against mine.

      My eyes snapped open and I was met with a cloud of black hair. Rosie had pushed her back all the way to my chest and now lay flushed against me. I stiffened against her unsure what to do or where to put my hands. The other nights she had maintained space, and even when I had held her the other night it was all me.

      I should push her away.

      It took all that I had last night to not wrap my arm around her. I inhaled her scent deeply. She smelt just like my shampoo. I couldn’t help myself this time, my resolve from the day had already been destroyed. I wrapped my arm around her body and pulled her closer without a second thought.

      No one would know. The principal asked me to keep her away from Daxton…which I did. He didn’t say anything about me. And it wasn’t like I would be able to push her away from us, that was obvious. If it was my fault she was here with us…then I might as well take advantage of this.

      Man, the possibilities, Eli had said this morning as we watched Rosie bolt out of the room. She then gave me that stupid fucking smile. I prided myself in being able to know everything about everyone around me but Eli was the only one that could truly see me. Even without reading my mind she knew exactly what I wanted.

      I inhaled against her hair deeply once more. I liked that my scent surrounded her. I liked it a bit too much.

      She sighed deeply as she slept and wiggled against me, trying to get closer to the heat I assumed. My throat dried when I felt her ass wiggle against me. I gritted my teeth and buried my head in her hair. I closed my eyes and tried to think of anything other than her soft body. But with the pungent magic that was left in the room and the far too powerful emotions, it only exacerbated the problems and my grip around her tightened.

      She wiggled again.

      This time I felt her surprise as she woke. Maybe I could pretend I was asleep?

      “Rae?” she whispered. I wasn’t holding her emotions back so I expected to feel her curse, but it never came. Instead, there was a dull arousal that weighed low in her.

      “I’m sorry,” I told her hoarsely and loosened my grip slightly. She gripped my wrist and wrapped my arm around her higher. Did she not understand what she was doing to me? My hand twitched wanting so badly to feel her.

      “Don’t be,” she said her voice equally as hoarse. Still no panic but arousal sharply rose in her followed by a dust of confidence.

      Oh no.

      Her slim hand slowly trailed along my arm and then down to my hand where she linked her hand with mine. In one swift movement she brought my hand and placed it under her shirt on the smooth skin of her stomach. Her hand lingered for a moment and then trailed back up my arm and out of her shirt.

      She was giving me a choice. A stupid choice. Horrible choice.

      Her breath hitched when I slowly inched my hand upward lightly trailing along the underside of her breast. My heart was going to burst out of my chest but I couldn’t stop the images of what I wanted to do to her from flooding me.

      “Are you sure this is what you want?” I asked her rubbing the pad of my finger ever so lightly over her nipple. She gasped and arched.

      “Please,” she rasped.

      “Is this just because of the bloodletting?” I asked grinding against her backside. I knew the arousal from earlier was affecting her even as I asked. I could dream though couldn’t I?

      “No,” she said with a gasp when I lightly trailed circles around her nipple feeling the peak harden under my touch.

      “Are you sure?” I asked one more time. “When I want to bed a woman I want it to be because they want me.”

      “I want you.” In turn her hand came back in between us then pushed itself between my legs. I groaned against her and widened my legs for her. She quickly slipped her hand into my pajama pants, past my panties, and made direct skin-to-skin contact. I hissed and began pinching her nipples lightly. When her delicate fingers began to tease my clit I lost myself. Yanking her hand out I climbed over her and connected her lips with mine.

      They were softer than they looked.

      Her mouth opened and I brushed my tongue across her, enjoying the way it ignited sparks in me. She moaned against my mouth and her hands yanked at my sleep shirt pulling me closer to her. Her tongue played against mine, trying to dominate me but I wouldn’t allow it.

      I pulled off her shirt between our frantic kisses. She tried to pull off mine but instead I pushed her hands to her shorts and I rose to take off my shirt myself. I paused to look at her naked body. She had taken off her underwear and shorts already. I desperately wished I had my glasses so I could get a good look but even now seeing her bared to me and waiting to be fucked caused my core to clench. She tried to pull my pajama pants down but I grabbed her wrist.

      “Later,” I told her and leaned down to give her a chaste kiss. She wrapped her hands in my hair gently. I trailed my hand slowly down the length of her body. Past her hips. And pushed her legs farther open. I teasingly ran my finger up her already wet slit. I was praised with a small moan from her. She was still not panicked at the noises she was making.

      Good.

      I slowly massaged her folds enjoying the way she bucked against me. She tried to pull me down so our lips connected but I refused to give her the satisfaction. The look on her face was just far too sweet to miss. Her parted, swollen lips. Her pants. The way her eyes widened when I circled her clit.

      I could feel the pleasure inside her build and I had never been more thankful for my gift than right now. I entered two fingers into her slowly, watching as she threw her head back and arched into me. I rubbed her clit with my thumb and pulled out my fingers only to enter her again. She was so wet and clamped so tightly around my fingers. I couldn’t wait to see what she looked like when she came around me. But I would wait, and I would relish every sweet moment she gave me during this time.

      If I would throw everything away like this for her it better as hell be worth it.

      “Faster,” she groaned.

      “No rushing,” I scolded her but captured her lips once more and just to satiate her I began to push my fingers into her harder. She met each thrust with one of her own. It was a slow build up that I felt rise in her but it was persistent and doubled when I gave her clit the attention it deserved. She gripped tightly at my hair and not a moment later did I hear her cries of release.

      I removed my fingers only to bring them up to her own lips. She licked the wetness off eagerly. Her eyes never left mine.
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      Being with Rae was painfully slow, but I loved every moment of it. She took her time. There was not an inch of my body that she left untouched. It was like she had been starving and couldn’t bear to let a single thing slip past her.

      She left a line of wet kisses down my body and only stopped so she could hook my leg around her shoulder. She kissed down my thigh slowly, her eyes watching every breath I took, every moan that spilled out of my lips. When her lips finally met my swollen wetness I couldn’t help but cry out. Her tongue flicked my clit. I gripped her hair trying to push her closer but I quickly learned, she never gave in. She was calm, collected, and knew exactly what she was after.

      “I didn’t understand their fascination,” she said against me, her voice vibrating through my core. She plunged two fingers into me once more. I gasped for air. “You changed them.” I let out a cry when her pounding became more erratic. With each thrust of her fingers I met her hand. With each thrust I felt myself get tighten around her. Almost there. Then she stopped.

      Her lips were on mine again. I loved the taste of myself on them. “Please,” I begged and pushed her pants down with my feet. She let me while never removing her mouth from mine, her slick wet tongue exploring me.

      She turned me over harshly so that I was on my stomach. She lifted my hips closer to her and entered three fingers inside me this time. I gripped the sheets and pushed myself against her, allowing her fingers to go deeper.

      “Fuck,” she groaned from behind me. “Spread them wider.”

      I did as she commanded and was rewarded with her hand pinching my clit. My mind clouded and I could barely think anything other than how good she felt inside me.

      “Rae, I’m so close,” I moaned to her. My legs began shaking and I felt as though I would collapse any moment.

      It was sensual, the way she moved. She was taking her time, but it wasn’t like she was inexperienced and that was why she was slow. Instead, she knew all too well what she was doing. No touch was wasted.

      Something rose in me faster than lightning and I shuddered as the most powerful orgasm I had ever experience wracked my body.

      I collapsed in a heap on the bed as Rae carefully turned me over. Her eyes met mine again briefly and then she swooped back in for a kiss. This one was soft. Her hand was placed on my neck and her fingers pushed my chin up to meet her lips.

      “Stay there,” she said, her voice in a whisper. She pulled out and went to the bathroom. I admired her stark-naked form as she walked. She was beautiful in the daytime but seeing her at night like this is magical. The moon shone off her skin in an iridescent hue and I was sure that if she had been born just a few centuries earlier, it would be her body that we would see in the stone sculptures that littered the Louvre. I heard the faucet running and not a moment later she came back with a damp towel. She sat on her heels and began cleaning in between my legs. My face flamed at her actions and I didn’t know how to react to this. “Don’t be embarrassed,” she told me.

      “You are gentler than I imagined,” I whispered as she finished cleaning me. She slowly helped me put my panties back on, pushing my hands away when I tried to do it myself. Next was the shorts but before she pulled them up she left a light kiss on my mound.

      “I’m pleased to hear you imagined this,” she teased in a light playful tone. She dressed me fully before attempting to put on her own clothes. My hand shot out to stop her.

      “Can I try something?” I asked her. Her brow raised in the darkness, and she paused for a moment before putting down her clothes and nodding.

      I pushed her back on the bed hungrily taking in her nakedness. She watched me intently as I moved over her. I spread her legs and gulped when I saw how turned on she was by this. I leaned closer but instead of kissing her lips I lightly kissed her cheek, then her jaw, then I trailed my kisses down her neck. She inhaled sharply when my tongue came out to lick her neck. Her hand threaded through my hair as I trailed down. I looked up at her, meeting her eyes before taking her nipple into my mouth and sucking on it. Her legs spread and she let out a small moan.

      I ran my hands up and down her inner thigh loving the way her breath hitched as I got closer to her folds.

      “Rosie,” she groaned as I bit down and trailed kisses down her stomach. “You don’t have to.”

      “I want to,” I said once I came face to face with her swollen pussy. I hesitantly gave it an experimental lick, watching as Rae’s head fell back and her hand wrapped tightly around my hair. I dove in and tried to emulate what she had done previously to me. Her soft moans filled the room pushing me forward.

      I let my free hand roll her clit and was rewarded with a flurry of curses.

      “Fuck, yes. Rosie just like that.” She bucked against my mouth.

      “Is this good?” I asked and rubbed her clit harder.

      “Yes, Rosie. Good. Like that.” She pushed me closer to her and I could tell she was going to come soon. “So good.”

      She came with a loud moan. I leaned up to kiss her and she pulled me closer to her to deepen the kiss.

      I tried to clean her up like she did to me but she ended up just taking both of us to the bathroom for a shower. Seeing her in the light of the backroom made me swoon even more for her.

      We found ourselves tangled in the sheets not long after our shower. I cuddled to her chest and she played with my hair lightly.

      “You don’t…act like this around the others,” I commented.

      “No,” she said. “And they will never get to see me like this.”

      “Why?” I pushed.

      “It’s not just them,” she explained. “This is how it will be for the entire world.” She paused. “I don’t think that I need to tell you that you probably won’t see me act like this again.”

      No. She did not. I had a sinking feeling that this may be the only time that I would see her like this. “I guessed.”

      “It hurts your feelings,” she commented. Damn empath.

      “Yes,” I said. “But I’m okay keeping this to myself.” I hooked my outstretched pinky on hers. “It’s our secret.”

      She chuckled and hooked her pinky around mine. “Our secret.”
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        * * *

      

      I woke up earlier than I had expected to the smell of coffee and some rustling in her room. I didn’t notice the coffee machine before but peering over the covers now it was hard to miss it. And it was most definitely expensive.

      “Do you drink hot coffee?” she asked. My heart skipped a beat when she looked at me. She had glasses on now but I didn’t forget the heat in those same eyes last night and the way her voice egged me on as she came on my tongue.

      “I take it sweet if you have it,” I told her with a scratchy voice.

      “It may take a while for you to get used to using your voice. I hope you don’t lose it,” she murmured. “You may want to get ready. In less than an hour Mr. Thompson will be at your door.”

      I nodded and slowly got out of bed enjoying the small ache that bloomed between my legs. A cup of sweetened coffee was waiting for me when I finished my morning routine. I met Rae’s eyes and my heart skipped a beat. I stood up on my toes and before I could back out, I brushed my lips across hers.

      “Thanks,” I said and took a deep sip of my coffee. Rae was still frozen when a knock came at the door. I didn’t wait for her and instead went to open the door for the others, not even surprised when Eli and Daxton walked in.

      “How do you feel?” Daxton asked closing the door behind him. Eli’s grin looked a little dirtier than usual.

      “So far so good,” I replied inhaling my coffee. “Maybe we can stop the potions since it is going so well,” I offered. Eli wrapped her arm around my shoulder.

      “And lose my time with you?” she teased.

      My curse doesn’t work anymore. You should move on like you said you would, I reminded her. I don’t know why I suddenly had the balls to say it but I almost regretted it.

      You don’t want that, her voice echoed in my head.

      And you do?

      “We can start experiments tonight,” Daxton commented going for a coffee of his own. “Just to see how the potion is holding up.”

      Did you fuck her? Her voice startled me, but I took a quick sip of my coffee and pushed forward the image of when she came into my room. Glowing eyes. Rough kisses. Her belt that still hung in my room.

      Nice deflection. She snorted aloud but did not remove her arm.

      “Your low-level will be waiting for you,” Eli reminded and pushed me toward the door “Let the high-levels talk, now.”

      I flipped her off but did as she said.
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        * * *

      

      I couldn’t help replaying my night with Rae in my head. It was great, probably the best I ever had. I couldn’t compare it to Eli because there was just no way those two could even be compared to each other. They were so widely different that comparing them would be like comparing a demon with water affinity to one with fire. Neither would win against each other and to be honest, I didn’t want either to. I was…content with how things were.

      I wondered how long we would keep this from the others though. I narrowly got away from Eli’s probing and I doubted it would stop there. She was willing to “share” with Daxton…but would it be the same for Rae?

      My face heated when I realized just how much of a mess I had gotten into with this group. A smile followed when I thought of the diner. I think I was okay with it. I think I was content just being able to be a part of a group like this.

      I didn’t lie to Rae when I told her that I had been lacking in friends and family connections up until now; I just didn’t expect to be able to tell anyone that, especially someone like her.

      A knock at my door pulled my head out of the clouds.

      I walked across my room to open the door.

      “Morning, Matt,” I said in a low voice still acting as if the curse affected me.

      But it was not Matt that met me at my door.

      Instead, it was the second secret I had been keeping. Malik.

      “Such a lovely voice, Rosie,” Malik commented. “Let’s go for a drive, ya?”

      He didn’t give me a chance to speak, instead he grabbed my wrist and pulled me out of my dorm. My heart beat in my chest as he pulled me down the hallway to the opposite end of the others’ dorms.

      The dorms were oddly empty, but even if I were to catch sight of an onlooker the only thing that would have given away my predicament would be my face. Malik strode as if there was nothing wrong. He stood up tall with a smile so big that it rivaled Eli’s when she was in a good mood.

      I tried to pull my hand out of his grip but all it succeeded in doing was cause me to stumble over my own two feet.

      “Malik stop,” I said in a half yell.

      He ignored me.

      Once we had reached the exit his eyes finally met mine and I felt the presence of his power before it hit me.

      “Stay quiet.” It was like a million bricks had fallen on my shoulders. His power overtook my senses and filled my body with a heat that rivaled a volcano. I didn’t try to speak this time. I knew it would be no use.

      An icy coldness chased away the fire of Malik’s power and I was instead left with pure panic. The Malik that I had trusted was still in front of me but there was no way to explain his actions. Why would he use his powers like that?

      I looked behind me hoping that there was someone finally roaming the hallways but to my dismay there was no one. I slid my foot back ready to bolt.

      Don’t look at him Rosie. He’s dangerous. His powers can ruin you.

      I was so stupid. I can’t believe I doubted Eli.

      “Whoa Rosie! It’s not that serious,” Malik said. I turned back to give him a glare and he rubbed the back of his head as if he was caught doing something embarrassing. “I just don’t want you to hurt yourself on the way to our destination. And if the others heard, you know for sure they would not let you come with me.”

      I looked him up and down. His stance was casual with a hand in the pocket of his black jeans. He didn’t look like he was going to tackle me and throw me in the back of his car like a kidnapper.

      Remove it, I signed to him and folded my arms across my chest. The fight-or-flight response was still screaming at me to flee.

      He sighed before meeting my eyes and a coolness washed down my spine.

      “I told you to trust me and that I am on your side, okay? Believe me.” He had a frown on his face that made him look like a pouty two-year-old.

      “Where are we going?” I demanded.

      “The beach, it’s the perfect weather.” The side of his lip twitched. “Don’t try to talk, you can just sign to me.”

      “How do you know?” I asked trying not to show just how bothered I was about letting yet another person know about my curse. He had a full-blown smile now. He took a step forward; our bodies almost touched.

      “I’ll tell you if you come with me,” he said with his voice low. “I have been dying for some clam chowder.”

      I weighed my options carefully. Eli would be pissed again, and she would no doubt figure out by now that I was with Malik. I wouldn’t know what would make her angrier, that I was with Malik or that I had been lying to her about it.

      “Rosie?” Matt’s voice called from the hallway. I stiffened and watched Malik with wide eyes. Malik’s golden eyes shimmered and he lifted up a hand to wave at Matt.

      “Hey carrot top, want to join us for some clam chowder?” Malik asked.

      I gripped the front of his shirt.

      “You promised—”

      “Nothing,” he finished for me in a whisper.

      I stepped away from him and my stomach churned.

      “I would love to!” Matt exclaimed from down the hall and I felt the vibrations of his sprint toward us. “I’ve never skipped class before, this is so exciting!”

      Matt stood close to me and even patted my head like all was forgiven but I had never hated him more than at this moment. I sent daggers at Malik, but it only seemed to widen his smile.

      “Then we have to go all out!” Malik said and opened the door. The chill of the wind filtered through the open door.

      Matt pushed me forward with him and out into the courtyard.

      “What do you even do when you skip besides getting clam chowder?” he asked slipping an arm around my shoulder. I pushed him off and sent him a glare. “Rosie are you still mad at me?”

      “That would be my fault,” Malik said as we reached the edge of the parking lot. “I may have forced her to ditch with me. But in my defense, we had so much fun last time that I couldn’t help myself.”

      “Wait the last time you were really with him?” Matt asked.

      Malik’s car unlocked with a small beep and I glanced one more time at the school before opening the door and getting in the car. The car was slightly warm and smelled too much like Malik’s cologne.

      He had to have been in here before he came to get me.

      “Unfortunately,” I grumbled in my seat. Matt gasped when he heard the words come out of my mouth.

      “Oh, don’t act so surprised carrot top it’s not like it’s a well-kept secret,” Malik said while looking in the rear-view mirror at him.

      “Explain,” I demanded. Malik shot me a wild grin, started the car, and peeled out of the parking lot.

      “Where is the fun in that?” he replied. “A little suspense is needed in life to make it interesting.”

      I huffed and crossed my arms across my chest.

      “Eli is going to be pissed,” Matt said from the back. His voice had a small quiver in it.

      “Who fault is that?” I growled at him from my seat.

      “Don’t bleed on my seat,” Malik warned. “I put a lot of money into this car and I don’t want to put any more to get blood out of the seat.”

      “She’s right,” Matt said from the back. “I’m sorry Rosie I wasn’t thinking when I told them Malik wasn’t in class.”

      “Oh so that’s what that apology was about. Poor Eli, so tongue-tied,” Malik said with a chuckle.

      “Who apologized? Eli? Really?” Matt asked, his voice holding obvious surprise. “I never would have guessed she was capable.”

      “You wouldn’t believe it, it was almost like she was a kid again.” Malik was laughing now.

      Anger flared inside me.

      “Don’t talk about her like that,” I hissed.

      “Touchy,” Malik jabbed.

      The ride was silent except for the occasional comment from Matt. I ignored them both as best as I could. With each minute my anxiety got worse and worse.

      I really shouldn’t have lied to them. If I hadn’t I wouldn’t be in this position, skipping when I didn’t want to. Eli was going to be bad enough but Rae… I wasn’t sure I could face her.

      What would she think? I literally ditched right after our first night together. Only night together, my mind corrected.

      “We will be there in a few minutes,” Malik announced.

      I looked at the freeway exit coming up and realized we were still at least twenty minutes away from the last place we went to.

      “This is a different place,” I commented. I looked in the side mirror trying to catch a glimpse of Matt.

      “There is more than one clam chowder place,” Matt answered. His nose was still buried in his phone. I frowned at his actions.

      “This one is better, trust me,” Malik said and sent me a small wink.

      “Don’t be so anxious Rosie,” Matt commented. “If you are so worried about their reaction, just don’t go back.”

      My eyes snapped back to Matt in the side mirror. His arms were crossed and there was a rare deadpan look on his face. It unsettled me greatly and it had the exact opposite effect of what he said.

      We pulled off a freeway exit I had never heard of before and I was presented with what looked like a town that was older than Winterfell itself. There was only one other car in the street besides ours and the buildings were all made out of brick. Even the street signs were browned with age.

      “Welcome to Montnesse,” Malik said with an excited tone. “The last hidden witch settlement.”
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      I watched as Eli paced angrily inside Rosie’s empty dorm.

      “She was alone for less than fifteen minutes!” She growled and grabbed hold of the chair attached to Rosie’s desk throwing it cleanly across the room. It smashed against the brick wall and I had to duck under the bed to hide from the raining wood splinters.

      Stupid demon.

      Eli was always the angriest and I hated her for it. She was rash and never thought anything through. I blame her for this happening. When Daxton brought me into Rae’s room and I heard that Eli had dismissed her I went to go find her immediately.

      When she did not answer I ran back to the dorm. I looked over toward the others. I didn’t need any power to understand that the others were just as worried as Eli. Daxton’s jaw was clenched and Rae’s face was pale. But all they did was stand there.

      With a yowl I commanded my body to shift.

      Shifting back into a human was the worst pain. It had happened for the first time when I was six and I thought that I had to be dying. Back then, when my grandpa explained to me that my shift would mean I would be tied to another witch for the rest of my life, I thought that dying would surely have been better. My kind, shifters—or as witches like to call us, familiars—were indebted to forever serve the witches. It was the only way we could live safely. If I created a bond with a witch, no other witch would dare touch me.

      Rumor had it that witches liked to eat us and absorb our powers and I wasn’t brave enough to chance it.

      I was lucky that Daxton chose me though, he was a fair witch that didn’t look down on my kind. Nor did he ever try to take advantage of our bond…like his parents did to him.

      “You are getting on my nerves,” I growled at Eli and stood up slowly as my bones cracked into place. I rolled my head from side to side trying to get the kink out of my neck.

      “I swear to god Amr I am not against skinning a cat,” Eli hissed at me.

      “Like you could,” I growled at her. Shifters had a different way of holding magic than witches. It was like a bank for us instead of something that had its own mind. While I may get overwhelmed by having to take Daxton’s power, it also meant that I had an almost never-ending supply of magic at my disposal and there was no way a demon could stand a chance at that power.

      “Amr you should shift back,” Daxton said in a weak voice. I gritted my teeth at his words.

      “Ya, no one wants to see that shit,” Eli spat at my naked form.

      “Is that an order?” I asked Daxton. He let out a sigh and shook his head. “Eli all of this is your fault, since we have met Rosie you have been so careless with her.”

      “Like a cat would know better,” she said and stalked over to me. Our chests touched and I could not tear my eyes away from her blue ones. I gripped her shirt and pulled her closer.

      “I shifted to tell you that Malik’s scent is in here.” As the growled words sunk in, her eyes widened, and she stepped back. “That why this is your fault. Your fucking gang ties followed you here and have been hanging around my Rosie.”

      “Your Rosie?” she said with a laugh. “She thinks you’re still a cat! And you think you have got some claim on her? Don’t be stupid!” Magic swirled in my palms at her words.

      “Even as a cat I treated her better than any of you!” I yelled. “I was constantly watching her. Even this morning, I was the first one to find her. Why do you act as if she is just a plaything?”

      “Amr that’s enough,” Daxton said in a commanding voice. “Shift back.”

      The weight of our bond on my shoulders began pulling me down but I stood firm even as it felt like my bones were bending under the weight of it.

      “I refuse,” I hissed at him. “Rae, surely you see reason.”

      “Let’s hear him out, there is not use in fighting,” Rae said after a moment of silence.

      “You can’t be seriously trying to listen to a cat?” Eli growled.

      “Do it, Daxton,” Rae ordered.

      “You are released,” Daxton muttered. I let a sigh once the weight was lifted off me.

      “As I was saying.” I gave a pointed stare to Eli. “Malik’s scent is here, in the room. But it’s old.”

      “He took her from here?” Eli asked and I rolled my eyes.

      “There is no sign of struggle,” Daxton remarked.

      “He controls people, why would she need to struggle?” Rae said. “The only thing we have going for us right now is that she thinks the curse is gone.”

      “Did it show up at all during the last few days?” Eli asked.

      “I didn’t feel it,” I said.

      “She was fine during the night. I stopped controlling her emotions so heavily yesterday and nothing happened. As long as she continues to believe it works, it will. That’s how placebos work,” Rae added. “We also shouldn’t jump to the conclusion that Malik kidnapped her.”

      “What else would it be, Rae?” Eli kicked a pile of clothing that was on the floor. I remembered her words about that very pile only a few days prior.

      “Don’t judge me Amr. I will do laundry at some point,” Rosie said with a playful tone. I rubbed across her legs and purred as she picked me up and rubbed her nose against mine. “You are the only one I really look forward to being with, you know.”

      “Don’t ruin her stuff,” I growled at her. “Take your anger out on something useful.”

      “That’s it I am going—”

      “Both of you two stop,” Rae said harshly. I froze when she spoke. I had never heard her so angry. Exasperated, tired, annoyed, but never so angry. “Amr change back, we are going to the principal. The others will stay here and wait in case she comes back.”

      I nodded and shifted back, feeling my body shrink and fur sprout out of my skin. As much as I enjoyed my time being human, I was so much more used to being in this form. Rae’s hands scooped me up and without another word she left the room.

      “They are such children,” she commented.

      I couldn’t help but agree.

      The office was empty as usual when we entered. I hated the smell in here. That front desk lady always sprayed way too much of that liquid that girls like to put on. Rosie had put it on rarely and when she did it was never much.

      My gut churned. Even if I wasn’t as rash as Eli, my stomach still twisted in knots at the thought of Rosie being taken. Eli was right though… I was just a cat in her eyes and if I obeyed the contract, I would never be anything more.

      It hurt when I realized what they had all been able to do to her while I was stuck in this form and forced to watch from afar. They were so callous with her. I had only seen Daxton treat her with kindness and even that was in the form of small gifts like a coffee. She deserved so much more and in my cat form I tried to give her some comfort but there would never be a chance for anything more than that.

      The thoughts hurt me. I had wished that in another life she could have been a witch and I could be her familiar…but that was only a dream.

      “Oh, deary now is not a good time,” the office lady said in a voice that felt like it would rot your teeth out.

      “Not now, Tammy,” Rae said in a clipped voice.

      She stalked over to a closed door that I assumed was the principal’s office and opened the door without even knocking. We were met with a naked rear end.

      The purple-haired man looked over his shoulder at us in surprise and from my position in Rae’s arms I saw what looked like a student turn her head back to face us. Her skirt was pulled up around her hips and her face was flushed.

      Rae let out a chuckle that vibrated in her chest. “Oh Emma, you did so well.”

      I didn’t know it was possible for her to flush even deeper. The purple-haired man pulled out of the woman and zipped up his pants hastily. Emma did the same with her skirt.

      “Is this her doing?” the man asked with a pointed glare at the girl. She smiled sheepishly and moved past us and left us alone in the room. “What did you promise her?”

      The man was flushed with anger and was shaking so violently I thought he’d explode.

      “Just a date to the governor’s New Year ball,” Rae responded and stretched to close the door behind her. “Now, I don’t even have to try that hard anymore.”

      “You’re evil,” the man said.

      “At least I don’t fuck my students,” Rae responded. “Listen, I need you to tell me what you know about Malik and why he is here.”

      “I don’t know anything about a Malik,” he huffed.

      “Now is not the time to play stupid.” Rae leaned back on the closed door. I was thankful she didn’t step closer; the room already smelt putrid.

      “I am being truthful! Shouldn’t your stupid ability get that?” The man tugged on his braids harshly.

      “White hair? Like a few centuries old? Works with Eli’s gang? He’s in the third year.” Rae’s voice was getting impatient.

      “Why would I allow someone that old into the academy?” he hissed back at us. “I know every problematic student that comes in those”—he gestured to the space behind us—“goddamn doors. I would know if someone like that had a place here.”

      Rae stilled.

      “Keep it in your pants or you may just owe me more than the cost of this school,” Rae threatened and left the door in a hurry.

      The Emma girl was waiting outside.

      “You have my word,” Rae said as she passed.

      It didn’t get past me that the girl went back into the room and shut the door softly behind her.

      “Amr,” Rae spoke, and she hurried back to the room. “We really fucked up.”
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      “You are fucking insane,” I hissed at Malik as he pulled us into an almost empty parking lot. “The witches hate us. I literally have a curse on me!”

      Ice-cold fear was rising in me faster than I could keep up with. This was a bad idea, horrible. Not every witch here would be like the ones in school and with my luck we would run into one that had to hate low-levels with a burning passion. The clack of the witch’s heels on my tenth birthday played repeatedly in my mind.

      There was an elephant sitting on my chest.

      The car shrank by half.

      I reached for the handle of the passenger door and pulled. And pulled. And pulled again praying that it would open. Nothing. I was stuck.

      “Rosie stop, it’s okay,” Malik said from besides me but I didn’t listen. I tried the door again.

      I would die if we stepped foot in that place. They would find me, just like Daxton had. They would find me. There would be nothing Matt nor Malik could do to help me.

      “Get me out of here.” I tried to pry the lock open but my hands were shaking so violently that I couldn’t even wrap my fingers around the hard surface.

      Malik’s hand gripped the back of my shirt and pulled me away from the door.

      “Rosie I wouldn’t put you in danger, trust me,” he said. I tried to slap his hand away. “Rosie, calm.” This time I barely felt his power before it hit me. The only thing that tore me from my panic was the ice that had formed in my veins shattering into thin air.

      The car resumed its normal size. The world became clearer. I took a deep inhale of breath and noted it tasted sweeter now, like my lungs were savoring the air around us. My body stopped shaking and I slouched against the chair.

      “That turtleneck is saving your life right now,” Malik said and let go of the back of my shirt. “Get out. I promise no one will hurt you here.”

      Malik left the car. I turned my head to catch a glimpse of Matt, but he had already exited the car as well. I didn’t have it in me to be mad at Malik for calming me but if he thought I’d forget about him taking us here, he was wrong. I took one more steadying breath and exited the car.

      “Time is different here,” he said as he walked toward one of the shops that lined the parking lot. “Eli and her friends will feel as though we have only been gone as long as the drive.” Malik gave me a smile as he pushed open an old-looking shop door. “But we can stay here for days. Months. Years, even and no one would notice.”

      “How is that even possible?” I asked and wrapped my arms around myself feeling cold even under the warm rays of the sun.

      Malik only cocked his head in response. He was daring me to trust him once more.

      I held my breath and stepped into the shop. There was a flash of light and then a sharp pull in my stomach. I shut my eyes against the feeling and gripped the closest thing next to me in hopes that I could catch myself before I made a fool of myself and fell to the floor.

      The feeling disappeared, and my senses slowly came back to me. I didn’t feel like we had moved, my feet were still planted on the hard ground, but the air had turned mustier than it had before.

      “I always hate that feeling,” Malik said from beside me. He cleared his throat.

      I was about to open my eyes, but a sour taste exploded in my mouth. There was retching behind me. I opened my eyes in a start and leaped forward in hopes to get out of the line of fire.

      Malik was still at the door, but Matt was on his knees wiping his mouth. I pinched my nose when the smell threatened to invade.

      “That was horrible,” Matt moaned and slowly tried to stand on his shaky legs. “…Sorry.”

      “It usually is,” Malik commented and stepped over the puddle. “How about you? You okay Rosie?”

      I opened my mouth to speak but my stomach immediately flipped, and I had to clamp my hand over my mouth. I just gave him a meek nod and focused on my breathing.

      “Every time I see you, I feel as though you have a new scar on that ugly mug of yours,” a playful voice came from behind us. “Also, don’t bring people with weak stomachs anymore.”

      I looked behind us and realized that we were in a small bar. There were patrons in the bar stools, but it was the bartender that caught my attention. He was a man with kind brown eyes, a soft face, and a mustache that was perfectly combed.

      “How would I know he’d do that?” Malik joked back.

      The bartender waved his hand and there was a tingle of magic by my side. Looking down, the once puke-covered floor was now clean. My eyes widened and I looked to Malik but he just pushed our group forward.

      The other patrons barely looked up as we passed them, as if people appearing out of thin air was a normal occurrence for them.

      “Visit me before you leave!” the bartender called out as we crossed the bar and moved toward the exit on the other side.

      “I thought you said you didn’t get along with witches,” I hissed at him.

      He shot me a smile and pushed open the back door.

      “I partially lied. Some hate me, others love me.” With a wink he pushed me outside.

      My jaw dropped comically when I took in the sight in front of me.

      It was like a mirrored image of the town we had entered but instead of being run down, everything was shining. From the street to the lamp posts, to the cars, everything gleamed as if freshly painted. The best part was even though buildings remained the same, the colors had changed, giving the space a whole new mood. Streetlamps were purple, and there seemed to be beautiful murals covering every building corner.

      And the people…god some of the people looked like they stepped out of an old Hollywood movie. There were women dressed in floor-length gowns, men in suits, even the most casually dressed seemed to hold a certain style that didn’t seem to exist anymore in modern society.

      It was more than just a small town; it was a bustling city. Cars were lined up at the streetlights, the previously emptied parking lot was now filled with all different makes and years of cars, and the sidewalk was filled with people.

      I turned to look at Malik. Was I dreaming?

      “What is this place?” Matt asked in a whisper.

      “I told you,” Malik said and clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Montnesse. The witches, and a handful of worthy demons, migrated here and created a barrier so that their world would never be bothered again. If you want, I can take you to the museum in this town. They love to share their history with newcomers.”

      “How did you get invited into such a place?” I asked him, breathless. With each breath I took, magic entered my lungs; it was addicting.

      “I migrated here with the rest when demons were under siege. They trust whoever I bring in, so they won’t question either of you but trust me when I tell you…” He put a hand on my shoulder as well and gave a threatening squeeze. “If you ever so much as breathe a word about this, I promise to kill you and anyone you tell.”

      His golden eyes were in slits and even without his hand firmly on my shoulder I would have felt the spike of his power. He didn’t use it but it was like he was powering it up, getting it ready.

      “These people have been here since the uprising?” I asked in shock not fully able to comprehend the amount of time it would mean that these people had been here. “Wait, you have been here since then?”

      “I am an old man, Rosie,” he said. “And I care about these people.”

      “Why did you show us this?” I asked, a different sort of feeling snuggling its way in my chest. Something that I had never felt before. Something I could not even name.

      “I’m on your side Rosie. You belong here as much as I do,” he explained.

      I belonged. The feeling exploded in my chest. What was this feeling?

      “Well geez, I guess I really am just here for the chowder, huh?” Matt said jokingly, breaking the connection between me and Malik.

      “Ah yes, let’s eat first. They do have an amazing clam chowder,” he said with a small smile.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Oh my god,” Matt moaned into his chowder.

      “Good, right?” Malik asked with a small chuckle.

      It was good but I had other things on my mind.

      “So when you are here do you not age?” I asked him unable to keep the question to myself.

      “Nope,” he answered. “There are some lucky mortals here, but most left when they realized it was time.”

      “What happens when they leave?” Matt asked between bites.

      “They age and die in an instant,” Malik answered as easy as talking about the weather. “Demons and witches are lucky like that. They can come and go, that’s why this place is such a mix of things. Whenever they find something they like, they just bring it back through the barrier.”

      “How do they get the cars in?” Matt asked. He already finished his bowl and I pushed mine toward him still feeling nauseous from entering the barrier.

      “What?” Malik asked with a raised eyebrow. Matt grabbed my bowl and started eating the remnants.

      “It’s a good question, we entered through a door to a bar. How do people get cars in?” I asked.

      “There is a gate on the other end of town, I believe. I don’t deal in that so I wouldn’t know,” he answered with a shrug and took a sip of his beer.

      “What do you deal in?” I placed my chin on my hand and leaned forward to meet his eyes. He gave me a sidelong glance.

      “You are very talkative today,” he commented. “Aren’t you afraid of bleeding through your clothes?”

      “Yeah Rosie, don’t talk so much,” Matt said with a sigh and leaned back in the booth to rub his still full belly.

      I shot Matt an irritated glare.

      “It hasn’t hurt since I entered the barrier,” I lied to them.

      Matt leaned forward then, and Malik stilled next to me.

      “Really?” Matt asked, his eyes now full of light.

      “Really,” I told him. “Maybe it’s a time thing and when I leave the cuts will appear all at once.”

      “Or it’s a magic thing,” Malik commented. “Maybe the barrier is affecting it because it’s pure magic.”

      “I am not complaining,” I told them and sat back to take a sip of my own iced tea.

      “Rosie, tell me. Is there something you’ve always wanted to say? I mean you have a perfect chance now,” Matt said with excitement.

      I remembered the way it felt to finally scream when the others had fixed my curse. The guilt of it all made me nauseous when I realized how fucked I was being to them right now. If they found out they would be so pissed.

      …I was just so worried. Eli’s words made my heart clench even tighter.

      “I want to say that I think next time you should think of an alibi for me rather than telling the trio that Malik was missing and so was I,” I said to him. I let the edge show in my voice.

      “But I never go to class anyways,” Malik commented. A new fury rose in me.

      “You didn’t think to mention that Matt? When Eli was having a heart attack?” I growled at him. He looked down with a sigh.

      “I’m sorry Rosie. I know I messed up,” he whispered. “Just please forgive me, I’ll be better.”

      Damn. Matt’s pout turned into a full puppy dog face and I shifted uncomfortably.

      “She was just mad that she was caught in a lie,” Malik said. “You shouldn’t take it out on him when you feel bad that you lied to your lover. No wait, is it lovers now?”

      My heart stopped. I was ready to scream at him. Burn him to a crisp. Fight him. But it only took one moment for me to reassess my guilt and realize that it truly was my fault all along.

      “No I really did—” Matt tried to say but I lifted my hand to stop him.

      “He’s right Matt, I am sorry,” I said and reached out my hand to cover his. “I will be the one that will be better. I was caught in a lie and was selfish about it. I am sorry.”

      Matt gave me a smile and flipped our hands so he could bring it to his mouth and give it a small kiss. He then opened my hand and I saw a small purple flower bloom in my palm.

      “Forgiven.”

      “Alright, as sweet as that was, I am sure you guys are dying to see the rest of the town,” Malik said and slammed money down on the table and got up to leave.

      Matt blushed lightly and followed suit.

      They both paused when I didn’t follow right away. Malik with a small smile and Matt with an outstretched hand.

      The feeling was back again, pulling at my chest.

      “Let’s go, Rosie.”
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      The town was beautiful. Malik explained that the witches had to keep themselves busy somehow and many had turned toward more artistic ways to express themselves. To prove his point further we were taken to a park that was full of sculptures that even towered over some of the tallest trees in the area.

      I ran my fingers across a particularly colorful one that called to me as soon as I entered. It was an array of colorful metal poles that were bent and knotted around each other forming complex paths that were hard to follow with the eye. It was called Fear and I couldn’t help but believe that if fear could take on its own shape, this would be an accurate representation.

      “No wonder Daxton looks the way he does,” I murmured admiring the art. I didn’t know how old he was or if he had ever seen this town but something told me that he would love it. I tried to imagine what he would look like if he saw this: widened brown eyes probably and maybe a light blush, he wouldn’t say much but I would really want to hear what his mind went through when looking at this.

      “Your mind is never far from them, huh?” Malik said from behind me. I jumped, startled at the proximity of him. I turned to meet his intense gold eyes.

      “They accepted me when no one did,” I told him and turned my attention back to the art.

      “You mean they bedded you,” he said. “And used you as an experiment.”

      My face flamed.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” I told him. My gaze flitted toward Matt. He was admiring another art piece across the park leaving me and Malik in almost full privacy.

      “You think I wouldn’t make the principal tell me all the juicy gossip?” he asked. His hand trailed along the length of my spine. “Don’t worry, I made him forget that I ever asked him. Wouldn’t be good if Rae found out I had been snooping. That girl has a way of finding out things.”

      “Is that how you found out?” I asked finally getting the courage to turn to him. His hand reached for me and I couldn’t help but flinch. He paused and then proceeded to rub between my eyebrows removing the tension and wrinkles from there. My breath caught.

      “Of course,” he said. “I originally came to keep an eye on Eli but I thought the curse was interesting.”

      Why did I feel so disappointed at those words?

      “That’s usually how that works,” I said with a sad smile.

      “And then,” he said and moved his hand to the bottom of my chin, lifting it. “I found the person to be much more interesting than the curse.”

      Blush painted my face and my mind slowed.

      “You knew they were trying to break it,” I said. He nodded, and his eyes trailed from my eyes to my lips. My mouth went dry.

      “But I don’t know the outcome,” he said, voice breathless. “Did they succeed?”

      I swallowed thickly.

      “No.” My voice cracked at the lie. He gave me a smile and then pulled away from me.

      “Then we may have to take you here more often, so you can finally be free,” he concluded.

      I nodded but didn’t move until his back was turned to me and he was walking toward Matt. I turned so they wouldn’t have a chance to look at my face and slapped my cheeks.

      “Don’t act like such a whore, Rosie. Get your shit together,” I whispered.

      Next was the museum he promised to take us to. We were met with a short-haired witch. They greeted with hugs and the girl took us in with open arms.

      “Listen, you will get my extra special tour today,” she gushed as we walked. “But Malik has been on it like hundreds of times, so he doesn’t get to come.”

      “A hundred and thirty-two times to be exact,” he said and gave use a small wave. “I will meet you guys afterward. I need to say hello to some people anyways.”

      I gave him a small wave back and turned my attention back to the girl.

      “Alright,” she said in a mock whisper. “The real reason I want him gone is because there would be no history without Malik.”

      I held my breath as she walked us through the various exhibits. The paintings and sculptures were mostly around the town being built. There were photos of a grand opening in the center of town that we had passed on our way here, pictures of demons covered in sweat and work clothes, then a picture of a speaker decked out in a suit and standing on a podium looking excited. I assumed the person was a mayor of this town given his looks. Next to him I saw a familiar white tuft of hair.

      “Malik was one of the few founders here that helped create a safe haven,” she said looking over my shoulder at the grainy photo. “As you probably know, demons and witches were being exiled and killed for just being us.”

      Malik was behind the mayor, also dressed in a suit. The chairs on either side of him were taken. One by a tall man with light hair and a large smile, the other by a woman with long black hair and dark eyes. She was more serious.

      The tour guide took us to the next picture and my chest caught when I recognized it. It was a mass grave filled with bones and even some mummified bodies. I sucked in a breath of air when I realized that this was the exact same picture that the speaker showed in class that one day.

      What was her name again?

      “Malik acted as an informant from the outside and helped get information in and out of the town. Really if he weren’t here, I am not sure we’d be safe. There were many times where people stumbled upon our town when our protection was weak and if he wasn’t there to catch them… Well, you could guess.”

      “Was he the only one to venture outside all those years?” I asked looking over some of the pictures of people gathered in the square. I caught Malik’s puffy white hair immediately, I could see the smile on his face and this time his face was far smoother than it was now.

      “No there were a few others, but no one wanted his job because during that time the humans still tried to kill us any chance they got,” she told me.

      It was hard to comprehend just how old Malik was even when the proof was staring me right in the face. It almost didn’t make sense in my head and it felt like this was all some weird, fantastic dream. The more she talked about the town and the more pictures I saw with Malik in them, the more I realized that I had no clue who he was. Nor did I know anything about the supernatural world around me. How could something like this even exist and be kept secret for so long?

      The whole tour took an hour and after she was done, I already felt the weight of the day on my shoulders. Matt and I sat in silence on a bench outside of the museum after saying our goodbyes to the hyper tour guide. My mind was whirling, and I didn’t know how to put my thoughts into words.

      “This has to be a dream,” Matt said breaking the silence for me.

      “I feel like I’ve gone crazy,” I told him.

      “I knew witches were secretive but…damn,” he said and rubbed a hand across his face.

      Silence fell over us as we watched the people live their lives right before our very eyes. A mother pushing a stroller. Kids chasing each other laughing. A couple holding hands and walking down the street.

      “How many of the world’s witches do you think are in this town?” I asked him.

      “Believe it or not every witch in the history of the United States has had to have made their way through here at some point. If they live outside of this town, they or someone in their bloodline was exiled,” Malik said with an exceptionally large iced coffee that entered my view.

      I gave him a smile and started sipping from it happily. I hoped that this would keep me through the rest of the day.

      “I thought witches were violent,” Matt said. His eyes were trained on the kids chasing after each other. “But it’s peaceful here.”

      “Magic is violent when not harnessed properly,” he said, his eyes meeting mine and I knew he was talking about Daxton. “We exile power-hungry people that like to bend the rules of nature for their own selfish gain.”

      “What are you even doing?” I asked him, looking over his scarred face. “Why work for that gang?”

      “Maybe if you come again, I’ll tell you,” he said. “Trust needs to be earned.”

      “Then why ask that I trust you so easily?” I raised a brow at him while I took another sip of the mocha.

      “It’s not like you actually do,” he said and his expression dared me to fight him but he was right. “Alright children, let’s head back.”
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      I tapped my foot against the leg of the table as I waited for the teacher to arrive. True to Malik’s words, we had arrived just past the time that breakfast had ended, and I had enough time to make it to my class without being suspicious. The others were not in their usual spots, and I assumed they had gotten breakfast without me. Meaning they would be here any minute now.

      I didn’t have my books with me today since Malik practically dragged me out of my dorm, but it wasn’t like the teacher even cared. I took another sip of my coffee and stared at the slowly moving hands of the clock. I started to get more anxious when the others didn’t show up.

      Did they figure it out already?

      They couldn’t have. They must have just assumed I missed breakfast—nothing weird about that. The only reason they worried last time was because Matt had spilled that Malik was missing…but if both Matt and I were missing there should be nothing to give us away.

      Having already stayed awake for almost a half day, I found myself drinking my coffee faster than I usually would. I had a feeling it would be hell trying to get through the classes with nothing but this coffee to keep me going. I should have skipped for real and just slept the rest of the day.

      A loud meow tore me from my sleepy haze, and I jumped when Amr slid across the table. I moved my coffee out of the way and gave him a small smile. It didn’t seem to calm him though because he continued to meow.

      I put a finger to my lips hoping he would be quiet and then scratched the bottom of his chin. Looking around, some of my other classmates were already staring. I smiled sheepishly and gave a half-serious glare to Amr.

      Both Eli and Daxton chose that moment to rush into class, both panting as if they had run here. As soon as their eyes landed on me there was a pause and I watched as Eli’s eyes narrowed.

      I swallowed the knot in my throat.

      “Rosie where the fuck have you been?” she said once she stalked close enough to our table.

      I showed her the coffee cup in my hand. She glared at it and reached out to grab my wrist so tightly that I had to bite my lip from crying out.

      Why did Amr smell Malik in your room? her voice said in my head.

      I gave a questioning glance to Amr.

      The cat? I asked her. Does that cat talk now?

      I saw Eli’s lip twitch like I had just told her a joke. The bell rang.

      “We were worried,” Daxton said for her. “You owe us an explanation.”

      I pried my wrist away from Eli before any thoughts of guilt could spill out. I showed Daxton my cup again and raised my brows at him.

      “About Malik,” he finished. Instead of taking his normal position in his seat—back against the wall—he sat sideways and plopped his chin on his open palm and continued to stare at me.

      I took a sip from my coffee and averted my eyes from his gaze.

      Amr nudged his head against my arm. I gave him a strained smile and scratched behind his ear. And what did the cat have to do with Malik’s scent? Maybe because he was magical, he had some type of power?

      I couldn’t help the sigh that came out of my lips.

      “Alright, to the field!” Mr. Falkner yelled as he entered class.

      I cursed internally. Was it already time to do more testing? There was a collective groan that came from the class.

      “I think your mood will change when you get there!” Mr. Falkner responded to everyone’s groan with a wink.

      I doubted that.

      I grabbed my coffee and Amr, then got out of my seat to follow the crowd out but Eli grabbed my waist before I could leave.

      “Not so fast,” she said, her lips centimeters from my ear. I could feel her hair tickle my neck. “You will not leave my sight after this morning.”

      I shivered at the feeling of her voice in my ear but just nodded to her. She stood up as well and put an arm around my shoulder.

      As we walked Daxton scooped Amr out of my arms and I felt his magic spike. I looked up to him for an explanation.

      “I heard they are pairing people off to battle,” he responded.

      “How considerate of you,” Eli commented.

      But still useless, she said in my head.

      Why? I asked back.

      Because even if he gives Amr all the magic he can take, Dax will still absolutely murder whoever he is paired with, Eli responded. I didn’t need to look at her to know that she was smiling. Her emotions practically vibrated off her in waves.

      You are so bloodthirsty.

      You haven’t seen anything yet, she said. Just wait till you see Daxton fight.

      I didn’t know if I should be excited or worried about what I was about to see. I already knew of the situation with the girl but…how far would he go when he actually wanted to hurt someone?

      I snuck a peek at Daxton from the corner of my eye. There was a frown on his face and his eyes were intently on Amr.

      We made it to the field without any issues but it was obvious that it was more than just first-years here. When I saw Matt’s bright hair my heart sped up. If he was here, it meant Malik was too.

      The students slowly placed themselves on the bleachers with their classmates and a loud chatter settled in the field. Many seemed to be excited with wide grins stretched across their faces. The others, who were probably going to fight, seemed to be giving everyone that passed them a nervous glance.

      The realization came at me like a ton of bricks. I would have to fight as well. I would have to engulf someone in flames. They wanted me to burn students alive and watch them scream in front of the entire school. My father’s gnarled and nasty scar flitted through my mind.

      Oh I cannot wait to see you burn someone alive, Eli purred in my mind. I may just take you right then in front of the whole school.

      I smacked her arm off my shoulders severing the connection between us. She let out a small chuckle but I didn’t find anything about the situation funny.

      “Ms. Miller,” Rae called as she pushed through the students and came to stand in front of us. I wouldn’t really say she had to actually push them; the students parted as soon as they saw her form towering over them. Her eyes were intense as she looked over me and I couldn’t help but flush.

      It has only been less than a few hours since we…

      “You should think carefully about the situation you are in,” she told me. Her voice lost whatever warmth it had last night and her eyes held an emotion that made my chest ache. “After this stupid show of power is over, you have some questions to answer.”

      I tried to push down the panic; she would be able to feel it. Instead, I just shook the half-finished coffee in my hand.

      “No one believes that Rosie,” Daxton replied. “And even if we did there is still one thing you have to account for.”

      “I’m surprised you aren’t raging right now,” Rae commented toward Eli. She shrugged in response.

      “She’s here now. If I don’t let her out of my sight, we will never have this problem again.” She paused and an almost sinister smile graced her face. “And I have a few ideas for punishment.”

      Should I feel relief or more guilt? I really couldn’t make up my mind and my emotions just seemed to be a mess because paired with my exhaustion there was no deciphering what my mind wanted.

      We decided to stay standing with a few other classes of students. There just wasn’t enough room for the entire student body on those bleachers. Our teacher, as well as all the others, stood in the middle with a surprise guest: Principal Winterfell.

      “Welcome!” The principal spoke into a microphone with a cheery voice. His voice echoed across the field and there were small cheers. “You should know why you are all here by now but today we have something very special for you!” He walked forward and waved his arms around. I almost snorted at the theatrics. “This year is a very special one and I had a thought: why not up the stakes of the rankings? This year we will officially start the Battle of Winterfell!”

      There were even louder cheers that echoed across the field now and my heart seemed to want to beat out of my chest. I looked around at the students here. My name was remarkably high so if I tried, I could beat them…but I couldn’t even think of what I would have to do to them. Burning a field of dying grass was one thing, but purposefully setting someone on fire…

      “We will start from the bottom at number one hundred and number ninety-nine. They will battle and the winner of that battle will then face number ninety-eight, and so on so forth. We have medical witches standing by but there is one thing they cannot reverse: death.” Silence fell over us at his words. “Do not fight to kill. Fight to maim or surrender. If there is a death we are not responsible for the damages and whoever is responsible will be apprehended.”

      “That’s no fun,” Eli groaned from next to me.

      I eyed her warily…was this all a front for her? Or another lie?

      The principal gestured to one of the teachers and in an instant, there was a white rectangle hanging in the sky. Slowly the names seemed to be burned onto the material. There were murmurs across the students at this show of magic. I was too distracted by the names on the board to even pay attention to it though.

      How could I forget about the order of the names?

      
        	Malik Hendrix

        	Rae Ashwell

        	Daxton Reid

        	Rosie Miller

      

      Pure horror laced my senses. I slowly turned to Daxton. His jaw was tight and as soon as I looked over his eyes met mine.

      He wouldn’t hurt me would he?

      “I’ll forfeit,” he assured me.

      “Then I’d have to fight her,” Rae said from in front of us. Her hazel eyes met mine; they gave no indication to what she was feeling. I shrunk under her gaze.

      “Just put her to sleep or something,” Eli offered. “Whatever it is don’t let her get to Malik.”

      I reached out to Eli and laced my fingers in her rough ones.

      I’ll forfeit instead, I told her. She sent me a look as if she didn’t believe my words.

      “She wants to forfeit,” Eli told them.

      Daxton let out a breath and I saw his shoulders sag. It was a cowardly thing for me to do, but there was no way I was going to go up against these people.

      “Let’s start!” Principal Winterfell yelled. At his command two names popped up on the board and that signaled the start to the Battle of Winterfell.
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        * * *

      

      My fingernails were almost gnawed to the nubs when it came time for number five. I had watched each battle trying to size up the competition but all in all, they seemed pretty weak. I noticed that Matt didn’t even make it into the top one hundred. I spotted him in the bleachers and I wasn’t surprised to see the bane of my existence sitting next to him. When he noticed my gaze he gave me a wave and I had to avert my gaze so the others around me wouldn’t see the interaction.

      We had found a seat near the field as we were waiting for our turns. Eli had come and gone. She forfeited saying that she didn’t want to risk the stamina. Her power worked differently so it wouldn’t have given her an advantage; she would have had to do hand to hand.

      “I didn’t want to get my clothes dirty,” she said when her turn was up. “You know how much I hate rolling around in the dirt.”

      There was a pause for a break once we reached number five.

      “Numbers one through five please make your way to the field,” Principal Winterfell called from his place on the field. I looked to Rae and saw her eyes narrow at the principal. I gulped, that didn’t feel like a good sign.

      “What does he need from us?” Daxton asked Rae.

      “I don’t like this,” Rae responded.

      I gave Amr to Eli, and she sent us off with a tense nod. Her previously relaxed posture became rigid after the announcement and her eyes firmly watched Malik.

      We all walked to the center field, Daxton to my right, Rae to my left. Malik and number five walked together. Daxton’s hand cupped the back of my neck as Malik came close.

      “Okay so as the last five, I expect you to put on a show,” the principal said once we lined up in front of him. “But please no killing, especially you Mr. Hendricks.”

      “I thought you didn’t know of Mr. Hendricks?” Rae cut the principal off. He gave her a confused look in response. I was just as confused and looked toward Daxton for an answer, but he just shook his head at me.

      “Not now,” he whispered.

      “You of all people should know that I know every single student that walks through these doors Ms. Ashwell,” he replied.

      Rae looked over at Malik with clenched fists and a tight jaw. Malik had a small smile on his face when he looked over to us.

      “If that’s all I’ll just sit back and enjoy the show,” Malik said and dismissed himself.

      “Yes well, Ms. Miller and Mr. Evans. Please get into your places,” Principal Winterfell said and gestured for us to take our places at the opposite ends of the small clearing they left for us in the middle of the field.

      I sized up the small demon in front of me. I had watched his last battle intently. Even if I planned to forfeit, I couldn’t help but try and see where his weaknesses were in the off chance that we fought. He was plain-looking with cropped brown hair and green eyes. He had the power of air vibrations from what I could tell—he made the last opponent’s eardrums pop. I hoped I could raise my hand fast enough or else the whole field would know me being mute was a sham. The last contestant did not stop screaming until the medical witches fixed his ears.

      The witch teacher conjured the number five in between the open space that we left. It slowly counted down.

      4.

      I clenched my fist ready to raise it.

      3.

      My opponent straightened and his eyes widened. His face went slack and it almost looked like he couldn’t see me any longer.

      2.

      There was a film on his eyes and I watched as his Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat.

      1.

      Something was wrong, he was twitching.

      The number disappeared and faster than I could raise my hand number five’s mouth opened.

      “I forfeit!” he yelled across the field.

      Pure dead silence followed. No one moved and I swear even as vast as the field was you could hear a pin drop.

      Then there were cheers.

      My head snapped open to where the others were waiting on the bench. They were tense except Malik; he had a smile.

      “Uhh alright, up next!” Principal Winterfell said and I stood still as Daxton got up and jerkily walked toward the middle of the field.

      My eyes were still on Malik as Daxton walked over. Was this his doing? There was no way the demon would forfeit against a low-level.

      He sent me a wink and then his mouth moved but he was so far away I couldn’t hear it. Even if I had, it would have been useless because in less than a second the same fiery heat that I had felt this morning was washing over my body.

      I gave Daxton a panicked look and I couldn’t help the words that came out of my mouth.

      “Fuck.”
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      The numbers appeared once more without even a break. I tried to look around them and get in Daxton’s sight, but he was flexing his fists. I didn’t know exactly what Malik had done to me, but it couldn’t have been anything good.

      4.

      3.

      2.

      1.

      I was met with Daxton’s face. He gave me a smile and an encouraging nod. I slowly willed my hand up. Slowly I inched it up the length of my side. Once I turned my hand to raise it, it stopped listening completely and snapped back down against my side.

      Daxton raised an eyebrow at me.

      I tried with the other arm.

      As soon as I turned it once more it snapped back to my side. I looked across the field once more to Malik. I tried to read the words that came out of his mouth.

      …Trust me?

      I didn’t care what other secret magical towns he could take me to, I was going to kill him when I had the chance.

      I jogged over to Daxton; he tensed as I did so. His hands raised. He was preparing to fight me.

      I stopped just a few feet away.

      “What are you doing? I thought you’d forfeit?” he asked. I jerked my head hoping that he would get the idea and look over at Malik. He looked over to Malik’s direction. I felt the power swirl around us before I saw it take effect. Whatever invisible power that was surrounding us made Daxton stiffen.

      His eyes glazed over just like number five’s had, but instead of yelling his forfeit his eyes snapped over to mine.

      I took a step back.

      Daxton raised his arm toward me.

      I ran as fast as I could in the opposite direction. My fight-or-flight instincts took over. The noise of the crowd made the blood that was heating up and pumping through my veins run hotter than I ever thought possible.

      Faster, I chanted as I pushed my weak legs further from Daxton. I didn’t know where I was going but I just knew that I needed to get away from him before I ended up like that women.

      “What’s wrong low-level?”

      A voice loudly asked from the crowd.

      “Where are you going?” Another just as loud.

      They loved seeing this. A struggling low-level get what they deserved. The tears burned as I ran. I was sent out like a lamb to slaughter, and Malik made this happen.

      I slammed face-first into an invisible barrier that knocked me back so hard the wind rushed out of my chest. I tried to scramble back up through pained gulps of air. My hands searched the air around me. They came into contact with a cool surface but there was nothing physically in front of me. I got up and tried to run in the opposite direction but was met with the same cold invisible wall that I ran into before.

      I was trapped.

      I saw Daxton slowly stalking toward me.

      “Rosie…” Daxton’s solemn voice was muffled by whatever box held me. “I can’t stop.” I flattened myself against the invisible wall behind me staring at Daxton as I did. There was a frown on his face as he lifted his arm up once more. “I don’t know how to make this less painful. I’m sorry.”

      “Daxton don’t you dare!” I heard Eli growl from the sidelines.

      I lifted my own arm. It was shaking so violently that I had to use my other arm to hold it still. Through the fear I tried to focus as much as I could on the ground beneath Daxton’s feet.

      I’m sorry, I whispered in my mind.

      The grass below him burst into flames so high that they engulfed his body before he could even register what was happening. The barrier around me dropped and I scrambled to catch myself before I fell to the ground.

      Turning back to look at Daxton I saw that he had already extinguished the flames. His pants and shirt were charred at the ends and his face had a layer of soot on it, but other than that he seemed to be in one piece. He coughed lightly into his elbow.

      I used this chance to send a ball of flames toward his form. He ducked left and stepped right into another pit of flames I had set up beside him. This time I heard a curse before he had extinguished the flame. I made sure these ones were higher, hotter. I pumped as much as I could into it and with each push of power, something in my chest tightened. When Daxton had finally stumbled out of the flames the skin on his arms was starting to char. The shirt of his chest was open, and his skin was bright red. His face was what caused me to regret my entire existence.

      There was a small smile on his burned face, and the ugly twisted skin was worse than my dad’s after the night of the fire. He let himself fall to the ground with a thud.

      I pushed myself toward his twitching body. The run had already winded me but I could not see anything other than his charred body struggling to inhale.

      “Number four is the winner!” Principal Winterfell announced. The crowd cheered but I felt no excitement at this announcement. They were bloodthirsty demons and this game would only egg them on more.

      I kneeled by Daxton’s body. My hands were flailed out beside him. I didn’t know where to put them as there was not any part of his body that wasn’t burned. Even his hair was almost burned to a crisp.

      “I’m so sorry Daxton. I’m so sorry, it’s okay the medical witches will be here, you won’t hurt for long,” I blubbered over him. My tears were coming out steadily and fell over his burned body. His magic spiked and I watched as he was slowly engulfed in a soft blue light.

      The burned flesh started to knit back together and repair itself presenting a new layer of soft unblemished skin. I had never been more thankful that magic existed until this very moment. I hated the fire. I hated the pain it caused but at least Daxton was strong enough to repair himself. His clothes were still ripped and charred but the magic worked its way slowly up his body. Finally, his face which still had the smile on it, began to clear until it looked the same as it once was.

      Relief crashed through me violently. I didn’t care about the crowd. I threw myself over him and sobbed into his bare chest.

      “You surprised me,” he said with a warm chuckle that radiated through his chest. “I wasn’t expecting that.”

      “I’m so sorry Daxton I didn’t want to hurt you,” I said into his chest.

      “It hurt like a bitch but at least I didn’t have to hurt you,” he said and let out a sigh. “Save your voice, people are coming.”

      I nodded but continued to sob against him.

      “It’s okay, stop crying,” he cooed in a voice gentler than I could imagine from him. “I let you burn me. It was the only way to stop it, I could have protected myself.”

      I inhaled deeply and pushed myself off of him. His brown eyes were warm and he still had a smile on his face.

      “That’s my girl,” he whispered and pinched my cheek. “Don’t feel sorry ever for defending yourself.”

      I sniffled as the medical witches gathered around us.

      “Oh my god.”

      “He’s healed?”

      “Did you guys see how gnarly his body looked?”

      Daxton sat up with a groan, the light finally faded.

      “What happened to forfeiting?” Rae’s angry growl came from somewhere above us.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Daxton replied looking up at Rae. I noticed now his hair was still singed and I had an unobstructed view of his face that would have normally been covered by thick black hair. For the first time, I noticed fancy script that lined the side of his temple. I ran my finger down it. “Ya, healing doesn’t include the hair so I will need a cut.”

      He gave me a boyish smile and reached his hand out to me. I tried my best to lift him up but he ended up slouching over me.

      “Rae’s power is limited by distance,” he whispered in my ear taking advantage of our position. “I don’t know what Malik has planned but I would love to see you kick Honor Roll’s ass.”

      “Alright. I got it from here,” Eli said coming up from my side and lifting Daxton from my shoulders. “Don’t act like such a princess.”

      Daxton shot her a smirk and stood up on his own. “It’s only so you can be my prince.”

      “Please leave the field so we can continue!” yelled the principal from his place across the field.

      The medics, Eli, and Daxton left leaving only me and Rae alone in the field.

      We took our places across from each other. The numbers showed between us. I could feel the irritation rolling off Rae in waves and I was already nervous. The last fight, as much as it had pained me…it had also left a strange sensation in my veins.

      I was excited to see what I could do against someone like Rae, the girl who had slept with me then wanted to act as if nothing happened. To save her precious reputation. At least if I landed a hit it would be great payback for the blow to my ego it caused.

      “I will not forfeit,” she told me as the numbers counted down.

      4.

      I positioned myself in a wide stance. Rae’s eyes widened.

      3.

      “Ms. Miller,” she warned. I took a deep breath and exhaled. I let the giddiness make its way up my body and shot her a smile.

      2.

      “Rosie,” she warned her voice getting angrier.

      1.

      “Don’t you da—”

      I took off running in the opposite direction as fast as my short legs would take me. I didn’t look behind me I just kept on pushing forward.

      The crowd cheered. This time I relished in it. Allowed it to make my heart pump faster. Held onto it as the fear and excitement coursed through me, powering me faster and faster.

      Rae’s power began to work on me. Exhaustion started to make my limbs heavy, but I tried to push through it. I used the panic to help fuel me, used it to anchor me. I pushed and pushed my almost dead legs. My chest was burning.

      “Rosie stop running,” Rae’s voice boomed from the other side of the field. It was far.

      A small bit of hope flared inside me. She was far. Of course Rae wouldn’t degrade herself by running after a low-level.

      The exhaustion did not lift from my limbs just yet; I felt myself slowing. I was nothing more than a light jog now.

      Then a walk.

      When I had to rest on the ground was when I finally looked back.

      I was right. There Rae stood in the same spot as I left her in.

      Stupid prideful girl, my mind purred.

      With the last ounce of power I had I focused on not just lighting the fire under her feet, but something much bigger. If I wanted to stand a chance at winning I would have to force her to move back since I was in no state to drag myself across the field. I made a line of fire appear before her and she instinctively jumped away from it.

      More, I chanted at it.

      She was pushed back once more.

      More, I chanted as my eyes began to close.

      She was pushed further. She was trying to yell something, but I couldn’t hear it. She was too far and the flames were louder than her voice.

      Awareness pricked at my senses. I finally felt it, her power was slowly leaving me. I pushed myself on the ground further away from her, crawling. My fingers dug into the ground and pulled myself further. I didn’t care about my clothes that were now stained with dirt, I forced my knees to push against the ground and away from her power.

      I gulped in deep breaths of air as my heart started to beat erratically once more, trying to catch up with the wave of emotions that hit me. The exhaustion was almost gone and I could feel the energy pouring back into me.

      Looking back Rae’s head peeked just over the line of fire. She was pissed.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered and with a flick of my arm the area around her burst into flames.

      There was no scream and that haunted me more.

      I pulled back the flames almost as soon as they engulfed her. Her body fell to the ground and medical witches were on her in seconds.

      “Number four is the winner yet again!”

      The crowd cheered.

      Daxton ran to Rae and pushed the medics away. He engulfed Rae in the same blue light and I watched as Rae sat up almost immediately.

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” Eli said pulling me up from the dirt. Eli lifted me up by the back of my shirt like a mother would to a kitten and walked me across the field. As soon as Rae spotted us she pushed everyone off her and stalked toward us.

      “What was that out there, huh?” Rae asked as she stood in front of us. Her hands gripped the front of my shirt and she pulled me out of Eli’s grasp. “You realize next is Malik, right? Did you think that through?”

      Rae’s glasses were broken, her cropped hair lightly singed and there was a layer of soot that covered her. Her eyes were fierce and caused my heart to pound in my chest. She pulled me closer to her, her face inches from mine,

      “He could out your curse, did you think of that? He could make you scream. He could force you to degrade yourself in front of the entire school. He could literally make you say or do anything. Every secret that you hold is in his power and could be shouted to the school in seconds. You wouldn’t even realize what happened. Do you understand?” Rae’s voice was harsh as she spoke, it made my stomach twist and my throat constrict.

      Every secret. She was never afraid of me getting hurt. She was afraid of her reputation. I should have known. Why would I think any different?

      “Rae, it’s okay,” Daxton said appearing behind Rae. I paid no mind to him and instead kept my gaze locked on Rae.

      “No, Dax,” Eli told him from behind me. “You know he’s bad news.”

      “It was me that told her about her range,” Daxton admitted. “If you have anyone to be mad at, it’s me.”

      Rae let go of my shirt and I fell against Eli’s front. Her arms wrapped around me.

      “There will be a break and then we will get to see the last battle!” Principal Winterfell’s voice came through the speakers.

      Rae turned to Daxton.

      “You realize she knows too much right? And that you literally handed her to the worst person possible?” Rae’s voice was a growl, but she didn’t dare approach Daxton. She wouldn’t fight him, that much I knew.

      Unlike me, he belonged. Bitterness filled me.

      “What will she give him that he doesn’t already know Rae?” Daxton asked. “You already saw what he did to the principal, he probably planned this before the games started. And there still is the question of why he was in her room, which she still hasn’t answered. Who knows, maybe they have been in contact long before we knew?”

      Daxton somehow saved me and doomed me in one breath.

      Do you have an answer? Eli asked in my mind. Her voice carried no anger, no accusation, it was more soothing than anything.

      No, I said back. Not one that I am ready to share.

      Her chest rumbled against my back and she pushed me forward, severing our connection.

      “Good luck then, Rosie,” Eli said and she left my side. Rae and Daxton both gave me one last look and then left as well.

      I saw Malik’s white hair in the distance before I registered him. His lanky figure walked toward me at a lazy pace, long legs stretched out in front of him, and his hands were in his pockets. He was even wearing his school uniform.

      I met him halfway.

      They are mad, I signed to him. A smile broke out across his scarred face.

      “That’s to be expected, isn’t it?” he mused. He began stretching the tendons in his neck. “I mean who wants to be defeated so badly by a low-level.”

      I don’t know what to tell them about us, I signed.

      “Oh so there is an us now?” he said with a chuckle.

      You know what I mean, I signed.

      “Tell them the truth,” he said, his eyes wandering over to where they now sat at the bench. “That I cornered you in a café. Skipped class with you to go on a date to the beach. And even bought you coffee.”

      It wasn’t a date, I told him with a small pout.

      “Wasn’t it?” he said his eyes returning to mine. “Or you think they’d be mad that you’ve taken an interest in someone outside their group?” He closed the space in between us and leaned down to whisper in my ear. “I say let them be mad. Because that’s what this is right, an interest?”

      My mind came to a screeching halt. Was that what this was about? No, it couldn’t be. He had to have just been trying to throw me off so he would have an advantage in this battle.

      “Take your places!” Principal Winterfell made me jump away from Malik.

      He walked back over to his space and the numbers appeared before us once more. I jogged back to my place and sent him a glare when I turned back to face him. I was met with a smile.

      5.

      4.

      I tensed and readied my stance. I didn’t know what Malik was going to pull but if I wanted to stand a chance, I’d have to be fast.

      3.

      2.

      1.

      The numbers disappeared and I came face to face with Malik once more. I readied my power. It burned in my veins before it materialized. I made it hotter, forced it into something akin to lava, ready to explode the moment I was ready.

      Malik’s hand raised.

      “I forfeit!” he yelled.

      There was a pause.

      What the fuck?

      Pure chaos erupted. Cheers broke out from some. Others cursed the day I was born. Chairs were thrown into the field. I started at him gobsmacked that he would forfeit to someone like me. He was old and didn’t care for school, but didn’t losing to a low-level bother him? He could destroy every last student in this place, and this would insult anyone.

      Once my brain wrapped around what just happened, I jogged toward him. With one simple word echoing through my brain.

      Why? I signed to him.

      “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, Rosie,” he said with a smile. The same words my dad echoed to me before I left. My stomach filled with lead. “You are now the first-ever champion of the Winterfell Games on the year that they just started to allow low-levels into the academy. A mute and a low-level all wrapped in one, what a thing for the history books.”

      I shook my head unable to think straight.

      “I truly am on your side, Rosie,” he said.

      Before I could respond the trio crowded around us.

      “Malik, you have some nerve,” Rae said in a growl.

      “What? What’s so wrong with giving up? Or are you just mad that the low-level beat you?” he said and gave Rae a smirk that no doubt pissed her off.

      “What was the point?” Eli asked, her arm already looping around my shoulder.

      “Ask Rosie, I am sure she has some answers for you now,” he said and then added after a pause, “though I can’t promise not to skip class with her again. That was far too enjoyable.”

      Eli stiffened next to me and her nails bit into my shoulder.

      You lied to me, she said in my head. I apologized to you, and you lied to my face.

      With a wave Malik left us. None of the others moved nor even dared to look in my direction.
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      I twiddled my thumbs as the gaze of all of the trio and Amr weighed on me. The silence was almost unbearable but none of them decided to talk. The worst had to be Eli’s gaze; I couldn’t decipher the thoughts behind her eyes. Rae looked more than unhappy, and Daxton was the only one who looked uncomfortable about the silence no doubt regretting the tip he gave me about Rae’s power.

      The games had ended over an hour ago and after the fanfare and rounds of congratulations they had ushered me back to my own dorm. I had a feeling this was their own way of punishing me for what I had done. I had been racking my brain for what to tell them since the games ended but I really had no excuse.

      “I lied,” I admitted casting my gaze downward into my lap to avoid having to look at them while I came clean.

      “Obviously,” Rae noted.

      “I have a good reason,” I started but was cut off by Eli.

      “What reason could you have?” Eli asked. “Didn’t you promise you would stay away from him? I told you he was dangerous and yet you still went to him?”

      I would have so much rather Eli yell and scream at me. Break the stuff around me, but she did none of that. Instead, her voice was a cool calm that didn’t falter as she spoke. It set me on edge. What was she planning?

      “I did and I broke it,” I told her. “It just happened. He met me and Matt in a coffee shop and I looked at him. There was no undoing it.”

      “What is your relationship with him?” Daxton asked. “Skipping class? Coffee shops?”

      “There is nothing like that between us,” I said. “He took me to the beach once, the day I skipped class. And then this morning, we got coffee with Matt.”

      “He was in your room,” Daxton said. “That doesn’t sound like nothing.”

      I swallowed thickly and finally had the courage to look up. I wish I didn’t because I met Eli’s eyes immediately and I did recognize the look finally, one that I had seen more often than not.

      Disappointment.

      Tell them the truth, Malik had said. But what would happen if Eli knew that Malik was in the bathroom while she was apologizing to me for something that wasn’t even her fault?

      “He came in once. Asked me why I did not text him to tell him I got home safely. He knew you would be mad and worried I would be…unsafe,” I said.

      Eli snorted. “Let me guess, after that he wooed you with his words?” Eli crossed the room and put her hands on either side of me on the bed. I had to lean back but it only made our position worse. Her blonde hair hung loosely in front of her and tickled my face. Her eyes were narrowed, and her chest was heaving as if she ran a marathon. “Did you let him fuck you in this bed?”

      My heart hammered against my ribcage.

      “No, it’s not like that,” I said quickly and cast my eyes downward to her balled fists.

      “Then what is it like, hm?”

      “Nothing really, a friendship maybe. I don’t trust him still.” I hope she could hear the truth in my words.

      “You will stop meeting with him. You will not be his friend. You will not even talk to him.” Eli grabbed my chin harshly and forced me to look at her. “You are ours. Not the low-level’s and certainly not Malik’s. Remember that the next time he comes knocking.”

      You are ours. The same unnamed feeling fluttered in my chest again.

      “Does he know about your curse?” Rae asked breaking the trance between me and Eli.

      “Yes,” I answered but still kept my eyes on Eli. I couldn’t help but have my eyes wander to her slightly open mouth. Hot breath wafted across my face. “The principal told him.”

      “That’s funny,” Rae said. “Because the principal told me that Malik doesn’t even go here.”

      “You saw how he talked to him at the tournament, he must have messed with his memory,” Daxton said from beyond Eli’s form.

      “He did say something about messing with his memory,” I murmured. Eli’s tongue reached out to moisten her lips.

      “What else did he say, low-level?” Eli asked, her voice a low whisper. She leaned forward slightly.

      Eli was being very careful to not touch me. Her hands stayed by my thighs and her face was far enough that there was no chance of her reading my mind, but I still got nervous when I thought of the town.

      “We didn’t talk much about you guys. He knew sign language; it was easy to talk… He said he was on my side.” I couldn’t help but finish the sentence with a blush.

      “Do you think I’m not on your side, Rosie?” Eli asked. I hated and loved the way she said my name.

      “You guys…have each other,” I told her truthfully. “Sometimes I feel like I belong but…most times I feel like you don’t see me.”

      I don’t think she expected that truthful of an answer because she paused and leaned back to look at me.

      “And Malik does?” Rae asked after a moment.

      I paused at her words. Did I really need to tell them this?

      “You belong to us Rosie,” Eli said. “Don’t make us worry again or you will pay the price, not Malik.”

      “We don’t even know what he wants with you,” Daxton said. “If you go with him again, we can’t stop him if he wants to hurt you.”

      “He doesn’t want—” I started but was cut off by Eli’s hand on my mouth.

      “She won’t have a chance because she will be guarded by one of us at all times,” she said. “Don’t you dare try to fight me. I have heard enough of your Malik talk. I promise you,” she continued as her other hand squeezed roughly at my thigh, “I’ll make you forget his name and your own before the morning comes.”

      I swallowed thickly.

      “Are we done with the questions?” I asked them. “Thanks to you two I am covered in dirt and would like a shower.”
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        * * *

      

      True to Eli’s words, there was someone with me at all times. Even as I got out of the shower Amr was waiting for me on the bed and Eli had promised to return later that night after “some business” she and the others needed to take care of.

      I dressed in my night clothes and joined Amr in the bed. I lay on my back and lift him above me. His head cocked at my actions. I giggled lightly.

      “There they are off again,” I said to him. “Doing group things and just proving my point from earlier.”

      Amr meowed at me. I brought him down to lay on my chest and hugged him close. His long fur tickled my chin.

      “But you and me man, we still got each other.” I ran my hand down the length of his spine and buried my fingers in his soft fur. “Malik really isn’t that bad, Amr. I wish the others could see that. He doesn’t do this type of stuff; he even tells me things I don’t ask him—oh!”

      I lifted Amr up to look at him once more, a light bulb going off in my head.

      “You know Malik told me not to tell anyone. Well threatened to kill me actually and everyone I told…but you don’t count!” Amr meowed unhappily. “Listen Amr, he took me someplace wonderful. A place that seemed to be straight out of a movie. I don’t even know how it’s possible but there is a place—a town. That is stuck in—”

      I was cut off by a knock. I frowned at Amr.

      “I’ll tell you later,” I finished and got up to open the door. Eli was standing there with a bag in hand. She pushed past me without a notice. I sighed and closed the door while juggling Amr in my hands. “At least you knocked this time.”

      “I thought you’d be happier to see me,” Eli said as she threw her bag down on the floor. When she did, I finally realized how many piles of clothes I had still left on the floor. I felt a bit of shame when I realized that they all saw how much of a mess this was earlier.

      Eli came to stand in front of me tearing my eyes from the mess. Her rough hand gripped my chin and forced it up. Her lips crashed into mine. Her teeth sank into my lower lip and I groaned and opened my mouth for her. Her hot tongue entered immediately, and my knees weakened.

      God, how long has it been since we kissed like this?

      Too long, she answered back.

      She pulled away, a line of spit following her. She took Amr and threw him across the room. I gasped in horror.

      “Eli no!” I looked around her and saw that Amr landed on his feet across the room. He gave out a small, disgruntled hiss.

      “He will not want to see this anyways. I said I would make you forget your name but I am not that forgiving just yet. You will have to earn it,” she answered. “Strip.”

      I gulped at the command.

      “Eli I—”

      “Did you not hear me?” she asked and pulled me back into her chest and leaned down for another kiss. This time she allowed me to bury my fingers in her hair without pulling them away. She brought her hand down to my lower back and pushed me into her.

      She sent a vision into to me. It showed her on my bed sitting on the edge with her feet firmly on the ground. Her legs were spread and between them was me but I was stark naked on my knees in front of her.

      She pulled away from me and the image went with her.

      “Strip.”

      She undressed completely and sat down on the bed just like she had shown me. I paused under her stare and let my eyes roll down her body. The tattoos bled into her chest around her perky breasts and when she spread her legs I caught sight of her pussy. It was mouthwatering.

      I took my clothes off. First the shirt, her eyes watching hungrily as I did so. She did a sharp intake when she realized I wasn’t wearing a bra. Next I slowly pulled down my shorts and my underwear in one motion. She spread her legs further and her hand trailed her body teasingly. I was about to kneel before her but she stopped me.

      “Actually, I was going to save this for later but, hand me my bag,” she said. I gave her a look but managed to get her bag to her on shaky legs. She unzipped it and when she found what she was looking for she threw the bag back across the room.

      I saw a flash of pink and her lips were on mine again. Her fingers brushed across my slit and I writhed against them. Her thumb pushed against my clit and two fingers slowly and painfully teased my slit. I met her passion, pulled her closer by the neck deepening our kiss. Her other hand came over to pinch my nipple. I let out a moan.

      She moved even faster and inserted two fingers into me.

      “Damn you don’t even need much to get you ready,” she said against my lips and pumped her fingers in me twice before removing them completely. I whined against her actions. She gave me a chaste kiss and then held something in front of my face.

      It was pink and egg-shaped with a leather string-like handle attached to it.

      “You aren’t serious,” I said.

      “I am,” she replied. “I told you I’d make you forget your name. Let’s see if we can make a game out of this. Use this and let’s see if you can get me off first. If I come first I will remove it, if you come first this bad boy gets to stay in as long as I want.”

      The words sent shivers down my spine and my belly pooled with heat.

      “I’ve never…”

      “It’s not hard. Spread your legs further,” she ordered. When I did she brought the pink vibrator down and teased my wet slit with it. Before entering she showed me the remote with her other hand and turned it on to level four. I let out a yelp when it turned on and began vibrating against my clit. The sensation was odd at first but my apprehension was quickly replaced with shocks of pleasure. I began grinding against it needing more friction.

      She dragged it across my opening then inserted it inside me and I buried my head in her lap and moaned loudly against the feeling of it filling me. It was vibrating against a spot that made me see stars. I would definitely lose this challenge.

      “Eli this isn’t…fair,” I said with a moan. I gripped onto her thigh. My weak legs were barely holding me up anymore.

      “I would get started if I were you,” she said and pushed my hair away from my face. “It doesn’t seem like you’ll last long.”

      I swallowed and quickly began working on her. I let my tongue run the length of her folds and sucked on her clit lightly.

      Eli’s hand gripped at my hair rougher and I could have sworn I heard something akin to a sigh from above me. I got to work moving my tongue where I thought it would feel best and brought a hand over to rub her clit. Eli let me take my time, giving me encouraging moans when I did something she liked.

      The vibrations caused my thighs to shake violently and my movements became frenzied. I moaned into her and that seemed to stir something in her because until now I had free rein but after the sound vibrated around her she pushed me harder into her.

      “Yes, like that Rosie,” Eli cooed from above me. “If you want to level the playing field go pick a toy,” she said loosening her hand. I drove for the bag and quickly found a bright pink dildo. I looked to her for an explanation. Her eyes were hooded and her free hand was pinching her nipple lazily. “It’s as easy as it seems Rosie.”

      I crawled my way back in between her legs. She pulled me closer and put her leg over my shoulder, positioning herself for me. I closed my eyes against the feeling of the toy inside me trying to ground myself.

      “Go on,” she cooed and guided my hand to rub the dildo across her entrance, rubbing the sticky wetness all over it. Her hand pushed into mine and I watched as she stretched around the dildo.

      Her hand knotted itself in my hair. I managed to look up at her and was caught with a sight that sent a jolt through me. Her head was back and her mouth was open just slightly to allow her pants through. She was beautiful like this, her neck long and lean, sweat glistening on her skin lightly, and the noises she made were only plunging me harder into oblivion.

      I thrust the dildo into her and tried to build a rhythm with the help of her hand.

      “Now harder,” she moaned letting me fully take control and moving her hand to her clit. I did as she said and was rewarded with beautiful moans that made my pussy throb.

      She must have felt it or heard it in my mind because her eyes snapped to mine. I grabbed my hand tightly in the sheets beside her as I continued to thrust the dildo into her. I paused only to cry as the orgasm rocked my entire body.

      “If only you could listen this well in real life,” she said with a groan.

      There was no break and Eli did not stop the toy, instead she gripped my hand and forced the tempo up. Her hips met the thrusts and she froze as the orgasm wracked her body.

      “You lose,” she said and chuckled darkly. She pulled the toy out of her and threw it somewhere in the room. She pulled my face closer to hers, lips brushing across mine. “You look so sinful like this, so beautiful.”

      I shook against her lips. The vibrator inside me was still going without stop and I was already so desperately ready for another orgasm.

      “Eli, please…” I begged her.

      “You know the deal.” She let go of my hair and patted her lap, giving me a sinful smile.

      I climbed on top of her and without wasting another second tangled my hands in her soft blonde locks and crushed my lips to hers. She grabbed my hips tightly. One of her hands reached between my legs and dipped a finger inside me pushing the vibrator deeper within me.

      I let out a cry against her lips. She chuckled in response and moved her now wet fingers to the middle of my back. She broke our kiss and with another smile she leaned down and took a nipple into her mouth. I couldn’t help but arch into her.

      “Eli…Eli, please,” I said between the moans that were freely coming out of my mouth now. I tried to grind against her lap but the hand on my hip stopped me and forced me to still. I yanked at her hair harder and she bit down on my nipple.

      “Please, what?” she asked and moved on to the next nipple.

      “I can’t…it’s too much.” I couldn’t find my thoughts, I couldn’t think of the words, I couldn’t think of anything other than how good her tongue felt circling my nipple. “Fuck.”

      Eli grabbed harder and bit down on the other nipple. “Such a bad mouth,” she said. “But this doesn’t really seem like a punishment if I give you what you want.”

      “Eli, I—”

      “I think this is a pretty sweet deal. Maybe…” She leaned away from my nipple and gave me a hooded look. “I should just not touch you at all.” Her hand started to move from my hip.

      “No, Eli.” I gripped at her shirt and forced her back to me. “Please.” I tried to kiss her again as I felt myself tightening once more. God I could barely think. She leaned out of my grasp.

      “Let me see this,” she commanded. “I want to see your face when you come.”

      Her free hand rested between my legs and she began to circle my clit.

      I came, crying her name and shuddering above her. I was pushed to the bed and she was on top of me pulling out the vibrator only seconds after my orgasm. With the amount of wetness that was already gathered she easily slipped it out.

      “Eli please,” I begged still feeling the aftershocks of my orgasm. I reached down between her legs but she caught my wrist.

      “Jesus, Rosie,” she growled and flipped me over. She pulled me to the end of the bed. “Lift.”

      I complied and lifted my hips and spread my knees. Her fingers entered me from behind and I rocked into them.

      “You are soaking,” she said with another thrust. “Tell me how much you wanted this.” She relentlessly finger fucked me so hard that I had to brace myself against the bed. I did not mind though—she was reaching far deeper than that toy did and spread me wider when she entered another finger.

      “Fuck,” I moaned. “So bad, Eli.”

      “You will be good from now on won’t you?” she asked rubbing my clit.

      “Yes,” I moaned and continued to arch further against her.

      “Say it,” she commanded and removed her finger from my clit. I shuddered at the feeling of her leaving me.

      “I’ll be good Eli,” I cried. “Just for you. I’ll be good for you.”

      My toes curled when she began rubbing circles on my clit once more.

      “Good girl,” she praised.

      I came with another cry. I collapsed into the bed in a sweaty wet mess; Eli was next to me panting heavily.

      “I’m the only one sleeping here from now on.”
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      “I fucking hate it here Dax,” I grumbled as we pulled up to his parents’ house. The farmhouse had been in sight for over twenty minutes now as we rounded the long driveway, but I couldn’t bring myself to speak. I was too busy trying to calm myself. I may be all for bashing those witches’ heads in but Dax would be less than happy. I had one of my workers drive us over in hopes of a quick getaway if anything went wrong.

      I couldn’t get over how disgusting these freaks were. They acted all perfect and pure in public parading around like they didn’t have their own fucked up rituals at home. The demons who had seen the destructive powers of the witches over the years believed their bullshit without a second thought but everyone who even had the slightest clue about magic knew that they spewed nothing but lies.

      When Daxton first revealed to me the years of abuse he had suffered through, I went on a rampage. I was ready to destroy everything in sight. I almost did. But a tearful Daxton told me that if I did that, I would be no better than them. Daxton had his share of rebellion years but when push came to shove, he really didn’t want any violence without reason.

      I watched him fidget in the back seat and take a deep breath. He had tried so hard these past years as his powers grew to control himself, but slips happened and every time they did I saw a little piece of him break off and die. It seemed at times that the wounds Rae and I so carefully sewed back together were ready to break at the seams. This was one of those times. He didn’t like to admit that Rae had any part in his healing, but we all understood better just how thorough Rae was with clean-up.

      “Let’s just get this over with,” he said and let himself out of the car.

      I cursed under my breath and followed him. I gave instructions to the driver to wait for us in case we needed to make a hasty getaway. These witches were crazy and last time we barely left in one piece. That was over a few years ago but still…I didn’t trust them to change.

      The black iron gate to the property was slightly ajar as if waiting for us to arrive. Daxton slipped in and I followed after him making sure to keep as close to him as possible. The front yard was filled with colorful flowers and trimmed hedges in the shape of various animals. My eyes roamed across the property; besides the light wind everything was still. I kept my hands firmly in my pockets careful not to brush anything. The last time they had caught us was because I had set off a magic alarm that was attached to one of the doorknobs. The less I touched the quicker this would be.

      Daxton paused and waved his hand out in front of him. A wave of translucent magic blanketed itself across the property and clung to our skin. A shiver went through me at the cooling effect it left.

      “I don’t feel them,” he said in a whisper and continued onward.

      Daxton stayed silent as he walked up the white-painted porch and opened the unlocked door. We made quick work of the trip and moved from the overly decorated front room, up the stairs and to the back of the second story where Dax’s childhood bedroom stayed unchanged. Unlike the rest of the house that was painted in a light mint color, his bedroom was as dark as you could get it, from black walls to dark red sheets.

      “Stay by the door,” he ordered not looking back at me as he crossed the room and began to dig through his dresser drawer. I did as I was told and perched myself near the door of his room watching the hallway. I listened intently for footsteps; I heard none.

      I was out there for less than a minute before I saw someone enter the hallway. Her shoes did not even make a whisper of a sound as she walked. I cursed internally and slipped back into his room and shut his door softly, making sure to lock it. I listened to the steps of what I assumed was their wait staff. She slowly made her way down toward Dax’s room. I held my breath and she passed the room. Her footsteps stopped near us as she paused.

      I promised myself that if she did not move on in five seconds, I would go out there and deal with her myself. Anyone that saw us here could snitch and his parents would descend on us like hawks. I looked over at Dax and noted that he was still rummaging through the drawer, his back turned to me.

      One.

      There was no movement, I couldn’t even hear her breath.

      Two.

      A shift? Maybe an inhale?

      Three.

      Nothing.

      Four.

      I braced myself ready to barge out of this door.

      Five.

      I heard her footsteps as she quickly walked away from where we were at the end of the hallway. I let out a sigh and stepped away from the door. Dax paused in his rummaging. I looked over and met his wide eyes. There was a second of utter silence before he went back to his rummaging. He pulled out three jars of a blue swirling liquid and wrapped it into a black hoodie that he didn’t come here with.

      “Is that for Rosie?” I asked him, noting that the bottles looked exactly like those ones he gave her for her curse. For relaxation, he had said. I didn’t need to ask why he had so many stocked up in his room, but it pained me nonetheless to think of the nights he spent here before I met him and dragged him away from this hellhole.

      “We told her a month,” he said and stood. “If we want to keep up this experiment, we will need to convince her that the potions work.”

      “Why not just tell her?” I asked. “Coming here is more than it’s worth.”

      “The curse itself is a form of trauma, Eli. You of all people should know trauma doesn’t disappear overnight.”

      If he was talking about himself, I would understand but the way he used me as an example made something itch under my skin.

      “Whatever,” I dismissed. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “I don’t think my parents are home,” he said and moved to exit out his door. “They would have known by now.”

      “Still, I hate it here,” I told him.

      “Me too,” he answered. He paused with his free hand on the door. His brown eyes met mine. His short hair gave me such a better view of his face and it would be a lie if I said I didn’t enjoy every minute of it. I took the moment I had and leaned in close brushing my lips against his. He let out a sigh.

      “I like this new look,” I told him. I let my finger trail the tattoo on the side of his face.

      His eyes stayed trained on mine through the interaction. “I thought you would have given me up for Rosie,” he said. I chuckled at his response.

      “Would you give me up for her?” I asked. Blush ran across his face in the cutest way.

      “No…well…it’s difficult to say.” He paused and let out a breath. “Do you think she’d be okay with this?”

      “Since when were you so worried about her reaction, hm?” I asked him with a smile even though I knew exactly why he was worried and there was some part inside me that was just as worried.

      “We have lied to her enough, Eli,” he deadpanned. I ruffled his hair.

      “We had no choice,” I said and planted a chaste kiss on his lips once more.

      “Do you really think she will forgive us for these lies?” he asked in almost a whisper.

      “You are not talking about us,” I concluded. I let out a sigh. “I told you I am for telling her about the curse. It would be easier for us than continuing to do this. But if you and Rae are right, if we told her, it is possible that the curse would snap back in place.”

      “You didn’t answer the question,” he said with a small frown.

      “I think when she finds out she will be mad but if she doesn’t understand that this was for her own good then she is not as smart as I thought,” I told him earnestly.

      “Is it really for her own good though? Do we really care about the curse or is this still just a tool for graduation?” he asked.

      I paused and thought over my words carefully.

      “I can’t tell you what you should feel or what motivates you to help her. That’s for you to decide.”

      He nodded and without another word he opened the door. As soon as his sneaker-clad foot crossed the threshold, alarms sounded.

      “Shit they are here,” Dax cursed and began running down the hallway at full speed. Normally, I wouldn’t degrade myself to such a chase but I understood from past experience that if I lingered the witches would be on me in seconds.

      Instead of going out the front door, Dax led us further into the house and up to the third floor. This had been the way we both snuck out years ago so I knew the path like the back of my hand. That’s not what bothered me. What bothered me was the multiple pairs of feet that I heard running down the hallways after us. I chanced a look back and when I did I almost let out a crazed laugh.

      “We really pissed them off last time huh?” I yelled at Dax as I saw the very large snouts of two wolf-like dogs that scrambled after us. They were at least three times the size of a normal dog and their jaws seemed like they could break my leg in half.

      “They are familiars, like Amr,” he said through pants and flung the door to the third-floor balcony open.

      We didn’t stop as we ran full speed to the balcony’s end. As serious as the situation was I couldn’t help but smile at the sight in front of me.

      This was my favorite part.

      We dove headfirst off of the balcony. The garden floor came quick, my stomach flipped, and mild panic clouded my senses when I didn’t feel the pull at first. But then, something with the feeling akin to a cloud enveloped me and the ground stopped only a few feet short of my face.

      I let out a laugh as Dax dropped whatever power he was using to hold us and we both fell to the ground. I wiped the dirt off my pants and then helped him up from his position. He was looking over the bottles in almost a frantic manner.

      “Go,” I told him and pushed him toward the front.

      A heavy warm force that felt like a tank covered in a wiry type of blanket hit me from above and I went crashing to the ground. Before I could even let out a sound I had to bring up my arm to protect my face from the beast’s jaws. He was positioned over me stopping any move of escape.

      Looking over to Dax I was relieved to see that it was only the one hound that had jumped after us, but the other would probably be soon to follow. I sent a kick to the hound, but his jaws stayed tight.

      I sent another.

      Then another.

      Then another.

      “Argh!” I yelled and used all the strength I could muster to maneuver the hound to one of my sides so I could at least free my legs. There was a red light that filled my eyes and the hound stiffened. I was able to easily push him off then and watched as his stiff body fell to the ground.

      I sent a look over to Dax.

      “Thanks,” I said and half jogged over to him. He just nodded and turned to lead us back to the front of the yard. It was a maze of hedges that we had to work through, each feeling like their thorns were purposefully reaching out to scratch us. As we made our way through the last batch of hedges the black sedan we had used to get here came into view. I sped up my steps along with Dax.

      The other hound loudly crashed through the front door and out into the garden.

      “They have gone overboard,” Dax said with a sharp tone. He lifted his free hand balancing the wrapped hoodie in his other hand. The same red light that I saw on the other hound exploded from his hand and began racing toward the creature.

      This time it dodged then began running toward us.

      Dax sent another beam that the hound just narrowly ducked and rolled out of the way of. With a shake, the hound began circling us. Dax’s magic shifted, and instead of the red light the air cleared. There were small wisps of magic that seemed to circle around his hand.

      The hound ran into an invisible wall much like the one Rosie been confined to during the games. The hound rammed its body into the invisible wall.

      “Can that break?” I asked Dax, watching as the hound continued to ram its body up against the wall.

      “Yes,” he answered simply and his hand grew red once more. Vein-like red bands wrapped around the hound’s body and it stiffened and fell to the ground just like the other had. “Let’s go.”

      I nodded and we both jogged to the car that was waiting for us. Neither of us wanted to stick around to see just when his parents wanted to show. Dax was a hell of a witch but if it actually came down to a fight we were severely disadvantaged due to the annoying fact that I was just a demon with a mind-reading power as they had once said when they had met the girl who was sneaking into their son’s room at night.

      The car pulled away from the house and we held our breaths in the back seat as the farmhouse disappeared from view. I looked over to see Dax’s eyes closed, a small droplet of sweat formed on his forehead.

      It was another twenty minutes before he let out a sigh and his eyes opened. When they did, I felt my heart skip a beat. My favorite monster was back.

      “I didn’t know you used so much magic,” I jabbed playfully. His eyes snapped toward mine.

      “I didn’t until we left. I had to keep the magic going so they wouldn’t follow. The further away the harder it is to control, the more magic it needs,” he explained. “And now it wants more.”

      I let my hand rest on his inner thigh.

      “I think we have a solution to that.”
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      I used to think I hated the solitary life. The lonely nights with no one to talk to, silent meals, cold beds, but now after being followed by the trio every minute…maybe the solitary life wasn’t as bad as I thought.

      No matter where I went, even the bathroom, there was someone waiting for me. There was not a moment where I could just have a moment to think to myself. I told them that Amr would cut it but they begged to differ.

      And today may have been the worst because I was stuck with Rae.

      She had been moody since the day of the games and refused to talk to me really about anything. She would ask simple questions but when we were alone she stayed silent more often than not. Today, we were in her room once more. She was at the table doing her work and I sat on the floor against the bed reading one of the books she had stashed near her bed. It was boring and I couldn’t even get through one paragraph. If I wasn’t so mad at her, I would have felt flustered when I thought about what we did when we were alone in her room the last time but now every time I looked at her glasses-covered face and stupid curly hair I became irritated.

      “What are they even doing?” I asked her with a huff.

      “Daxton has to pick up some elixirs from his house,” she answered. Her homework seemed more important than this conversation.

      “And Eli has to do that with him?” I asked, my tone sounding way too bratty even in my ears. Rae peered over her shoulder.

      “Yes,” she answered and then looked back at her work.

      I let a minute pass.

      “Are you still mad at me or something?”

      She let out a sigh and turned around to face me fully now.

      “Why must everything be about you, Rosie?” she asked, her tone cold.

      “You are obviously mad at me! I would say that has a lot to do with me.” I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “Tell me something and I will tell you why I am angry with you,” she said.

      “What is it?”

      “In your room, the day of the game. You were hiding something,” she accused. The blood rushed to my head.

      “You mean other than fucking you?” I deflected.

      Rae’s eyes narrowed.

      “About Malik,” she clarified.

      “You wouldn’t know the difference,” I commented and tried to look back at the book I was reading. I really hoped my words were true—based on what she said before she could only read the emotions not what they stemmed from.

      “Tell me, did you tell Malik we were together?” she asked.

      Were together. I wanted to scoff.

      “Not everything is about you, Rae,” I echoed her words back at her. I peeked over the book and saw her jaw twitch.

      “Answer the question.” She slammed her pen down on the desk.

      “He does seem to think I have slept with all of you.”

      It wasn’t a total lie, he did call them my lovers…it just wasn’t what I was worried about.

      “And you told him?” she pried.

      “I didn’t,” I said. “I let him think what he wants.”

      “I am mad you won,” she confessed. “I am mad you lied about Malik. I am mad that you were so careless to get yourself in that situation. You could have spilled so many of our secrets and even after we warned you, you still went to him.”

      I swallowed thickly at her words.

      “I don’t have secrets to share,” I forced out.

      “You do, Rosie,” she pushed. “You see us every day, eat with us, take classes with us, hear us talk about our business dealings, sleep with us. No one has the secrets you do.”

      “Why do you think you are all so important, hm?” I said my irritation getting the better of me.

      “Even as a low-level you should know the attention that is on all of us. You do not know how many people have tried to weasel their way into our beds so they can take advantage of our positions.” She spat her words like a curse.

      “Not like you would give them the time of the day,” I said with a huff.

      “Because of my hard work,” she replied. “You yourself said you saw how I protected them. Imagine what else you could accidentally spill now that your curse is gone? We play with powerful people Rosie and they like to gamble with lives.”

      I couldn’t respond. I didn’t know how to. God why did these others have to make me feel so guilty?

      She turned back to her work with a sigh.

      “And another thing,” she said. This time she didn’t look toward me as she spoke.

      “Yes?”

      “If he asks again…when he asks again, tell him that we were never together. I don’t care about what you say about Daxton and Eli but leave me out of it.” I heard her pen against the paper as if her words did not mean anything. As if, she couldn’t feel the hurt radiating off of me. She could feel it right? The hurt?

      I was saved by the opening of the door and the entrance of the two in question. They both had dirt stains on their white school uniforms. Daxton had a rip in his school pants and Eli’s sleeve was almost completely torn off. Daxton set down what looked like a black bundle of clothing near the entrance.

      “I thought you were just going to your house,” I commented.

      Daxton’s eyes shifted to mine and I felt a jolt run through me. The magic was back behind his eyes, watching. The last time I saw him like this was when we were in the garden and he was having trouble keeping a handle on himself.

      “We did but now,” Eli spoke for him, “he needs magic.”

      “Did they send guards this time?” Rae asked from the table, her eyes running over their torn clothing.

      “Hounds,” Daxton spoke, his voice low and almost growl-like. “They were mad.”

      Rae let out an uncharacteristic snort.

      “Do it somewhere else.” Rae raised her hand in dismissal.

      Eli’s eyes met mine and a sly smile passed her face. I knew what the smile usually meant and as much as I didn’t want that I still felt my insides clench.

      “Rosie,” Eli said in a purr as she crossed the room and knelt down in front of me. “You want to help Daxton, don’t you?” Her rough hands gripped my ankles, and she pulled my legs and placed them on the sides of her hips. I had to catch myself on my elbows in order to stop my head from hitting the edge of the bed.

      “Eli maybe we shouldn’t…” I trailed off when Daxton stalked over to us. He leaned down and threw the book across the room; it landed with a loud thud.

      “I told you to go somewhere else,” Rae growled.

      Daxton pushed me up into a sitting position and sat directly behind me with his legs on either side of me. I could feel that he was already hard against my back. One warm hand made its way under the hem of my shirt and the other made its way to my neck. He pushed my chin up forcing me to lean my head back into his chest and look into his eyes. His hair had been cut since the games and it now gave me a full view of his face. What was once hidden under a mess of black hair was now shown to the world. His strong jaw, high cheek bones, the script tattoo, and most importantly his eyes were left unobstructed giving me a rare chance to gaze into those brown depths.

      “You want to help me don’t you, Rosie?” he asked me, his breath fanning across my face.

      I swallowed and felt his hand tighten ever so slightly on my neck. I couldn’t speak and the argument with Rae was close to forgotten. Eli’s hands began massaging my legs starting from my ankle to my thigh. I had taken advantage of my curse the last few days and forgone the undergarments, and I almost regretted it when I felt the warmth of Eli’s rough hands on my inner thighs.

      With the hand that was in my shirt Daxton reached behind me and unclasped my bra with one hand. I couldn’t help my sharp intake of breath.

      “You wouldn’t make me blood let, would you?” Daxton asked. “You remember how good the time in the garden felt, right?

      “Daxton,” Rae warned. I paid no mind to her especially when Eli’s hand came to undo the button on my pants. Since when did I feel so unashamed about this?

      Tick tock, low-level, Eli said in my head. Daxton is showing tremendous strength but I on the other hand am not willing to wait to see how long it takes for Rae to kick us out.

      “Yes,” I forced out and watched as Daxton let out a small smile.

      Eli used a free hand to pull my chin down causing Daxton to loosen his grip on my neck, and forced two fingers inside my mouth.

      “Wet them for me,” Eli commanded.

      I did as she asked and took the two fingers in my mouth. I bit them lightly before running my tongue along the digits. Eli watched me with hooded eyes. She removed her fingers with a plop. They were gleaming with spit.

      Daxton forced my chin up once more so we could make eye contact. His free hand pinched one of my nipples and I bit my lip to stop the moan.

      “Don’t hide your sounds,” Daxton said. I felt Eli begin to pull my pants down. Even just being between the two caused my pulse to skyrocket, but now that I was at their mercy the wetness gathered between my legs even faster than before.

      I had been at the mercy of Eli before but god…both of them?

      Eli threw my jeans behind her and spread my legs even further, then let out a chuckle. Daxton rolled my nipple between his fingertips. His eyes were on me the entire time, never wavering. The intensity made me blush and it only caused the situation between my legs to worsen. I averted my eyes but he let out a low animalistic growl.

      It startled me as much as it excited me.

      “Don’t look away from me,” he commanded and squeezed at my throat. It made me lightheaded. Eli’s fingers played with the wetness that was on my thigh and began trailing it down my leg.

      Fuck. I wanted Eli’s teasing to stop. I widened my legs and let out a whine.

      “I wish you could hear her thoughts right now. She wants it so bad,” Eli said playfully.

      “You have to ask nicely, Rosie,” Daxton said, his voice almost condescending.

      Eli’s finger lazily played with the wetness coming out of my slit. I gasped at the feeling and Daxton leaned down and licked at my open lips.

      “You heard him, Rosie,” Eli added on, flicking my clit. “Use that pretty little voice to beg us.”

      I tried to move against her hand but Eli’s other hand wrapped around my hip and stopped me from moving. The other was still lazily rubbing along my aching core.

      “Get on with it,” Rae growled from the other side of the room. I had forgotten she was here until now.

      “Don’t be jealous Rae,” Eli teased back, her finger dipping just slightly into my opening. I moaned against Daxton’s lips and tried to kiss him but he pulled just far away enough that I couldn’t reach him. “I’m sure you will have your turn. Maybe Rosie will want you when we are done.”

      I couldn’t help the images that popped into my mind. The night I stayed here, the way her lips traveled my body. I wouldn’t put it past me to want her even if she was acting like an asshole. I panicked and tried to send a warning to Eli in my mind but she beat me to it.

      “Beg, Rosie,” Eli demanded. And I won’t tell Rae you just spilled her secret.

      “Please,” I said with a groan. Even as I held Daxton’s stare, I could feel the smile when Eli let out a chuckle. She inserted one finger into me achingly slow. Daxton leaned down once more to cover my mouth with his while his free hand continued to tug at my nipple.

      She slowly removed the single digit and then entered it with slightly more force. I tried to meet her hand with my thrust but the hand on my hip pinned me in place.

      Daxton’s tongue entered my mouth, wrestling with my own. I couldn’t bring myself to pull away from him to demand that Eli move faster. The way he kissed me, paired with the way his hand wrapped firmly around my throat, was far too addicting. Daxton’s magic was already reaching out to me. I felt it under my skin and it rippled like waves. It traveled all the way from my head to my toes and I couldn’t help but moan at the feeling.

      Eli inserted another finger, giving up whatever game she was playing and began pumping into me hard and fast. I widened my legs so her knuckles could hit my clit as she thrust her hand into me. Daxton pulled away from our kiss when I was unable to kiss him back. His hand removed itself from my throat and lifted my shirt and unhooked bra up to my neck leaving me exposed. I cried out as Eli hit a spot that made me see stars.

      “Look Rosie,” Daxton’s voice rumbled in his chest. I opened my eyes. Eli, still pounding into me, began to lean forward and she took the free nipple and brought it into her mouth. Eli began to bite and suck on it. Daxton’s ministrations lightened to a feather-light touch. “Do you like this Rosie? Being between us?”

      I more than liked it, I wanted to tell him, but my orgasm was fast approaching. Eli pulled away from my nipple leaving it pink and sore. She gave me a smirk, like what she was doing was all fun and games and barely fazed her.

      “Look at the low-level. She fucking loves being used by us, don’t you?” Eli said and inserted a third finger. I let out a loud moan only for my mouth to be covered once more by Daxton. “I bet she dreams about being fucked by us, one after another.”

      Daxton moved a hand in between my legs and Eli shifted slightly so that Daxton could begin rubbing my clit. I shuddered violently as I came. If Daxton wasn’t covering my mouth I would have no doubt been heard through these walls. Eli nor Daxton stopped as I came and instead picked up the pace.

      I whimpered against Daxton. He pulled away.

      “One more,” he cooed softly. “You don’t want us to stop now right?” His voice was so soft and sweeter than any candy I could remember tasting. I felt the magic build up inside me as the second orgasm came following the first with no hesitation. The feeling that made my toes curl was back and I felt it spill over to Daxton. He groaned and his head fell back onto the bed.

      There was a pause where it felt like we were wrapped in a cocoon of warmth. The magic that had been flowing in between us seemed to stretch outward and expand across the space. After what felt like we were being suffocated from the thick magic, it snapped into us.

      Both Daxton and I out a loud gasp.

      “What the fuck?” Eli asked as she pulled her fingers out of me. I saw Rae’s form tower over the three of us and through blurry eyes I saw her hand a damp towel to Eli.

      Eli wiped between my legs, then her fingers. I couldn’t focus on her actions as the magic slowly settled inside me. It seemed to rock inside me as if trying to get out, but after a moment it settled into a stillness. But unlike how the curse felt before, this was different. It was like even though it was still, it was living inside me, just waiting for its moment.

      “That’s not right,” Daxton said from behind me.

      I heard a shuffle, then something hit Eli. She grumbled and then I felt her pull my pants up and my shirt down. My eyes were still trying to clear as I took deep breaths. Rae’s features slowly came back into focus.

      “It’s inside me,” I choked out. “I feel it.”

      “Feel what?” Rae asked.

      “My magic,” Daxton answered for me, his arms snaking around me and holding me tight. “Witches mutually exchange magic. The exchange and expulsion of magic is what calms it. Before, I just took magic. Usually it would make me unstable, but the magic was so powerful…” Daxton’s voice trailed as if he was also mesmerized by the feeling.

      “It was satiated,” Rae finished for him. “Are you saying the curse took it back this time?” Rae gave him a hard look.

      “But how could it if I took that potion?” I asked. “Doesn’t it get rid of it?”

      “It’s dormant, that’s how I was able to take magic before,” Daxton explained.

      I thought to the last time I blood let in this very room.

      “Wait…” I paused trying to find the words. “So we still don’t know how to fully get rid of it. Rae didn’t you just say it was gone?”

      Eli stood up and cast a look toward Rae. Rae met her eyes and then mine. She had a small frown.

      “It’s not…fully gone,” she answered.

      “Then why is it not working?” I asked. There was something prickling at my senses, a familiar tingling.

      “We found a loophole,” Daxton answered from behind me.

      “Which is?” I asked, my voice hard. What was so hard about the truth? I tried to pry Daxton’s hands off me but they stayed firm. “What are you guys hiding from me?”

      “You can’t know the loophole,” Rae told me. “We are still not sure; we have to keep watching.”

      “How much longer?” I asked my voice rising slightly. “What were you doing this entire time if not watching it?”

      No one spoke. Daxton finally loosened his arm and I pushed away from him, scrambling to stand up and put some space between myself and the others. I backed away from them, my back toward the door. Amr came out of his hiding place and ran toward my legs.

      “Why can’t I know the things you do?” I asked, my voice cracking against my wishes. This was stupid, I would not cry over something so stupid. “How is it that you still won’t let me into this little group you have?”

      “Ms. Miller,” Rae started to speak but I cut her off with a glare.

      “Don’t you Ms. Miller me, Rae,” I hissed at her. “How many more secrets do you have that I don’t know about? You said that I already knew too much but I feel like I know nothing at all!”

      “This is the reason we didn’t tell you,” Rae explained. Both Eli and Daxton averted their gaze but Rae was staying strong. “We didn’t know how you would react and the curse is—”

      “It’s my curse!” I yelled at her, tears filling my eyes. “I should know!”

      The wall that seemed so transparent with them firmly rebuilt itself and I couldn’t help but feel like the people in front of me were those that I didn’t even recognize anymore. Every touch, every kiss, the gifts, the gestures…how much was a lie?

      “I feel what’s happening, don’t do that,” Rae said and took a step toward me. I raised my hand to stop her and the lights in the room went out, startling everyone but myself. I was too over it. Over all the lies.

      “This whole thing was a lie wasn’t it?” I asked. “You brought me in here, made me feel welcomed, but what was it, the sex? The early graduation?”

      “You knew what we wanted out of this deal,” Rae said. Daxton stood up.

      “Rae,” Daxton warned.

      “There was never a promise of anything more,” she continued. “You willingly let Daxton and Eli do whatever they wanted but we told you what we were like. You knew we wanted something that benefited us.”

      Was it my heart that broke into pieces or the windows? I couldn’t tell anymore. Why was I so surprised anyways? She was right, they told me from the beginning. It just turned out that I wasn’t anything that benefited them so I couldn’t be involved in these talks.

      I thought through every time they dismissed me. Every weekend where they would be nowhere to be seen, leaving me on my own and all by myself until Matt came back. They never wanted anything more than a fuck buddy. Why was I surprised?

      I let out a pitiful laugh and opened the door.

      “Next time find a different bitch to fuck, Rae,” I said in a dull tone and left the dorm.

      I should have known there was no tearing down this wall.
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      Matt gave me a sheepish look as he opened the door to his dorm. The third-year dorms were slightly roomier than the first-year’s but they all had the same exposed brick, wooden desk that seemed as old as the school, and a rickety bed. There were clothes strewn across his floor. I wouldn’t judge though, my room had its fair share of messes. It’s not like I gave him a lot of time to prepare anyways; I came here right after I exploded on the others.

      “I’ll clean up and you can take the bed,” he said and reached down to pick up the clothes.

      “Thanks for this,” I said and sat myself at his desk.

      “It’s not a problem at all.” Matt threw his clothes into the hamper that was hidden behind the bathroom door. “Some company would be great anyways, you know? I also feel like it has been a long time since we were able to talk.”

      I felt a pang of guilt. It was because I had pushed him away to work on the curse with the others and just ended up staying with them and ignoring Matt. Stupid mistake. I wished they didn’t even pretend like I was a part of their group. That would have been easier than this.

      “Ya…”

      “Do you wanna talk about what happened with the trio?” he asked, his eyebrows pushing together. I felt my throat close at the thought of them. I just wanted an explanation. Why was that so hard to ask for?

      “Not really,” I replied.

      “Ahh that’s okay.” He began to reorganize the nightstand. Then he came to the desk and began straightening his papers and putting them in a spare notebook. When he looked down at me, he gave me a sad smile.

      “What did you think about the town?” he asked and moved away from me to throw away whatever papers he had crumpled in his hands. “Insane right? I couldn’t wrap my head around something like that. I have so many questions, like when they leave the magic bubble, do they return to their time? Are there people from before World War Two there? Crazy.”

      His normal droning would have been welcome if I wasn’t so wound up and the questions were just slighter easier to think of. Just trying to wrap my head around how that magic worked made pain blossom behind my eyes.

      “Maybe it moves on a different plane? Can people choose when they want to come out? Like maybe you wanted to take a trip to see the moon landing?”

      “Matt,” I said tearing him from whatever cleaning he was doing. “Let’s ask Malik when we see him next.”

      “That’s a lot of words Rosie, be careful,” he warned, his eyebrows knotting together. “And…Malik hasn’t been at school for a month.”

      I raised my eyebrow at this.

      No sign at all? I signed just to satiate him.

      “Nope,” he said and sat down on his bed. “Maybe he’s in the town.”

      That’s a long time, I signed to him.

      “Maybe it would be like thousands of years there,” he said with a smile. “Maybe time just moves slowly, not stops all together.”

      I sent him a shrug.

      Why do you think he showed us? I asked him. It had been nagging at me since we came back. Since he had pushed me in front of the whole student body and had me declared as winner of the games.

      “I dunno,” Matt said then sent me a sad grin. “Maybe he needs friends.” I rolled my eyes in response.

      Him being in that gang with Eli is weird, I signed to him.

      “Ohh, I have an idea,” Matt said his face lighting up. “Maybe the gang has been a front for that town. I mean a town stuck in time, how do they make money? How do they import stuff? Can animals even live there? Think about it—they had cars, but where was the gas coming from? Oh my gosh what about the electri—”

      “Please, Matt,” I said and placed a hand on my aching temple.

      “You know what Rosie, if you really wanted to get away from here you could just go to the town with Malik. Think things over and come back refreshed.” He let out a chuckle. “A vacation if you will.”

      My phone felt like it would burn a hole in my pocket. I had his number; I could text him.

      I am on your side.

      Trust me.

      Before I chickened out, I picked up my phone and chose to call him instead of text. Matt gave me a questioning look.

      I brought the phone to my ear with a shaky breath.

      “What’s wrong?” answered a familiar voice on the other end of the line. The background was quiet and I could hear him shuffling something like papers.

      “You left school,” I replied lamely. There was a small laugh.

      “Did you miss me?” he asked. The smile in his voice was evident.

      “Not even one bit,” I replied and even though the events from the day still weighed heavily on my chest, the corner of my mouth twitched.

      “Aw, and here I thought we had made some progress,” he teased. Matt was watching me closely as I spoke. He seemed to be holding his breath. “Then if this isn’t you worried about my wellbeing, how can I help you?”

      “Take us back,” I said. He paused on the other side of the phone and then I heard a sigh.

      “I told you it’s about trust.” There was another ruffling. This one sounded like fabric.

      “How do I get you to trust me?” I asked.

      “I’ll text you an address, meet me there in three hours,” he said.

      “Is it safe?” I asked, an uneasy feeling settling deep in my stomach.

      “Trust me and I’ll trust you, Rosie.” He hung up without another word.
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      Matt and I called for an Uber because neither of us was rich enough to afford our own car. It would be better this way. Matt had said something about the town not totally being stuck in time, or at least that was his idea, and it made more sense to me but that would mean at some point the others may figure out that we had left. If there was no car, I hoped they’d assume that I wouldn’t leave the campus. I was positive Malik didn’t tell them about the town, but the less they could track, the safer that town would stay.

      The address Malik had sent us was nowhere near the town. Instead, it was in the opposite way and closer to the city. I tried not to let the obvious switch up bother me. It was a test of trust; it was supposed to make me uncomfortable. I would imagine that Malik divulging a carefully guarded secret to people he barely even knew made him more uncomfortable than I could be right now, sitting in the back of an old Toyota on my way to meet a gang member with a golden retriever as a sidekick who didn’t even rank in the top four hundred in the school rankings.

      Not worried at all.

      As if he read my thoughts Matt reached across the seat between us and gave my hand a gentle squeeze. I lifted my face to catch his eyes and he gave me a small smile.

      “It’s okay Rosie,” he said. I nodded at him.

      The driver stopped in front of a well-lit building that was at least fifteen floors tall. We were in the middle of the city and the setting sun made the building reflect the orange rays off its glass front. Cars honked at our stopped car.

      “This is it,” the driver grumbled. “Get out before there is an accident.”

      I gulped and hurried my way out of the car and into the sidewalk in front of the building. I had rarely had a chance to go to the city since I was cursed. I remember when I was younger that my parents would frequent the city and take me with them as well sometimes. The buildings seemed just as large now as they did back then to my five-year-old self. A light wind passed through the area and left a chill on my bare arms. I’d decided to dress in a t-shirt and jeans because I assumed that when we left for the town, I would be able to speak freely.

      “That’s a fancy place,” Matt said with a whistle as he stood beside me. “Well, we better get in before it gets dark, huh?”

      I nodded and walked toward the double door. There was a doorman waiting for us. I expected him to demand us for some identification, but he simply looked toward me then to Matt behind me and opened the door with a nod. Matt slipped his arm around my neck, a gesture much like Eli had done in the past.

      “Don’t be so stiff,” he whispered in my ear and guided me into the building. It was sleek inside with grey walls, light marble floors, and jet-black furniture. The only other people were two large men, one bald and the other with slick back hair that guarded an elevator.

      The bald man pushed the button for the top floor, and I felt his eyes on me but I was too nervous to make eye contact. Instead, I just wrung my hands together and waited for the elevator.

      “So, you guys just stand here and press buttons all day, huh?” Matt asked in a joking tone. “Your boss must hate you.” I froze but relaxed as soon as I heard one of them laugh.

      “He’s not too bad,” the one who laughed joked back. I peeked up to see both of their eyes on Matt. They had small grins.

      “His sense of humor could use some work though,” the other one added on.

      The elevator dinged and opened in front of us. I saw myself and Matt reflected back at me. Matt had a grin on his face and after only a moment, he pushed us in.

      “Keep up the excellent work boys,” he said just as the elevator doors began to close.

      “Sure…boss,” the bald one said sarcastically. The doors closed on us and I was met with our reflections once more. Matt’s grin drops and he let out a sigh.

      “So tense, right?” he commented.

      “I’m surprised they played along,” I muttered. Matt grabbed my arm, startling me.

      “Where were they?” he asked. It took me a moment to realize he was talking about the curse.

      Back, I signed to him automatically kicking myself internally for making such a rookie mistake. He nodded and let go of my arm.

      The elevator was silent as we rode our way up. I watched the numbers at the top of the door with waning confidence. Each time we got closer to the top floor I felt my heart drop lower and lower into my stomach until it was left on the first floor with those guards.

      We reached the sixteenth floor and the doors opened to reveal a penthouse apartment. The sun had set on our way up and we were greeted with a twinkling view of the city. Much like the bottom floor the walls and floors were greyish, and the furniture was all black though all that I could see beyond the mouth of the elevator was a small bench against the floor-to-ceiling windows.

      Matt pushed me out of the elevator and I scrambled to catch myself before falling on the floor.

      “Nice to see you made it,” Malik’s familiar voice called from my right. I looked over to see the familiar scarred face and white hair. He was dressed in a button-up black shirt with the top three buttons unbuttoned and black slacks, though instead of dress shoes, he had fuzzy grey house slippers on. They brought a smile to my face.

      “She acted like she was going to keel over at any moment on the way here,” Matt said coming out of the elevator. I sent him a glare for the earlier push, but he just gave me a smile.

      “Glad to know you trusted me, Rosie,” Malik said.

      I used this chance to look around. The penthouse was an open floor plan beside two doors on the other side of the room which I assumed was a bedroom. The furniture was indeed all black, from the sectional couch to the bar stools that surrounded the kitchen island. His appliances were black too, but it didn’t make the space depressing. Instead, paired with the small glow of the LED lights sprinkled around the rooms, it gave the feeling of a cool and safe environment.

      “Let’s go discuss things in the office before your drool makes a puddle,” Malik joked and showed us toward one of the closed doors. “You can come back anytime you’d like; the guards will know your face from now on so if you want to drool over this place again, feel free to.”

      I shot him a look; he just shrugged it off.

      When he opened the door, we were met with a sleek black desk and the view of the other side of the city, but that wasn’t what made me step back in surprise. It was the two red-headed people that stood near the window. Their conversation stopped when they spotted us. Their features looked so familiar, but I couldn’t place my finger on exactly what it was. Their eyes did not have a glow, so even though I could not see the color exactly there was no doubt they were witches or at least very weak low-levels.

      “Claudine, Maximus,” Malik said and placed a hand on my back pushing me forward into the room. “This is Rosie, the cursed one.”

      I shot him a panicked look but he only gave me a small encouraging smile.

      Trust me, his face seemed to say.

      “Obviously. I could feel her magic from when she entered the building,” Maximus spoke. He stepped forward; his long hair was pulled into a low ponytail the rested on his shoulder. His counterpart stayed behind but I realized that they were twins given their looks. The woman, Claudine, had longer hair than Maximus and it was pulled up into a tight ponytail at the top of her head. She watched me with a guarded stance.

      “Nice to meet you,” he said and reached a hand out. I gave him mine hesitantly. He grabbed mine softly and shook it, then it was over and he was stepping back over to Claudine. “This is my sister Claudine, she’s not good with new people so excuse her.”

      “Your magic is potent,” she observed.

      “The curse is potent,” I corrected. There was no use in hiding my voice and if they asked, I was resigned to say the cuts were under my clothes.

      “So ignorant,” Maximus commented. I raised my eyebrow at his harsh words. I looked over to Matt and Malik but they both had no reaction to his words. “Am I to assume that you have a healing trait? There is no blood streaming from wherever those cuts that must have stemmed.”

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      “Sit Rosie,” Malik said and pushed me toward the chairs in front of his desk. He leaned against the front instead of taking a seat behind the desk. Matt stood behind me and put a supportive hand on my shoulder. I looked up at him. The worry should have been obvious in my face.

      Who are these people? I wanted to ask. Why did he have witches flanked at his side now? And why did they look so—oh.

      Looking over Matt’s face I realized why the two in the corner looked so familiar. They looked like Matt, or should I say Matt looked like them? I couldn’t tell their age from the dim room. It was weird to see how similar they looked but there was no way they could be related…they were full-blooded witches, and witches and demons couldn’t cross breed.

      “This is my home, Rosie,” Malik explained. “Or at least one of them. This is also where this sector’s headquarters are. Maximus and Claudine help oversee anything related to witches here.”

      “Sector…” I repeated slowly. Eli had said it once before. “A part of the gang you are a part of?” It was a shot in the dark and I didn’t want to look any more stupid than I already was in front of the newcomers. I could already feel their gazes.

      “Yes, that’s correct Rosie,” he said with a smile. His arms crossed snugly on his chest. “We dubbed it The Fallen.”

      “Then you oversee the demons,” I guessed again feeling slightly better that the first one was right.

      “Don’t bleed over my couches,” he warned.

      “Guess again, cursed one,” Claudine said from her corner of the room. I gave Malik a confused look.

      “Are we really trying to teach a child here?” Maximus asked obviously annoyed.

      “Patience, Maxi,” Matt said in a pleasant tone from above me. His hand squeezed my shoulder. “This is all new for her, right Rosie?”

      My gaze snapped over to Maximus. Matt was pushing his luck. The guards were one thing but now high-level gang members? To my surprise Maximus just gave him a glare and backed down.

      “Right. But Claudine is right, it’s not me Rosie,” he said.

      Matt’s hand became tight on my shoulder and I felt him lean down. His lips were by my ear.

      “It’s me,” Matt’s voice said near my ear with a chuckle.

      I let out a sigh and swatted his face away.

      “Can you not joke right now, Matt?” I hissed at him and turned around to stare at him. He had a smile on his face.

      There was a pause that lingered between the group. Finally, Maximus began laughing.

      “His sense of humor is pretty bad, but if anyone else tried to make that joke they’d be put in their place faster than you could blink,” Maximus said after clearing the laughter from his throat.

      Matt shrugged. I looked back to Malik; the headache was back again.

      “Why would I believe that a low-level is in a high position in a gang?” I asked him. Anger was steadily boiling under my skin. They made my anxiety skyrocket and now they wanted to joke.

      “He’s not a low-level,” Claudine said as Malik began to speak. Malik pushed his lips together into a thin line.

      “Okay you must think I’m stupid but, please. I am not that stupid,” I growled at them.

      Now they were all teaming up to play this stupid joke? How many people wanted to hide the truth from me? The emotions in me felt like they were colliding. First the trio, now Malik wanted to bring me here and make me a laughing stock?

      “You are stupid if you refuse to believe what’s in front of you,” Maximus said. “Didn’t you notice the resemblance?”

      “Now you are going to tell me you are related,” I hissed and moved to stand up but Matt put both hands on my shoulders, halting my movements and forcing me back down into the chair.

      “We are siblings actually,” Matt confessed. “I’m sorry, Rosie. I have been lying to you.”

      I took my chance to look up at him. The seriousness in his tone extinguished the fire in my veins, leaving a cool numbness.

      They all lie, I wanted to say. But Matt?

      “He’s the product of an experiment,” Malik explained. “Neither he nor his siblings got perfectly fused genes. Claudine and Maximus got witches’ genes only. While Matt here, got a mix of both but as you have seen, it doesn’t mix well enough for him to do any real damage.”

      “The hurts, Malik,” Matt said giving him a pout, but his eyes returned to mine shortly after. “We thought it was time to give you the truth Rosie. It’s about trust, yes…but also we can’t put this off any longer.”

      “Put what off?” I whispered straining my neck to hold his stare. There was no panic rising in me. No fear. Barely any confusion. Just numbness.

      “It’s time to tell you why you really came to Winterfell,” Matt continued and gave me a sad smile. “There is no scholarship Rosie, not really. They never had plans to let low-levels in and it is not because of your curse that they did. It was a front Malik fed to the principal with his power.

      “We brought you there to keep you safe as you come into your powers. It was a task given to us but after seeing how powerful you are and how deep you have fallen with those who are…less informed, we needed to step in. We would rather give you the full truth than have you blindly follow the trio.”

      “That was your fault, Matt,” I hissed.

      “Yes well, that wasn’t his most thought-out plan,” Malik commented.

      “Once they found out how deep you had gotten in I worked to separate you from them,” Matt explained.

      “And when he failed, I made my appearance,” Malik said with a smile. Was this supposed to be funny? If their words were true that would mean that nothing in my life up until now had been my choice. Only a very carefully constructed lie by the only people I thought I could trust.

      The headache was back. I couldn’t believe I let myself feel bad about cutting Matt off.

      “Who gave you this task?” I said in a whisper. Anything more would have my head splitting.

      “Your mother,” Malik responded. “Your real mother.”

      “You’re telling me I’m adopted,” I asked incredulously, my eyes trailing over to Malik.

      “You are like us, cursed one,” Claudine said. “But you were the only perfect specimen.”

      “A witch and a demon came together to birth you,” Malik said.

      “Not true,” I cut him off. “My mother would never cheat on my father. Witches and demons can’t even procreate anyways.”

      “Aren’t you curious about the debt they owed?” Maximus asked. “That’s how they get them. They wrangle couples that have issues with conceiving, promising that they can fix their issue, as long as they give the witch their first-born child.”

      “All the while the parents never knew the witch had placed a magic embryo inside the woman before they even got home. Many embryos do die in the womb but you four…you made it,” Malik finished for her. “That’s how you were made Rosie, but your parents never gave you back, they moved instead.”

      “But she found you,” Mat said.

      “She found me…” I echoed. The heels that haunted my nightmares played through my mind at such a volume that I was sure my eardrums would explode. I began shaking violently. “You lied, she cursed me.”

      “Yes but it was for your own good,” Matt cooed from above me.

      “The curse tears my skin apart,” I responded to his ridiculous notion. How dare he insinuate it was to protect me?

      “She had to keep your magic in check. She sent us to help you acclimate to this life. Prepare you for what is to come.” Matt’s hand brushed my hair. An act meant to be soothing, but it made me even angrier.

      “She sent you,” I echoed. There was something underneath my skin, bubbling. Not anger—it was something different, something living. “You are going to take me to her.”

      “She wants to meet you. She has been waiting,” Malik said. “We can take you to her.”

      “No,” I choked out.

      “No?” I don’t know who asked it but I didn’t care.

      “You lied to me. Befriended me,” I said, my breath coming in pants. I pulled at my shirt collar. My skin was too hot and the shirt felt too itchy against my skin.

      “It’s not like that,” Malik tried to say. “We were sim—”

      “Silence,” I commanded. Both the room and the people in it paused as if listening to me. “You were never on my side. You never wanted to help me.”

      “Calm down,” Maximus said breaking the silence. “You are getting too worked up.”

      “Your magic, cursed one,” Claudine added on.

      “You are sending me to my death.” I stood up abruptly, Matt’s hands falling away. “Right into the person who harmed me the most. She ruined my life and for what? Because my parents didn’t give up a child they birthed?”

      Was I yelling or was the room just so quiet that my voice sounded like screaming? Ever since the moment in the room, everything seemed to be running together.

      There was a rumbling far in the distance.

      “I have been in pain every single day for nine years. She took away my voice.” I grabbed Malik roughly by the shirt and brought his face closer to mine. His eyes were wide as I spoke. “My freedom. She made me a target. And now you want to hand me to her.”

      The bubbling, I felt like I would explode with it. I wanted to scream. I wanted to destroy. It clouded my mind; I let it. I wanted to feel this anger. I was owed this anger. My life up until now had been resentment and fear but no more, I would ride this.

      I readied my voice.

      “Rosie, no!”

      I screamed and with it came a burst of light. Glass shattered into a million pieces, and I felt like I was flung across the room.

      Then, I was falling.

      Then, came darkness.
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Rosie

        

      

    

    
      The air whipped past me leaving cold burns across my skin as I flew though it. I had never once felt as free as I felt in this very moment. Nothing was holding me down, the ground that seemed to want to swallow me up was missing and my body felt as light as a feather. The only thing that called me back to myself was the searing pain on my left eye and that was when I realized that I was not flying, in fact I was falling.

      I opened my eyes to see the concrete ground coming at me fast. I shielded my face and prepared for the impact but I was yanked up by two strong arms that circled around my waist.

      “You are going to pay for that,” Malik hissed in my ear.

      His hands were around my waste holding me suspended in mid air. There was a small flapping in the wind and out of the corner of my eyes I could see a brilliant white. I cocked my head to the side and came face to face with a pair of wings. Wings that were attached to the person holding me.

      My awe was interrupted by a screeching sound. While we were suspended in air I saw the top of the build we were just in engulf in flames and start bending. My heart dropped into my stomach. The building and all the people in it would be crushed in mere moments.

      “Matt!” I yelled and reached out to the now burning building.

      “We are here!” came matts voice. Coming from below us I saw Matt being held up by wings, the same as Malik. He held his sister in one hand while his brother was in a normal standing position and was being pushed up by an invisible force.

      “You could have killed us!” yelled Maximus.

      “Why do you guys have wings?” I asked Malik, he gave me a smile when I turned to look at him. That teacher’s images flooded through my mind once more. “Are you angels?”

      Malik let out a throaty laugh, “Let’s get out of here. We can talk more in the town.” He looked over my face and his hand brushed across a tender spot right above my left eyes. “We match now.”
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        * * *

      

      The women of my nightmares like to dress in Gucci.

      From the pumps, to her skirt, to her blazer, hell even her nails had Gucci emblems on them. She had been waiting for us in the town just like Malik had promised.

      On the very east side of the town there was a house that overlooked the entire area. It was three stories and from Maliks explanation, housed my mother and a few choice originals who had claimed the town as their permanent residence. I had overlooked it since the last time I was in this town but when we reentered it was the first thing I saw. It towered over the town and the invisible aura around it commanded the attention from all who entered.

      Malik had silently brought me into a foyer that housed my mother and another gentleman that I had come to recognize as one of the founders of this town. He had blonde long hair that was slicked back, he dressed in a fancy suit that had a yellow brooch on the right pocket. His chair was facing the fire place and he had a relaxed smile on his face.

      My mothers chair however did not face the fireplace, instead she sat on the other side of the table from him and faced the door so that the first thing I would come into contact with was her brown eyes and black hair. Besides that the differences ended. She was much taller than I and I couldn’t see myself in any of her facial features.

      “I cannot tell you how ecstatic I am to finally meet you Rosie,” she told me her voice as sweet as honey suckle.

      “We met once,” I told her, not trying to hide the growl that made its way up my throat.

      “Ahh yes, well… let’s not count that.” She said and stood on her long legs, She came to me with an outstretched hand. “My name is Xena, your biological mother.”

      I did not shake her hand. Malik squeezed my shoulder harshly.

      “Take the curse off,” I demanded her. Her smile dropped slightly and she took a step back.

      “From the feel of it,” She paused and I felt my sides tingle. Her magic I realized. It was strong, so strong after a brush of it I felt my body vibrating. “You have found a way around it… have you not?”

      Malik tightened his grip once more.

      “Rosie, why did you lie to me?” Malik asked.”Tell us the truth, did you break your curse?”

      His power washed over me. With the combination of my own magic I felt my skin heat up almost unbearably

      “No.” I told them on command. “It’s not broken…just paused.”

      “Don’t be so forceful Malik.” The man spoke from his chair. He also stood to introduce himself. His blue eyes shone in the light of the fire place and I felt myself shiver under his gaze. I was used to feeling witch magic but the aura that was radiating off of this man… it was terrifying. It liked at my ankles, sent a chill through my body, all without him lifting a finger. When he did raise his hand I flinched. “Ezekiel, nice to meet the women who has been my daughter wrapped around her finger.”

      “Daughter?” I asked looking towards Malik. He gave me a smile that pissed me off.

      “Eliza,” Malik answered for him.

      I was going to faint. My head felt dizzy and my body couldn’t handle everything I had put it through. Not to mention the whole left side of my face burned like crazy.  I had yet to look in the mirror but from the feel of it I would guess there was a large cost that made its way down my face.

      What the fuck is going on here?

      “That was my bad.” Matt spoke from the entrance. “I wanted to get her used to the idea of witches like we spoke about but they got… more tangled than I anticipated.”

      I didn’t turn to look at him. I didn’t want to. After the near death my anger came back like a tidal wave. The man who had been the first person that I could really call a friend has been lying to me since day one. He knew everything about me, he even had a task to complete but he sat there and acted like an idiot while I stressed over the curse. He had all the answers yet refused to give them.

      “That’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about.” Xena said and crossed her arms. “I think this is a great opportunity to shift gears.”

      “Xena, let’s not push the dear too much yet, hm? She looks ill.” Ezekiel said and put an arm on her shoulder. “What do you need from us, Rosie was it?”

      “I need to you tell me what this is all about. Why did you curse me? Why did you leave me with my parents? Why did you bring me to Winterfell? What the hell is up with this town? And why will no one tell me the truth?!” My voice rose with each words along with the bubbling inside me. I knew now based on what Malik and Matt had told me that this was my magic. It was just as angry as I was and it wanted to be let out. The house began shaking violently. Cups began falling over and the picture frames on the wall shook violently.

      Xena put a slender hand on my shoulder and I felt my magic reel itself in and calm immediately.

      “That is why, my child.” Xena said. “You have magic that is far too powerful for your body, if you cannot harness it you will go mad.”

      “Sit.” Ezekiel said and left to bring Xen’s chair over to me. I did as I was told, my legs almost collapsing from under me as I sat. “Just like my own daughter.” He kneels in front of me like he was speaking to a child. “I had to leave her because dangerous people were after me. The only place I am safe is here in this town, but this is no life for a child. Both you and Eliza are far too important to be sheltered in this life for what you are destined to do. You needed real life experience to help you survive.”

      “Eli.” I corrected. “You put Eli in a fucking gang.”

      “Rosie,” Matt chastised me from behind. I ignored him.

      “And you.” I said towards Xena. “You fucking put a curse on me that tore me up every single day of my life. And for what?”

      “The curse helps you expel magic.” She said. “Without me around you could not learn how to properly harness it so I put measures in place to ensure that the magic would not take control of you.”

      “We will not hide anything from you any longer, Rosie,” Ezekiel said.

      “Who are you even?” I hissed and both of them. Ezekiel gave me a small smile.

      “I was in the group of the first witches ever created,” Xena answered first.

      “And I am one of the first demons to get banished from the heavens.” Ezekial finished. “Malik is the second generation.”

      “My father unfortunately, was eaten by Xena and her gang of witches when they were still human.” Malik explained. My brain stalled and I looked at Xena in new eyes.

      The rumors were true.

      “How are you standing next to the person who killed your parents?” I hissed at him.

      “That was over a millennia ago,” he answered.

      “And it’s wasn’t I who killed them.” She said. “My group and I were what was know as demon sympathizers back in the day. When they killed demons they would force us to eat their flesh as punishment.”

      I wanted to vomit.

      “I told you about Winterfell.” Malik said. “We wanted you to accumulate to other demons and witches. We had hoped once Matt led you to the discovery about your powers that you would come to understand more about witches. We had planned at that time to step in and teach you but… things got out of hand.”

      “I really just wanted to prove to you that we are not bad, Rosie.” Matt pleaded. “Please believe me when I say that’s all I wanted.”

      “Why would I ever trust witches are what she did?” I hissed.

      “That’s the point.” Malik said. “You met Daxton, you have been friends with Matt, you yourself are a witch. Don’t you get it? Witches are not what this world has been feeding you.

      “When will you tell Eli about this?” I said changing the subject. “She is just as effected by me. I have no idea what she had to do in a gang growing up but this is a whole world she has yet to see.”

      “Eliza went through a test when she was younger. She proved to be easily swayed and so we have put the plan to tell her on hold until we can be ensured that she will not spill or plans.”

      “What plans?” I asked. “About this stupid town?”

      Xena let out a laugh, “You must get your attitude from your father.”

      “Let me guess, he’s also dead,” I hissed at her. I realized it was a low blow when her face contorted.

      “Right before your tenth birthday.” She said. “It was what put the plan into action.”

      “What plan?” I asked again.

      “We will only tell you if you agree to help us,” Xena said.

      I gritted my teeth. I didn’t want to help them.

      “Remove my curse,” I argued.

      “I will after you agree to help us and prove it,” her eyes watched me like a hawk. She may say she has good intentions but there was no way she was doing this for anything other than her own gain.

      “Isn’t the curse not an issue?” Matt asked.

      “It is.” I growled back still locking eyes with Xena. “How will I prove it?”

      “We will give you a task, once it is completed we will fully trust you,” Xena said.

      “I am not agreeing, but what is the task?”

      She sent me a smile, “I will not tell you until you promise to help us.”

      “Just say yes, Rosie.” Malik said from above me. “Trust us, okay? I haven’t let you down yet.”

      “You lied to me this entire time, Malik,” my voice cracked as I spoke.

      “Until I was able to tell you the truth,” he said is voice softening.

      I thought over their offer. I could promise but if the task seemed too daunting maybe I could just back out, even if that meant I would forever be stuck with a curse. At least the trio found a way to break it.

      My chest ached at the thought of them, this was so much bigger than any of them thought. Bigger than I ever imagined. A few months ago I was a low-level with no prospects and now I was talking to the literal gods of our race.

      “I promise,” I told them, no intention of keeping it. I would have to run back to the trio for their help or see if I could find other allies in the school.

      Xena nodded towards Malik.

      Malik lifted my chin and made contact with my eyes.

      “If you betray us you will turn yourself over to me right away. Once the first thought of betrayal enters your mind you will pick up your phone and tell me your location. After that you will not talk until I get you again,” this time his power was cool as it ran down my back.

      “Fuck you,” I hissed at him.

      “Such dirty language in front of your own mother,” he teased.

      I looked at said mother with a scowl.

      “There are people in the government that threaten our existence. We need you to get close to them and find a way to exploit them. We will kill them once and for all when you report back to us. The first one should be easy for you,” mother cleaned the dirt under her fingernails as she spoke to me.

      I had a bad feeling about this, “Who is it?”

      “The first target is Daxton’s parents,” Malik said from above me.

      I froze in my chair. Are you fucking kidding me?
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