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      The sound of churning gravel cut off our shouting. Our eyes locked as we heard a car door shut, far too faintly for humans to hear. I turned away to hide my grimace as my forty-something, bible-thumping, temporary legal guardian came through the front door like a soldier at war. Alexandra was momentarily silenced by the harsh glare our aunt gave her. A short, plump woman with a ridiculously colorful wardrobe, Carrie had excellent hearing, so we didn’t dare continue our conversation; despite being our “parent” at the time, she was also one hundred percent human.

      “The principal called, right after the police, to tell me you were expelled and couldn’t come within a thousand feet of your school.” Her dark eyes flashed as she walked toward us.

      “I wasn’t going to learn anything useful anyway,” Alexandra said.

      Carrie looked appalled, and her voice rose in direct relation to the disinterest in Alexandra’s tone. “You attacked another girl and just got kicked out of school! Don’t you realize how serious this is? Don’t you care?”

      Nope. I doubted she cared in the slightest.

      “There’s only two weeks left . . .” she muttered.

      “Of course, my ungrateful brat of a niece wouldn’t care . . . and here I thought I was making an impression.”

      I nearly choked on suppressed laughter.

      No one made an impression on Alexandra. One of the blessings of being a Supernatural with no parents was that you set your own rules, but she took it too far. I might’ve had a deep-rooted prejudice against humans and a twisted sense of right and wrong, but if there was anything I’d mastered in almost sixteen years, it was self-control. Think before you act, consider the consequences, and never, ever reveal our secret.

      In my silent ramble, I hadn’t heard Alexandra’s response. Before I had time to react, my aunt’s hand whipped out like a cobra and slapped her across the face. Time stopped as I held my breath. I watched the spark in my sister catch fire. She snapped.

      I lunged forward to stop her, but Carrie was too close and Alexandra too fast. Fire erupted from her hand as she grabbed the collar of Carrie’s shirt and threw her to the floor, knocking her unconscious. She glowered down at my aunt and the hesitation was all I needed to step between them.

      “What the hell are you thinking?” I grabbed her shoulders and pushed her back. The more distance between them, the better.

      “Get out of my way, Selena!” she growled, trying to get around me. Her halo of red hair was covered in flames, making her look like fire incarnate.

      “Not until you back off,” I said, maintaining my stance.

      She lunged for me, and I grabbed her swinging fist. Twisting her arm so hard she hunched over, I stepped behind her and pinned her other arm behind her back. Within moments, I had her secured by her wrists and on the ground.

      “She’s human. Get it through your damn head that no matter what she does, you can’t behave like this!” I was nearly shouting. I had to stop myself from pulling her back so I could smash her into the ground again; she was my sister, after all.

      “What are you?” a voice hissed.

      My eyes snapped up to see Carrie staring, wide-eyed. She was by the front door and holding herself protectively. Her shirt collar was charred, and red burn welts nearly wrapped around her neck.

      Great. Collateral damage.

      The front door started to open behind Carrie, and she jumped back, terrified.

      Sunny blond hair peeked through before the door swung open. My sister Lily was home. It took her no time at all to assess the situation, and her smile dropped into a grimace. She did a once-over of Carrie’s expression and looked away; her mind now closed to any excuses Alexandra would undoubtedly give.

      “I’ll go pack,” she said dryly.
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      Tick.

      Tock.

      Tick.

      Tock.

      Tick.

      Tock.

      Three hours and fifty-two minutes ago, they’d closed the plane doors. I’d checked my watch seventy-eight times since then. We still had half an hour, and my anxiety was building.

      I wiggled out from between my sisters. Alexandra cast me a tired look before narrowing her eyes at Lily’s sleeping figure. It’s amazing how at fifteen years old they still argue over who gets the window seat.

      I ran my hand over Lily’s forehead to clear the wrinkles away, but the troubled frown remained, and she mumbled in her sleep. I didn’t have to hear her to know what she was dreaming; it’d been the same for five years. Her fitful sleep wasn’t the only consequence of our parents’ deaths, but it was the only one there was no help for. The only one beyond my control. I frowned, shaking my head as I squeezed past Alexandra into the aisle.

      Leering male gazes followed me as I breezed past. I set my jaw as I headed toward the rear of the plane, trying to pay no attention to the visual pedophiles.

      I slipped into the tiny bathroom. The fluorescent light was awful, and the mirror smudged with lipstick. I waved my hands under the faucet, scooping up cold water and splashing it on my face, letting it run down my neck. It helped clear my mind, but not my unease.

      My long black hair fell forward into the sink, soaking my shirt as I sighed unhappily and shifted to sitting on the toilet seat. I hadn’t slept in three nights. Not since Carrie threw plane tickets at us and she kicked us out of her house. But ever since, I’d been up thinking. Planning. This was it—our very last option before foster care. I wouldn’t let that happen. I couldn’t. If this didn’t work out, we’d go somewhere. San Francisco, Las Vegas, maybe New York . . . I didn’t know yet, but somewhere. It would be so much easier if Alexandra could just get her act together.

      We could stay put till we turned eighteen then go off to college. Lily could grow up and meet a nice, pathetic human boy. Alexandra could become a model or something equally outlandish that would get her both attention and men . . .

      But what about you?

      The thought rang like a bell in the eerie silence. What about me? My defenses were falling more every week. The threat of insanity loomed just out of sight, like a shadow, always there. Waiting. I’m not normal, but I’m not crazy . . . yet.

      I was growing restless, impatient. My temper was shorter, with just as big a bang. If I said yes to the insanity, to the darkness, to my disease . . . Selena would be no more. The monster would reign. And once I let it out, there would be no going back.

      If I let it out, people would die. People I cared about much more than myself. I had to hold it together—for them. Had to remember the things this world would do to them as justice for my actions . . . I could never release the monster, not for anything less than the world. I grimaced at my black boots. The laces were falling apart, like the seams of my life, but somehow they survived. Worn and walked on, they remained.

      I tapped my feet impatiently as I glanced at the time. Twenty-five more minutes. Could it go any slower?

      “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain speaking—”

      I jerked my head up sharply. “Great. Just flipping great . . .” I muttered, not even listening to what he had to say.

      I stood, stumbling as the plane rocked sideways. Turbulence. The door flung open and the frame rattled, but whether it was from me or the shaking, I didn’t know. Before I’d even made it out into the aisle, a greasy man with awful breath fell onto me, pushing me back into the wall. I flattened like a sheet to escape his touch.

      Stop.

      “Well, hello, darlin’.” His gaze traveled to my disheveled shirt, which had been pulled down in the commotion. He smelled of alcohol and stale smoke. My eyes glazed over as the violent calm took over.

      “Get the fuck off me if you want to keep that hand,” I spat, pushing him into the counter.

      “Don’t be like that, sugar.” He made the mistake of reaching for me.

      Before his hand even made contact with my skin, I grabbed it and sidestepped behind him. I thrust my palm into his elbow, snapping the bone.

      “Fuck!” He cried out in pain, surely not prepared for—nor accustomed to—having his ass handed to him by a hundred-and-twenty-five-pound girl. I twisted his arm sharply behind his back and threw him into the wall.

      I turned to leave and almost ran into two blond Amazonian flight attendants who were staring in horror.

      Shit.
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      “So you’re saying this man tried to sexually assault you?”

      “Yes. I’ve said yes the last five times. My answer’s not changing, so yes, yes, and wait—yes again,” I snapped.

      The policeman looked me over. He was an older man—maybe forty. He was utterly normal with an average face and forgettable features. To the very core, this man was nothing but human. Which meant he was nothing.

      “Where are your parents? I’m reading the report and it says here you’re fifteen.”

      I narrowed my eyes and opened my mouth—

      “That would be me,” a voice said behind me.

      I didn’t have to turn to know who it was. Her heels on the tile were almost inaudible, her pitch authoritative, and the light hand on my shoulder too firm.

      “Are you aware of the charges brought against your daughter, Mrs. Foster?” he asked, interrupting my train of thought.

      I scowled. “I’m not her daughter.”

      “Mariana Stormer, and I am her guardian. Yes, I’m well aware, and it’s been squared away already. You can release her now,” she said, all too sweetly. There was definitely something off about her.

      “I have to run it past my superior—” His cellphone went off. My aunt squeezed my shoulder gently. “Yes . . . but . . . okay . . . yes, sir.” He looked up from the phone. Dumbstruck.

      A shadow of a smirk crossed my lips.

      “You’re released,” he said with apprehension. He came around to uncuff me. “The assault charges are being dropped. Consider this a warning.”

      I smirked in his direction as I walked out.

      He met my gaze with a suspicious look that transformed as I came closer. Uneasiness—as if he could sense the danger I presented—and confusion. Subconsciously, he knew I was different. I wasn’t like him. I wasn’t human.

      “Mrs. Stormer, will you please sign the release papers?” He beckoned from the desk, but his gaze didn’t stray from me.

      “Wait outside. We’re going to have a talk when we get home,” she said in a hushed voice intended for my ears only.

      I looked back one last time before leaving. Mariana was tall and arrogant with a beauty very different from my mother’s—hard, and colder than most, but it was beauty, nonetheless.

      That wasn’t what I saw in her. I saw something else, something darker. Instead of her velvety voice or carefully placed smile, I saw the strain behind it. The harshness in her eyes that hinted at a different woman. Was there more to her?

      Perhaps.

      Or perhaps I was closer to crazy than even I knew.

      
        
        ~.~.~

      

      

      It was silent for about ten seconds. I was grateful for that, at least. It gave me a chance to compose myself into the unreadable figure I was supposed to be. The mask I couldn’t take off. It gave me ten seconds to find an excuse. A lie.

      “Honestly, Selena. You’re the one with self-control. If you can’t keep it together, how am I supposed to expect her to?” My Aunt Mariana thrust her chin toward the rearview mirror that reflected my ill-tempered sister. If I hadn’t known better, I would’ve said she knew something. Something she shouldn’t. Something dangerous.

      “What?” My stomach flipped.

      She sighed and closed her eyes. “I really didn’t want to spring this on you. I told them you wouldn’t take it well, but I only have a limited amount of time here.” She sighed.

      Terror gripped me, aided by adrenaline. Fight or flight. I stiffened.

      “What are you talking about?” I don’t know which of us said it, but somehow one of us managed to say the words we’d rehearsed so many times. They weren’t for a cover-up this time; they were meant to buy time. The problem was, here on the road to nowhere, we had nothing but time.

      “You know what I’m talking about. All of you do, and the longer you pretend you don’t, the harder this is going to be.” Her voice was solid, strong, but her hands gripped the wheel, and her gaze was glued to the road, unblinking. She was nervous. Which meant she wasn’t stupid. To approach three unknowns in a car alone was suicide.

      “You’re one of us,” I whispered.

      “Yes.”
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      I hadn’t seen a Supernatural in five years. They’d abandoned us. Forgotten us. Yet here sat one of my closest remaining relatives, unveiling not only her secret, but also our own. What was I supposed to think? Feel?

      “But the rest of your family’s human.”

      There was no point denying it now. She knew. I was lost, though. Confused. Conflicted. Confined. As emotions raged through my system, anger came out on top.

      “Yes.”

      “How?” I demanded.

      “We were adopted, your mother and I.”

      Speechless.

      Five years ago, our parents died. Five years, we’ve spent in the human world. Five years, we’ve struggled to keep our identity under wraps. Five years, she’d waited. In those years, we lived with humans not even remotely related to us, and yet Mariana still waited. I’d always assumed my mother was a bastard child by the woman I called grandmother, but ‘adopted’ opened a whole new can of worms.

      Which begged the question: why? Why had they done this to us? Why hadn’t Mariana taken us? Why had it happened like this?

      Too many questions and not enough answers.

      “Why are we only coming to live with you now?” Alexandra spoke up from behind me. Her voice was hard, like my own. This wasn’t some heartfelt family reunion; it was an interrogation.

      “My daughters are both Supernaturals. I had to be sure you were as well before I could take custody of you,” Mariana said dismissively.

      “The signs have been there since the first house burned down.” Alexandra rolled her eyes.

      “Outside factors sometimes have a bigger impact than you would think, dear.” She shrugged. I didn’t buy the passive nonchalance she was trying to sell.

      “And what the hell is that supposed to mean?” Alexandra raised her voice, unyielding.

      “It means I’m not explaining myself to a fifteen-year-old. I understand that you’re angry, Alexandra, but I need you to trust me right now. There are things going on that you don’t know about; things that require you to believe I have your best interests at heart. Can you do that?”

      “Give me one reason I should.”

      “Because you don’t exactly have a lot of options at the moment. I’m the last person before foster care, and I think you know that,” she snapped.

      In the mirror I saw the glare Alexandra was giving her. I had to rein this in.

      “You wouldn’t dare,” she said.

      A single look over my shoulder conveyed the message to my sister.

      Shut the hell up.

      Mariana must have her reasons. She wouldn’t do this to her own flesh and blood otherwise. She wouldn’t wait five years without one.

      You have secrets too—terrible and destructive, another voice whispered dangerously. Things that would make her turn this car around in a heartbeat. Who are you to judge?

      I stared glumly out the window. The shock was wearing off, replaced by even harder questions that I didn’t know how to answer. Who was I to judge? Mariana didn’t know all of it; that much was obvious. She’d only skimmed the surface. So where did that leave us? Did we trust her? Did I trust her?

      Can I?

      She said she had our best interests at heart, but people seldom did. She was family . . . but not really. She hadn’t been there once in the last fifteen years. So what was her motivation? Why did she want us? Why now? Perhaps she felt guilt about what happened to our parents. She would’ve taken us five years ago if that were the case. Either way, she was Supernatural, and that counted for something. Or did it?

      The way I was raised, being Supernatural meant everything. Anything less wasn’t anything at all. Humans and dogs, they were all the same to my kind. Surely the people who’d taught me that would’ve wanted this. They would’ve wanted us to go with her. Wouldn’t they?

      I pushed away the unsure voice. My mind was made up, regardless of where this path took us—or how I felt about it. They would’ve wanted this, and I owed it to them to see it through.

      Only one question remained.

      “What happens now?”

      I could feel Alexandra’s incredulous gawk, and Lily’s bewildered stare. They didn’t understand my line of thought—not yet, anyway. All they could see was what was right here in front of them. That was my job, my life. I could see what needed to happen and do what needed to be done. I would ensure we survived. No matter the costs.

      “My dear, dear niece. Now it’s time for your life to really begin,” she said softly, turning her eyes to the road. There was sadness in them, behind the gray, so similar in color to my own.

      I wasn’t sure what she meant, but I had a feeling we were about to find out.

      
        
        ~.~.~

      

      

      I didn’t speak after that, and my aunt didn’t push it. She seemed to know that my cooperation—and by extension,  my sisters—was limited and coming to an end. I understood her predicament, but I also knew the risk I was taking by going into a situation with so little information. We were both out of options.

      Alexandra resorted to throwing me filthy looks from the backseat. I didn’t know what to tell her; I knew as little as she did. Mariana was being intentionally vague, and we all had more questions than answers. I wasn’t in a place to challenge our aunt, and neither was she. Her audacity, as always, astounded me. Why couldn’t she understand?

      “It’s beautiful,” Lily whispered.

      The mansion looming in front of us was weathered, seemingly abandoned, and vastly eerie despite the sunset painting it in a soft glow. Back in the day, it might’ve been beautiful. Now . . .  not so much. I glanced at Mariana. How could someone with her polished looks and sterile car live here? The driveway was new; stylish and attractive, but subtle enough most wouldn’t notice it when they looked at the house. Perhaps it was all a façade.

      “We’re late. Leave your things. Fiona will get them during dinner,” she said.

      I followed her as we approached the house.

      Ivy wove in and out between the steps and through the walkway. It climbed the stone and encroached on the roof. The only things left unscathed were the dark mahogany doors. Embellished carvings spanned from one door to the next—beautiful despite the chips and nicks from age. Brass handles shone like gold, completing the vintage home that—in its better days—could’ve belonged to Gatsby.

      The picture was one-sided. When Mariana opened the door, the aged wood gave way to marble floors and modern styling. Everything was stark white—floors, walls, couches—aside from a blood-red rug. A staircase with no railing wrapped around the room, starting at my left and ending at my right. There was a brief hallway leading to the kitchen; stainless steel dominating the hanging lights and modern appliances. Black cabinets with glass panels showcased iron kitchenware, while a grand island displayed a buffet that could’ve fed an army. The most striking thing of all was the entire back wall made of glass. I let out a low whistle. We came from Carrie’s shabby, mismatched furniture and plastic plates, not gold spoons and Lamborghinis.

      “In here, dears.”

      I followed her through the door to my left. My feet came to an immediate halt. Blood-red walls and archaic chandeliers dragged me back in time, to a memory of sitting at a table very similar to this one. Blood. I could remember the blood. I saw it everywhere, even though it wasn’t real. The sickly omen threatened to drown me, and stumbling forward, I grabbed for the only solid thing within my reach—the table. Panic fought to take over. I knew it was there, but the memory was a distant thing. Like looking through a haze only to find nothing.

      Someone reached for me, and my body reacted on instinct. I swiped the encroaching arm away then stepped in to throw the attacker back. I wrapped my hand around her throat and moved to slam her head into the wall. Inches before impact, I saw my error and hesitated. Lily. My attacker was Lily. I snatched my hand away, and stepped back to put distance between us.

      “I’m sorry,” I muttered, looking away.

      Everyone’s eyes turned to me.

      “Damn it, Selena. Seriously?” Alexandra said.

      I cut my eyes her way and glared. After everything that had happened in the last week, the last thing I wanted to deal with was her attitude.

      “It’s okay. I’m fine,” Lily choked.

      Was I really that on edge that I couldn’t tell the difference between my sister and my demons? The unwelcome thought crept into my mind as I averted my eyes.

      She knows not to touch me.

      Especially during an episode. I turn volatile.

      “Those are quite the reflexes,” a blonde with gray eyes said.

      “Yes,” I said, turning to the blonde.

      She was a dead ringer for Lily, with long, wavy blond hair and pale skin—though not as pale as mine. From a distance, they could’ve easily been confused, but those eyes . . .  I couldn’t get past them. So like my own, cold and ruthless.

      What perplexed me was that she wasn’t the only one with them, just the only one who made me think of myself. Mariana’s were similar, but when I looked at her, I saw a broken woman. Everyone said she’d slipped a little after Mom died, but maybe there was more to it. Then there was the matter of the Hot Topic brunette sitting at the opposite head of the table. She was pretty, but not outstandingly so. Her face was as forgettable as her bored expression as she sat with her legs thrown over the arm of the chair. She may have had my eyes, but they were also singularly her own. They held no malice, cruelty, or dispassion. On the contrary, she was an open book. She didn’t guard her emotions. It was so very strange to look at her and see a complete and total stranger staring back without a shadow of unease. How could she sit at a table with three unknown Supernaturals but not have a care in the world?

      Several moments of tense silence had already passed, and my calculating stare was only making it worse. “Forgive me. It’s been a very long day, given the circumstances. I think I should go lie down.”

      “Of course. Follow the stairs up to the third floor. I’ll have Fiona bring your things . . . ” Mariana trailed off, looking at the bag slung over my shoulder.

      “Thanks, but no thanks,” I said, leaving the room without sparing my sisters a glance. They would have to deal without me for half an hour.

      I took the stairs two at a time then walked through the matching double doors. On the other side, I came to a spiral staircase. Wanting to put as much distance between myself and everyone downstairs, I climbed.

      I was expecting more ominous colors on the third floor, not that it really mattered. We moved so much I rarely bothered with painting a bedroom. Bright and sunny yellow wasn’t expected. The bright egg yolk color was an eyesore.

      I threw my bag on the bed as I paced. A headache was coming on, courtesy of the events of the day. I’d almost been arrested in the airport. My extended family of Supernaturals had shown up out of nowhere. Now my episode in the dining room. What the hell was going on with me? I reached into the side of my bag for Tylenol and downed four pills.

      Does that make twelve today? Sixteen?

      I didn’t even know anymore. In any case, my metabolism worked so fast I would probably burn through them in an hour.

      The darkness crept in on me. I wanted to bang my head on the wall so hard I couldn’t feel it anymore. Couldn’t feel anything. But I had responsibilities. Things more important than losing my fucking mind. We were living in a house with three unknown Supernaturals. Not to mention the more pressing issue of keeping my ability hidden. I was dormant now, but my demons wouldn’t be suppressed so easily. I was going to need a cover, and I hadn’t the slightest idea how I would find one.

      I could hear voices coming from downstairs. Even with my hearing, they were still only the smallest of whispers. Warning bells were already starting to go off as I approached the spiral staircase in the center of our room.

      “They’re hiding something,” Alexandra whispered.

      Dinner’s over already?

      Mariana must keep it short and to the point.

      “You think I don’t know that?” Lily whispered back.

      I heard her soft thudding steps as they ascended the stairs. Alexandra was far stealthier. It helped that she didn’t walk like a caveman.

      I didn’t bother moving as they rounded the final curve and came into view. The look on Alexandra’s face instantly turned hostile.

      “Who the hell do you think you are?” she whispered.

      At least she had the decency to keep her voice down. I put a finger to my lips and cut my eyes to the bathroom. She got the hint and went with me while Lily followed behind.

      The bathroom was huge with white tiles and porcelain surfaces covering the space, giving it a distinctly feminine feel. I flipped the bathtub on, allowing the water to drown out our voices as I turned to my sister.

      “I don’t know where you got the idea that I’m the enemy here, but I’m getting sick of you second-guessing everything I do. Obviously, I have my reasons, and I’ve more than proven myself to you a hundred times over.” I was ice, and my voice reflected the distance I’d put between myself and any type of emotion.

      “Selena, it’s been a long day . . . ” Lily murmured. She sat on the counter with her legs dangling over, watching the fight. Usually, it was the other way around, and I had to play referee.

      “You know what I’m getting sick of? You acting like you’re my parent. They might be dead, but no one appointed your ass as queen! Why do you get to make all the decisions?” She kept raising her voice until she was shouting. Where I lacked in emotion, she was nothing but. Fire was in my sister’s very core.

      “That’s why. You’re too immature. Did you ever stop to think when you were running your mouth like a fool today? Regardless of why Mariana brought us here, this is our last stop before foster care. What are the odds that someone would be willing to take triplets with a record like ours? Huh? Fighting. Drugs. Three counts of arson. Who the hell would be dumb enough to take us on?”

      Oh, she’d pissed me off this time. I was going to rip her a new one that would make my usual reprimands look pale in comparison. She was going to remember this a year from now and then some.

      “So, please tell me—because I’m just dying to hear—why you would act like a demanding little bitch to Mariana, who knows damn well the power she holds? She’s a Supernatural, Alexandra! Did it never occur to you that maybe there’s a legitimate reason we ended up here finally? I don’t think it’s a coincidence that she’s the last stop.” I paused, and took a shaky breath. I gripped the leash, forcing the monster to heel. “Did you seriously believe I hadn’t considered why? That I didn’t see how sketchy this situation is—magical fairy godmother pops up after five years to save triplets from foster care?” Sarcasm rolled off me in waves. The leash I kept my monster on felt too tight. The disease. My disease. Insanity. They couldn’t know. They couldn’t find out just how much of a battle it was for control.

      “Selena . . . ” Lily said gently. It was an unspoken warning to watch myself. I’d already been to the brink of crazy once today; twice was testing it.

      I took a step back, putting a foot of distance between my hotheaded sister and myself. Taking a deep breath, I walked around her to regain my self-control. I paused as I grasped the door handle. “I’m your sister, and I’m sorry you feel like this is a dictatorship. I’ve done everything in my power to make it up to you the past five years. I can’t change who or what I am, Alexandra. I’ve always had your best interests at heart, and the fact that you still question that . . .  frankly, it pisses me off. I didn’t choose to be the strong one. I was born that way. I’m going to make you a promise, sister. If you pull shit like this again, I’ll give you a reminder why this isn’t a democracy.”

      Though the water was running, there was no doubt she could hear me. Her entire body went still; she knew what I was talking about. With her memories from that night resurfacing along with mine, I walked out, letting her decide for herself if she believed my threat, or if she was going to call my bluff.
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      Even though Mariana’s house was miles from civilization, it was hard to get a moment of privacy with five other Supernaturals under the same roof. That was what had driven the three of us out onto the deserted road—a chance to speak openly. I hadn’t really missed Alexandra’s input on things in the last week, but I supposed it was necessary if we were to decide what to do. In all my grandest plans, I’d never considered boarding school . . . until my aunt announced that she was shipping us off with her brats.

      I didn’t know what bothered me more: that she’d waited five years to remove us from the human world, or the thought of this boarding school—Daizlei Academy for the Prodigies of Tomorrow and Home of the Gifted. ‘Gifted.’ That was what they were calling us nowadays. I’d laughed when I first heard it. My aunt had avoided going into the details, but we all knew what she meant. We were going to a school for Supernaturals. The thought should’ve thrilled me. I wanted nothing more than to be done with humankind, the parasite on our planet. But even now, at the end of the week, it was the why that still bothered me. Why wait five years? Why now?

      I’d manifested long before my parents’ deaths. Hell, even Alexandra had manifested years before. There had to be a reason. Something I was missing. My parents knew where we would go in the event of their deaths. They knew we were unstable. All Supernatural children are, to a certain degree. Physically and mentally unprepared to live undetected in the human world. The three of us together? I shook my head in disbelief. They had to have known the consequences. We should’ve gone to Mariana first, no questions asked. So why hadn’t we? Unless . . . they hadn’t wanted us to. Why wouldn’t they want us to, then? I sighed.

      “What?” Lily asked.

      “This is just all so confusing,” I said, more calmly than I felt.

      “Tell me about it . . . ” Alexandra mumbled.

      “It could be worse,” Lily said.

      Normally, I agreed with her, but not this time. “Not really,” I said quietly.

      “Oh, don’t you start too. Look, I know this is confusing, but we’ll get through it. We always do,” she continued, her stubbornness setting in. Lily was the sun that would not be eclipsed if only from her sheer willpower. Her voice was too high, and it gave away that she wasn’t nearly as optimistic as she tried to pretend.

      “How? Lily, I can’t control my temper. I don’t care what that bitch says, we all know what’s going to happen when I lose it,” Alexandra said.

      “Seriously? You’re going with that same old excuse? Grow up,” Lily retorted.

      Her tone was so cold she sounded both dead and alive. Alexandra’s escapades had cost her dearly, and it seemed she was tired of rolling over. She was ready to fight for something. If only that something wasn’t a boarding school that made my hair stand on end.

      “Grow up? Really? You’re one to talk. You still cry yourself to sleep every night. Grow some balls, Lily. Maybe take a step outside your books every now and then, and you’ll see that the world isn’t all rainbows and butterflies.” She sneered.

      “Rainbows and butterflies? Are you really that ignorant, or is it your arrogance? I take three different medications so that I don’t slip into severe depression. Every time I close my eyes, I see coffins and cliffs, and you want to judge me?” The color drained from Lily’s face as she gritted her teeth.

      “Stop,” I said, stepping between them. “This is ridiculous. Are you guys really going to sit here and argue about whose vices are worse? That’s hardly the issue at hand.” I glared at them.

      “You’re right. It’s not her issues that are the problem. It’s her.” Alexandra scowled down at her.

      “Me? You’re the reason we’re here in the first place!” Lily cried, throwing her hands up in anger.

      “And you’re defending every word that lying bitch says!”

      “I’m not defending her, you idiot. I . . . I agree with her.” Lily looked down, staring at her hands.

      Alexandra stared open-mouthed at her. “You seriously believe all that bull—”

      “No. I know she’s not telling us everything, and I know you both have your little conspiracy theories, but . . . but I think she’s right.” She met my eyes, pleading. “We won’t be roomed together, and we probably won’t have the same exact schedules, but I think it’s best for us. Honestly, I need some space from you. From all of this.” She waved her hands at the air around her. “And you need to get your attitude in check. I know you can’t ignore everything, but you go off at every other thing. I don’t know how Selena does it.”

      I rolled my eyes. Self-control.

      “How very self-righteous of you,” Alexandra said.

      “Self-righteous? Do you even know what that means?” Lily said.

      “Probably not,” I said dryly.

      Lily snickered.

      “Don’t even start with me,” Alexandra shot at me.

      I raised my eyebrow, daring her to do something.

      “Or what? You’ll flip out and burn her alive?” Lily motioned to me, letting out a cold laugh. “Did you ever think that she’s given up everything for us? Every time you make a mistake, she fixes it. Every time I wake up screaming, she’s there. Every time. I know you have your reservations about us going to Daizlei, but if not for yourself, do it for her.”

      I held up my hand to stop her there. “Those are beautiful words, but I’m fine, thank you. And I think you’ve made your case.” My tone was short. I didn’t leave room for argument, and yet she continued.

      “See? You don’t even know how to handle normal human interaction. If someone says something you don’t want to hear, you just dismiss them . . . ” Lily faltered slightly in a tirade that was coming far too close to the truth.

      “Firstly, we’re not human. Secondly, when did you become a psychologist? I think we’re done here,” I said.

      Lily snorted and turned to Alexandra for help.

      “She has a point, ” Alexandra muttered under her breath.

      I turned on my heel, fed up with the bullshit.

      “There you go again!” Lily called.

      “What do you want me to say?” I snapped. “I’m not this way because I take care of you two. I’m this way because of what I am. Maintaining control has never been more important.” I pointed at Alexandra.

      “Case in point.” Lily nodded, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “Hey—”

      “If you want to go there, that’s great. I’m happy for you. I don’t. I’ve already got enough shit to deal with, so forgive me for not sharing your enthusiasm. We’re going because we have to. We have no other option at the moment.” My chest start to constrict, my frustration getting the better of me. I inhaled deeply and closed my eyes, feeling the earth beneath my feet, and the wind in my hair. Only when I was calm did I open my eyes and turn to Lily.

      “I have no choice. So I’d really appreciate it if you would back off.” There was a warning in my tone. Silence that spoke of danger and an edge that was almost desperate. It wasn’t the kind of lapse in control that would kill someone, but it stirred something in me.

      Control and power are two very separate things that dance on a fine line. Sort of like love and hate. Having one without the other is useless; having both or neither can lead to self-destruction. The key is balance. I’d spent over a decade perfecting the scale. Yet, as I stood there, I felt the scale tip. Slightly—oh so slightly—but it did, and I knew in my heart that there was no coming back. It was only a matter of time now.

      “If something happens, will you move us again?” Lily asked suddenly.

      I flexed my fingers, contemplating my answer.

      Would I? If I did something, we would have no choice, but even getting out of boarding school wouldn’t be enough to make me come undone. Life or death. Nothing less would draw it out of me. Nothing.

      “I don’t know,” I answered, turning to face them.

      “Can you do it again?” she continued.

      I frowned a little and looked past her at the horizon. “I don’t know,” I said.

      She nodded twice.

      “I think if it really came down to it, or if you guys really wanted it . . . I could,” I said quietly, turning back toward the house. I was tired, and this conversation was going nowhere.

      “You do realize you may not have to move us again. I could, like, end up burning down the school before it came to that,” Alexandra said, and my lips curved up in a half-smile. If there was one thing we shared, it was our twisted sense of humor.

      “Yep. I’m banking on it.”
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      “I trust you talked it over.” It wasn’t a question.

      I took a seat across from my aunt in her medieval dining room. My sisters took their seats, and Alexandra eyed our cousins with suspicion. Red walls and that godawful chandelier set the mood for a very disagreeable conversation. I silently hoped I was wrong. I’d dealt with too much this week. I didn’t think I could take any more surprises.

      “We came to a mutual understanding,” Lily responded stiffly.

      “I believe the term is impasse,” I said.

      Lily shot me a glare before stabbing her lasagna.

      I sighed. I knew how badly she wanted to go—to get away. She always had. At what price? I couldn’t blame her for wanting friends, but then, by the same token, she couldn’t be angry with me for my reservations.

      “Impasse?” Mariana’s voice curled around the word like a snake. “I must say, I am mildly curious. Might I ask what you’re disagreeing about?” Her haunting, familiar gray eyes never left my face.

      I stiffened almost imperceptibly as a chill ran down my back. “Your school.”

      Mild surprise and immediate interest danced in her eyes. I pushed the lasagna around, suddenly not hungry. “Hmmm. What about it?”

      “She’s concerned with the safety aspect,” Lily cut in.

      “Ah. Well, you can rest assured that you will be completely safe there. I understand your hesitance, but the campus is in a very secure and remote location.”

      She’d misunderstood. Of course, most Supernaturals would be concerned with attacks from the outside, not within. I should’ve been thinking the same thing, and yet . . . the need to protect my secrets overrode my distrust of the human species.

      “And what about from within?” I asked tentatively. I didn’t want to give anything away, but I had to know.

      “What exactly are you asking?” She cocked her head, examining me.

      “Are the students safe from each other?” I said, choosing to be blunt as I leaned forward and returned her gaze.

      A smirk played on her lips. “Of course. Students are heavily supervised at all times. Especially when using their abilities.” She laughed, and my cousin Blair joined her.

      “What kind of abilities are we dealing with here?” I continued, ignoring the snort that came from Alexandra two seats down.

      “That’s a complex question, dear. You may as well ask how many kinds of flowers are out back. Every ability is different. They can be physical or mental. Weak or strong. It all depends on the individual. Daizlei has over three thousand students . . . so your guess is as good as mine.” She smiled, but I suddenly felt very, very sick. Three thousand Supernaturals . . .

      I could barely manage the five people at the table. Three thousand was incomprehensible. It would be physically impossible for me to shield myself from that many people. I’d go crazy just trying.

      “That does brings up a very good point. What are your abilities? I should let the headmaster know before your arrival,” she went on, unaware of my silent breakdown.

      My heart skipped a beat. I still hadn’t found an excuse—not a respectable one anyway.

      “I can heal people,” Lily spoke up beside me.

      “Really? That’s a very unique gift. Can you heal yourself also?” She looked fascinated.

      “No.” She shook her head delicately. Her soft blond hair swished back and forth, light as a feather.

      “Shame . . . ” she murmured.

      Lily frowned in surprise at her disapproval, but didn’t speak.

      “And you?” She turned to Alexandra.

      A wicked grin spread across her face as she did something I should’ve expected. Opening her hand palm up, she allowed a small flame to dance across her skin. Safe. Contained. Until she lifted it to her lips as if she were blowing a kiss. It fanned eight feet high and arced over the already burning candles, melting them to stubs as they splattered all over the food.

      Mariana jumped back as part of the white tablecloth caught fire.

      “Alexandra!” Lily and I admonished in unison.

      She giggled like a four-year-old with her hand in the cookie jar.

      I scowled at the fire as it spread.

      “Blair,” Mariana commanded.

      My cousin stood, lifting her hand the way Alexandra had when commanding the fire. She wasn’t a fire user, however; she was ice. Her fingers turned an unreal blue as frozen flakes blew from her hand and settled on the fire until it died out.

      Blair turned an icy glare on my hotheaded sister, who looked rather pissed off that someone had stolen her thunder. “You’re arrogant and foolish. Just because you have power doesn’t mean you should abuse it like a parlor trick. Maybe Daizlei will do you some good. You obviously need it more than we need you.” She turned on her heel and strode out the room. I listened to her walk away until she reached the second floor and silence overshadowed the table.

      A sharp clap pierced my ears as the brunette stood, applauding slowly. “Well, this has been the most interesting family dinner we’ve ever had. I’m going to head out now, but we should do this again some time. Thanks for the entertainment, cousin.” Elizabeth made a grand bow with a sweep of her hand. It was comical in a way, and amusement danced in her eyes.

      “And, Mother, I told you to get rid of that ugly chandelier three years ago. You can blame yourself. I do.” She smiled sarcastically as she looked up at the chandelier, shaking her head. Her cocky grin was admirable, and I appreciated the easygoing tone in her voice that was a warm contrast to those icy stares and clipped voices. When she swaggered out of the dining room with an arrogance so like my own, I couldn’t help smiling.

      “Well, I’ll be going now. It’s about time I turn in for the night.” I got to my feet and started to leave.

      “Not so fast,” Mariana said harshly, moving to block the door.

      I raised an eyebrow, but remained where I was. Alexandra stood to follow me, and Lily sighed. “Yes?”

      “I don’t know who you think you are, but you will not turn my house upside down. You may think you’re something special, and you might be, but you’re in for a rude awakening in three days.” She looked from Alexandra to me, and I rolled my eyes. “While you may know how to use your enhanced senses, I doubt you’re even a level three. I suggest you drop the attitude before you get to Daizlei.” She looked at me like I was filth on the bottom of her shoe. That would’ve pissed me off if she hadn’t just been my saving grace.

      Without realizing it, she’d provided me with the perfect alibi to hide what I was. Enhanced senses. Strength. Speed. Reflexes. Due to my real ability, mine were far greater than most Supernaturals, but she didn’t know that. We could really do this.

      I could do this.

      If I didn’t go crazy first.
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      Sunrise. I loved to see it. When I was a kid, my dad would take me out on the roof to watch it every morning—we were always early risers—and even five years after he died, I’d never missed one. I used to think of him when I saw it. The time we spent together, and the talks we had. I would think about boxing, living, my promise . . .

      But not today.

      Not now.

      I had too much on my plate. Too many things depended on me not screwing up. How was I going to handle a school full of Supernaturals? I may be able to pretend I had enhanced senses, but I couldn’t ignore the situation Mariana had put me in. What she was asking for could ruin me, and my sisters. It could ruin their shot at a better life. My parents’ dying wish wouldn’t be fulfilled.

      Normal? I tested the word. No, we would never be normal. I could hope for happiness—for them, at least. Would they be happy there? Lily wanted it so badly she could taste it, but Alexandra didn’t know what she wanted. Who was to say they wouldn’t hate it?

      A sharp tap on the window startled me back to reality. Alexandra’s red head peeked out before she scrambled on top of the roof next to me with the grace of a baby giraffe.

      “What are you thinking?” she said after several minutes of sitting there.

      “If we stay here, we have no choice. We’ll be walking into an unknown situation where I can’t control the outcome.” That was the part that scared me.

      “I know. I know that’s what worries you. It’s the reason you froze at dinner and take three hour-long showers . . .  I know. You have to let it go.” She sounded so wise for someone who, not twelve hours ago, had set fire to the dining room table.

      “I can’t,” I whispered.

      “It’s going to destroy you if you don’t,” she said quietly, taking my hand.

      “Alexandra, I don’t know how. Control is everything. It’s all I know. If I let that go . . . I don’t know what will happen,” I said, choking on my own words.

      “That’s life. There are no guarantees, remember? You taught me that,” she said with a sad smile.

      I didn’t respond. Instead, we sat in silence until the sun was nearly on the horizon.

      “You know, if we do this, there’s no going back. Like it or not, when we get there, we’re stuck. If we leave for any reason, there are no relatives left. It will be us on our own, for good.” I could only hope that the path we were taking led us to a future together, whether it was alone or among three thousand. The odds were never in our favor.

      “What choice do we have? It ends the same, so why not try it?” she said finally, and there it was. She’d made up her mind. Silence expanded between us, and my options weren’t good.

      “You want to go?” I asked softly. It sounded more like a statement.

      “Yes.”

      I didn’t like it. We were already going, but, hearing her now, I was surer than ever that we were on the cusp of something. It was terrifying, exciting, foreboding, and reckless. I didn’t know if I wanted whatever this something was, but like it or not, I had a duty.
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      Fear. It’s a tactic in war, and a feeling I was very well acquainted with. I’d used it for years to clean up the messes my sisters left behind, but what did you do when others stopped fearing you?

      The more time that passed, the more confusion set in. Lily was gaining a backbone as we grew older. Alexandra was gaining an edge. And me?

      I didn’t even remember what it felt like to be alive anymore.

      I was so far gone that the lines of reality were blurring, and my glasses were nowhere to be found. It was moments like these when I could feel myself sinking deeper, retreating more, crawling so far under my skin that it was a wonder I was still here.

      Why would the world fear me? I was a hollow shell of the girl I’d once been.

      Three sharp knocks startled me.

      “What?” I spluttered under the shower. Burning hot water ran down my skin like the tears I would never shed.

      “We’re leaving in an hour, Selena. You can’t hide in there forever.” Alexandra spoke as quietly as if we were talking face-to-face—my unnaturally good hearing was the only reason I could even make her out over the thundering water.

      “I’ll be out in five. Is your stuff packed?” I already knew the answer, but anxiety made me double check.

      “Yes, for the fifth time. I’ll be downstairs if you need me.”

      Her footsteps faded as I switched the faucet off.

      I sighed, wrapping my hair in a towel. I’d spent all yesterday up on the roof like a hermit, calculating everything. Anything. I counted down the seconds for eighteen hours until I fell into a disturbed sleep. I dreamed of a funeral where I died a thousand deaths because I’ve relived it a thousand times. Three little girls in matching black dresses laid roses on a grave. Then I woke up, only to lie in bed for six hours, counting down the time. Always counting.

      I wrapped myself in a plush orange towel and brushed my teeth for the second time. I tried to look away from the eight-foot mirror of cleanliness. Yet, standing in a room made of porcelain it was impossible not to see my reflection. I looked different today—too pale, even for me. My hair was so dark against my ghastly white features. Purple bruises surrounded my eyes, and my lids refused to completely open. My cheekbones were far too prominent, the skin stretched so tight across my face it might split. I looked more ghoul than girl.

      I flung the door open and cringed when it went through the wall.

      “Shit.” I pulled it out again.

      I walked into the closet and jumped to grab a stylishly frayed pair of jeans off the top shelf. Half the stack fell on me, and the orange towel was nowhere to be seen underneath the pile of clothes.

      I cursed, flinging them to the side as I tugged a pair on. I had to open eight different drawers before I finally found t-shirts, and even then, they were all emblazoned Daizlei Academy for the Prodigies of Tomorrow and Home of the Gifted. I rolled my eyes and threw on a blood-red shirt with Daizlei written in black, gothic letters.

      “Well, look at you, all Daizlei’d up, and you aren’t even there yet. I must say, I thought it would take longer.”

      I spun around and came face-to-face with my brunette cousin. “You,” I said by way of greeting.

      “I go by Elizabeth.” She gave me her characteristic smirk.

      “Elizabeth,” I corrected with a tight smile.

      She laughed. “Cheer up, cousin. It’s not half as bad as the t-shirts.” She motioned to the one that said Home of the Gifted.

      “Very reassuring,” I responded dryly.

      “I like you. You’re not all stuck up Blair’s ass and buying into the bull my mother preaches. Lighten up a little, and we can have some fun,” she said, offering a wicked smile.

      “You’re very flamboyant for someone raised in your sister’s shadow,” I said.

      “You’re very observant for someone with nothing to hide,” she quipped back with flashing gray eyes. So there was a spark of something in her. Maybe it was her nonchalance that was misleading.

      “Touché.”

      “I’m not here to unearth your secrets, cousin. My mother wants to do a final run-through to make sure we all have everything before we leave.” She rolled her eyes at the mention of Mariana.

      “Okay.”

      She looked me up and down once before turning to lead the way. “Are you nervous?”

      I didn’t need to ask to know what she was talking about. “No,” I said. What a lie, my subconscious mocked me.

      “I would be, if I were in your position.” She shrugged.

      “There’s no reason to be nervous. We’re going whether I like or not. I’m prepared.”

      “I can see that. What are you going to do about your sister?”

      “Hope that she can get her act under control.” Even thinking about Alexandra made me apprehensive. She was the joker in a stack of cards.

      “You’d be surprised what the school does to you. I can’t really explain it, but it changes you. Have a little faith.” She sounded optimistic.

      I released my hold on my hair and let my hands fall to my sides. Why was I talking about this with her? I hardly knew her . . . and yet, it felt like we were friends. I’d never had a friend before, apart from my sisters. Most days I was more like their parent than their sister. I couldn’t always share my concerns with them. Maybe I could with her. Not all of them, by any means, but some—the safer ones.

      “You’re such a smartass, I don’t know when to take you seriously,” I said.

      “That’s the beauty of it, Selena. Neither do I.” She smiled cheerfully.

      Against my better judgment, a chuckle escaped my lips before I heard footsteps behind me.

      “Mom wants to talk to you in the kitchen,” Blair said to me through gritted teeth.

      I looked over at Elizabeth, who shrugged it off. Figured she wouldn’t know anything. I picked up the pace downstairs.

      “You wanted to talk to me,” I said, rounding the corner of the kitchen.

      “Yes, I wanted to give you these.” Mariana motioned to the three phones on the counter. Each was a new iPhone with different colored cases.

      “Why?” I asked, dumbfounded.

      “You’re going two thousand miles away, you’re in high school, and I would like to have a way to get hold of you if I need to. Besides, I am your guardian, and both my daughters already have one, so you should too,” she said.

      “Thank you,” I said with hesitation and picked up the one with a purple case.

      “You’re welcome. Where are your sisters?” She sounded impatient and even a bit flustered compared to her usual self.

      “Alexandra’s in the car. I’ll give her hers.” I tried to keep the sour note out of my voice as I picked up the red one.

      “Thank—Ah, Lillian! There you are. This is for you.” She beamed as she handed Lily the last one. Really?

      “Really?” She echoed my thoughts.

      “Yes. Blair insisted I get you one so that you can stay in touch.” She smiled fondly.

      My mouth dropped open before I turned on my heel. “I’ll be in the car,” I muttered. Elizabeth’s carefree laugh followed me all the way.

      
        
        ~.~.~

      

      

      “Goodbye, girls. I’ll see you in a few months. I love you!” Mariana was still calling to her daughters as we went through security.

      “Walk through,” the woman ordered.

      I stepped through the metal detector, barefoot.

      “Clear.” She allowed me to pass with a wave of her wand.

      I grabbed my shoes and phone from the conveyer belt. “What gate?” I asked Blair.

      “89A,” she said as she handed us our tickets. Amusingly, half her daring attitude had disappeared along with Mariana.

      I glanced over mine. “That can’t be right . . . ” I murmured.

      “What?” She didn’t look up, clearly not caring in the slightest.

      “89A is on the other side of the airport, and our flight leaves in ten minutes.”

      Her head shot up, turning to the departure board. “Goddammit.”

      I’d never heard her curse, and judging by Elizabeth’s expression, she didn’t do it often.

      “Our flight has been bumped. We have to run,” she breathed, grabbing her purse.

      “Which way?” I asked.

      “Left,” the sisters said at once.

      I took off down the hall, careful to keep it at a humanly possible speed. 16A . . .  34B . . .  49A . . .  61C . . .  74B . . .

      “Final call for flight 89A to Denver. Final call for flight 89A to Denver,” the overhead speaker cracked shrilly as I ran right up to the desk.

      “Here’s my ticket.” I handed it to the girl.

      She pursed her lips and gave me a look but scanned it anyway. “Your plane leaves in five minutes. I’d advise you to hurry, miss,” she said with a smile so fake she could’ve been a Barbie. “You really should be going, ma’am,” she continued when I didn’t leave.

      “I’m waiting for—”

      “Here! We’re here!” Blair called, running up to the counter with her ticket in hand and the other three girls trailing after her.

      She rolled her eyes as she took their tickets. “You have three minutes to be seated before the door closes,” she said, handing Lily back her ticket.

      I hurried down the stairs and outside to the runway where our plane waited.

      “Welcome. Thank you for flying Delta.” The captain greeted us far more nicely than the harpy flight attendant had.

      I stepped into the cabin and looked over our seats.

      “Blair and Lily can take the two seats on the left, and the three of us can sit on the right,” I instructed, without asking for their opinions.

      “Window seat!” Alexandra called, slipping by like the Leaning Tower of Pisa in her four-inch wedges.

      “Why on earth are you wearing heels?” I demanded.

      “Because she’s an attention-seeking whore,” Blair breathed.

      I stepped forward to block the blow as Alexandra turned and swung. It caught me square on my left eye, and I had to take a step back to absorb the impact. “Fuck.” That was going to leave a bruise. “Sit your ass down,” I said, pushing her back two feet.

      She glared viciously over my shoulder but did what she was told.

      I turned around. “Keep your comments to yourself, or next time I’ll let you play punching bag, and I won’t stop her,” I hissed under my breath.

      She looked utterly shocked as she nodded once and took her seat.

      I sat in the aisle seat and leaned back into the chair.

      “That was quite a hit you took there,” Elizabeth said quietly.

      “Better me than her,” I muttered, closing my eyes as we started to move.

      This was going to be a long flight.

      
        
        ~.~.~

      

      

      There was only one word to describe a plane trip that was five hours long, with four other girls, three dead cellphones, Blair and Alexandra on the verge of killing each other, and one outrageous migraine. Depressing.

      My terrible attitude kept Blair and Lily quiet on their side of the cabin, and Alexandra was just smart enough to keep her mouth shut. Once, when Alexandra got up to get her bag out of the overhead compartment and “accidentally” dropped something on Blair, I had to straighten it out. When the flight attendant came around, Alexandra’s drink was frozen solid. In turn, Blair’s started boiling. I swear they were going to start World War III right there. My death glare managed to keep us all intact until Denver, but landing couldn’t have come soon enough.

      I was the first off the plane and had to wait ten minutes for them, which I did without being impatient . . . mostly. When we bought lunch, we all sat at the same table and they didn’t talk to each other.

      Our plane to the school was on a back runway with no official schedule or destination. As it turned out, Daizlei Academy was nestled in a valley in the mountains of southern Montana. I’d missed Montana, but this wasn’t what I’d had in mind.

      On the way there, I played cards with my sisters and Elizabeth. Alexandra paid me twenty dollars to keep my mouth shut about her gambling habits. Unbeknownst to Elizabeth, my sister was quite good at counting cards, and she never lost. It cost Elizabeth one hundred and eighty dollars.

      As much as I wanted to stay on this plane, people came and went, as did the time.

      
        
        ~.~.~

      

      

      I was standing in the middle of a train station. Around me, everything was either going by in fast forward, or I was in slow motion. Maybe both. My parents were there; my sisters, cousins, everyone I’ve ever known. I tried to speak, to call out to them, but they just kept walking past me as if I weren’t even there. The train was loading. They were leaving. My parents and sisters were leaving me again. Where were they going? I ran after them, but with every step I took, it seemed they were two ahead of me. I screamed for them, but no one heard. Why couldn’t they hear me? Did they not see me? My parents boarded the train. Sweat trickled down my back as I tried to catch up to them before it was too late. I was going to be too late. Even as I reached the loading platform, the train was already pulling them away. Far away from me, where I would never find them. I screamed in rage, and slammed my fists into the ground. They were gone. They’d left me. Cracks of light burst from my fists as the ground shattered. Consuming the train station, my vision, me. My blood pounded in my veins, sweat coated my skin, and my body trembled. A voice called to me, telling me to wake up, wake up, wake up . . .

      I jumped to my feet before I was even awake.

      “What?” On high alert, I looked around the cabin, but all I saw were bewildered stares.

      “Whoa, there. I was just waking you up. We’re almost there,” Elizabeth said calmly.

      I glanced out the window as I settled back into my seat.

      We were flying low in an open valley and crossed over a town in the middle of nowhere. The town was small and on a crossroads in the mountains. We didn’t stop there and continued flying farther north and to the west until I saw it.

      Reconstructed Victorian buildings greeted me with dramatic gothic architecture. Tall and majestic. They were protected by a stone wall. Black metal ran through it and formed spikes at the top. Despite its lethal intent, it was beautiful. The largest building was in the center: the clock tower. Displayed there in the tower was a stained-glass clock so huge it could’ve easily been the size of two of my aunt’s SUVs. As we got closer, I could see people walking along the stone pathways and waving from the balconies. We were here.

      The jet landed inside the stone walls, coming steadily to a halt. The stairs lowered, but I stood waiting until the very end, with Elizabeth on my left and Alexandra on my right. Even Lily left Blair’s side to squeeze between my cousin and me, taking my hand. I didn’t have to look to know she was absolutely terrified.

      People poured out of the buildings onto the sidewalk around us. The crowd was growing as people came to say their hellos, and the sheer number was staggering. It wasn’t just my claustrophobia this time. Lily’s social anxiety had to be having a field day right now, and even Alexandra looked tense. The crowd continued to grow louder and louder as people swarmed the campus . . . then we stepped out.
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      Everyone stared, and a hush fell over the student body. I could sense the curiosity of a few. Many looked on challengingly, and I met their stares with a cold gaze of my own. I squared my shoulders. This was a test, just like any other. We were with our own kind now, and it was about time we started acting like it. I gave Lily’s hand a gentle squeeze before dropping it as we faced the masses.

      Girls looked on with envy while boys gawked with predatory gazes. Unintentional or not, it was repulsive. Little did they know who the real predator was. My redheaded sister basked in the spotlight. Which of these weak-minded fools would fall prey to her charms? My pride made me smile. I would not look weak. I would not show my slightly shaking hands. I would show them the animal inside. The one whose gaze inspired fear in grown men.

      I walked fluidly down the steps with my head held high, my sisters on either side of me. Blair and Elizabeth trailed behind, something that didn’t go unnoticed. We were the outsiders here, and anyone who said differently was a fool. I waded through the parting crowd of whispers, thankful for the breathing space when we broke free of the crowd. I took a deep breath, and relished the cool mountain air I’d missed so much. Perhaps being back in Montana wouldn’t be so bad.

      “Thanks for the warning,” I murmured to Elizabeth.

      “You did fine, cousin. Just fine,” she responded quietly.

      “Headmaster Daizlei was unable to meet with you. He asked that I give you this,” a short girl with glasses and curly red hair informed Blair, handing her a white envelope.

      “Thank you, Darcy,” Blair said, dismissing her.

      If I hadn’t known any better, I would’ve said that Blair was the ringleader of this circus.

      “What’s that?” I asked her as we strolled down the brick pathway.

      “Your room numbers,” she answered as she glanced through the papers.

      “What building?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Two.”

      She frowned. “The main? That’s strange . . .  those rooms are usually first come, first serve.”

      It was so bizarre so see my cousins in their element, and not under Mariana’s thumb.

      “Tell me about it,” Blair muttered. “I only got in this year, and I’ve been here four years.”

      Only four years . . .  Now that was an interesting piece of information. Why hadn’t she come sooner? I would have to file that away for later.

      “This is a beautiful campus,” Lily said.

      “It ought to be. Millions of dollars were wasted building it,” Elizabeth said.

      I cracked a smile at the dirty look Blair gave her.

      “It looks hundreds of years old. Was it rebuilt?” Lily asked.

      “Actually, it’s only a hundred and fifty years old. It’s constantly being remodeled,” Blair said proudly, apparently taking over as tour guide.

      “Well, it’s amazing,” she told Blair as they strolled side by side.

      “Not half as amazing as what’s inside,” Blair boasted, then giggled like the schoolgirl she was.

      “No one cares,” I muttered under my breath, blocking them out. I fell back next to Elizabeth and Alexandra as I attempted to mute everyone’s voices. My migraine was getting worse.

      “Are they irritating you, dear sister?” Alexandra snickered, nudging me.

      “Slightly.” I flashed her a don’t-mess-with-me look.

      “Cheer up. You promised her you’d be good,” Alexandra said sarcastically.

      “Oh please, I’m always good. Even if I’m not always nice.” I sneered just as someone twice my size bumped into me. I stumbled a little, but my strength was nothing to be trifled with.

      “Excuse yo–” I turned to see my attacker, and the earth stood still. Gravity shifted, and I was unprepared.

      “Sorry. That was my fault,” he managed.

      His eyes held me in a trance. There were so vividly green and alive—it awoke something in my dying soul. A shiver ran through me. A yank on my arm brought me back to myself.

      “Hellooo! Anyone in there?” Alexandra waved her hand in front of my face.

      “Rude much?” I muttered, turning my back on him. Strange. I shook my head, clearing him from my thoughts.

      “Who was that? Talk about hot . . .” she said and ogled.

      “I have no clue.” I glanced behind me, but he was gone.

      “I’m going to be taking off now, cousin. Catch ya later,” Elizabeth called as she ditched us for a group of Goth kids across campus.

      Figures. I thought of her all-black ensemble and studded belt.

      “Welcome to Building Two,” Blair said from a few feet ahead of us.

      We stood in front of a Victorian mansion with a giant Welcome Back sign hanging from one balcony to another. Inside, there were multiple halls and stairs. At least the doors had numbers on them.

      “Okay, so if you just walk around, you’ll find your hall. Alexandra, your room is one-oh-one, Lily’s is two-nineteen, and, Selena, you’re two-twelve. I’m going to take care of some things. Dinner’s at seven. I’ll see you later.” She disappeared into a hallway.

      Great, now we’d been dropped by the only two people we knew in this forsaken place.

      “Glad she’s gone. I mean who does she think she is—” Alexandra started.

      “Not now,” I told her. “Look, you should be in the front here somewhere. Lily, I think you and I are on the next level.”

      “We’ll catch up with you later, ’kay?” Lily told her.

      “Yeah, I need to go find out what people I’m living with for the next year, so . . . bye.” She gripped the backpack strap a little too tightly as she walked through the door, and then she was gone.

      I followed my gut and went up the stairs on the right. My room was the second on the left and Lily’s was the fourth down. I hugged her and watched her close the door before I turned the handle on room two-twelve.

      Two girls looked up in surprise.

      The closest to me was a brunette with shoulder-length curly hair and golden eyes. She was lying on a bright red, twin-sized bed, open-mouthed as if I’d disturbed her conversation. “Who are you?”

      “Uh . . .  I’m Selena,” I said. Was I in the right room? It was built for three, and there was an empty bed . . .  but the blond girl with dark emerald eyes seemed very confused.

      “Oh, you’re the new roommate. I remember now,” the brunette said.

      “New roommate? You didn’t tell me anythin’ about a new roommate, Amber!” The blonde had a country twang.

      Oh great. Hillbillies.

      “I forgot. God, Tori, give me a break,” Amber said, throwing her hands up in frustration and giving the girl a look.

      “You forgot? You forget your homework, you don’t forget a person,” Tori said, motioning to me. She stood from her bed and made her way to Amber.

      “Well, I’m sorry, but I can’t do anything about it now,” Amber shot back, rather rudely. She jumped to her feet, and the height difference was almost laughable. Amber was short. Possibly under five feet kind-of-short.

      “Wait. She’s one of the new girls they told us about before summer vacation?” Tori asked, again motioning to me.

      We didn’t move until a week ago . . .

      “I don’t know. Why don’t you ask her?” Amber snapped, waving a hand in my direction just like Mariana did when she motioned at something she thought wasn’t worth her time.

      “How would she know?” Tori rolled her eyes.

      “You know I’m standing right here,” I said.

      “Sorry, it’s just, we’ve never had anyone start late, ever,” she said, putting her hand to her forehead and sighing.

      “Well, I guess I’m an exception. Yay, me . . . ” I threw my stuff on the bed in the corner and unthinkingly played with the ring on my left pinky finger.

      “But you are, actually. You must be really powerful or somethin’. They’ve never done this before.”

      Truthfully? I was, and they had no idea. Of course, they never would either. My sisters and I were the only ones alive who knew about me. I shrugged.

      “Amber, did they tell you anythin’ else to do with her?”

      “Look, if you think I’m incompetent, read the letter Professor Clearwater gave me a while back.” Amber dug a letter out of her backpack on the floor and thrust it at her.

      Tori just huffed as she opened the crumpled piece of paper.

      “In the unlikely event that Miss Johnson delivers this letter, I would like to let you know about the new roommate you will be receivin’. Her name is Selena, and this is quite a transition for her. I hope you will welcome her and make your parents proud. She will be attendin’ all the same classes as you. Please show her around and answer any questions she has. I’m countin’ on you, Victoria. Don’t let me down,” Tori read aloud.

      “Oh wow, big surprise. I’m Miss Johnson, and you’re teacher’s pet Victoria,” Amber whined.

      She muttered, “Well, you ain’t the most respectful—”

      Huh, could’ve fooled me.

      “And? This girl is what? Fifteen, maybe sixteen? She hasn’t earned respect! No offense,” she added, and I just smiled to myself. “Respect isn’t something you give to everyone, only those who earn it. So Clearwater can go and—”

      “I agree,” I said. I strolled into the bathroom and took in the amount of styling products covering the sink and shower, and spilling out of the medicine cabinet. I ran my fingers across the fixtures before returning to the room.

      “Agree with what?” she said in her annoying voice.

      “I agree that people should have to earn respect. I don’t agree that you should be disrespectful when they haven’t yet been given an opportunity,” I told her in a flat, cold voice.

      “Excuse me?”

      I stifled laughter. God, how amusing this little girl was.

      Like a flash of lightning, she was in my face. She was fast. Unbelievably fast. If she’d been hoping to startle me, she was about to be disappointed.

      I kept my critical gaze leveled at her. “No offense,” I said, echoing her earlier comment.

      “Of course,” she said tightly and sat down again.

      The other girl I might be able to get along with, but this one, whoa. She was a piece of work—a rude, annoying, outspoken . . .  I stopped myself before I sounded childish, even if it was only in my thoughts. Especially here, where there were no limits to what we could do. Even my thoughts had to be guarded.

      “Umm . . .  it says this is new to you? Have you actually, you know . . . ?” Tori asked, clearly trying her hardest not to offend me.

      I nodded once.

      When she looked unsure about whether to ask her next question or not, I decided now was probably the best time to tell them how this year was going to go.

      “I’ve known all my life, and I don’t need anyone’s help adjusting. I can find my own way around. I’ll keep to myself, and I expect you to do the same. You can continue living your lives just as you did before I came here. I’m your roommate, not your friend. Oh, and one last thing, don’t ask questions and don’t borrow my stuff. I take it personally.”

      The country bumpkin’s mouth dropped into a perfect O, and Amber stared like I’d grown two heads before turning away.

      After that, they didn’t say a word to me, or I to them. Amber took a nap, and Tori put up photos from summer vacation. When an alarm went off at 6:55 pm, my torment ended. For the time being.

      
        
        ~.~.~

      

      

      When I stepped into the hall, someone crashed into me hard, and we both fell to the ground. I looked up to see Lily’s smiling face on top of me.

      I groaned. “Lily, I’ve told you more than a million times not to do that.” I sighed and pushed her off me.

      “Selena, this place is amazing! I can’t wait for you to meet my roommates, Devon and Bella. They’re so nice and—”

      I got up off the hard, wooden floor. “Lily, do you think I care?” I said but regretted it right away when her eyes watered.

      Two girls came up behind her—the redhead I’d seen earlier, except without glasses, and a small brunette with large brown eyes.

      “I thought your name was Darcy,” I told the redhead.

      “No, my sister’s Darcy. I’m Devon. We’re twins,” she said with much more confidence than Darcy had shown.

      I nodded once then proceeded down the hallway, with Lily giving me a rundown of every other moment between when we’d parted and now. I pretended to listen, occasionally catching a word and nodding. That was, until I spotted my other sister.

      “How was it?” Lily asked her before I could speak.

      “Like, great. Duh.” Alexandra rolled her eyes.

      “No, really. Tell me all about it.” On one hand, I was happy that they were enjoying themselves, for the first time in a very long time. On the other hand, I needed fresh air.

      “How about we chat over dinner?” I prodded them out the door.

      Outside, the warm August air hit me. It was a little over an hour after we’d arrived, but the sun was already setting.

      “Selena, did you hear me?” Alexandra bellowed from a few feet away.

      “No. What do you need?” I said pointedly.

      “I asked you what you think so far.”

      “Honestly? I’m bored.” I yawned. It was more for show than exhaustion, but I didn’t want to tell them how I actually felt about being here.

      “Bored. That’s the best you can come up with?” She rolled her eyes again.

      “Would you like me to lie to your face instead?” I asked, falsely cheerful.

      “Ugh, never mind.” She waved me off. “Just stick to your sulking, okay?”

      “Gladly,” I said.

      We strolled across the ground while they swapped stories and I stared off into the sunset. Only when we got to the cafeteria did I notice my sisters’ friends waiting for them.

      “We’re not sitting together, are we?” I asked them as it dawned on me.

      “Umm . . . sorry. I told Blair and Bella I’d sit with them.” Lily shrugged as Bella came over and dragged Lily into the cafeteria with her.

      I looked at Alexandra.

      “I kinda told Hannah I’d eat with her. Sorry, sis. You’re on your own.” She patted my shoulder awkwardly for a second before walking away.

      I sighed and followed. Being by myself never bothered me anyway.

      I walked through the doors to a room of three thousand seated individuals. Eyes fell on me from every direction, including the multiple balconies that hosted tables. I looked up to the second floor where only a single man stood. His dark features were ageless, and I could tell he was both tall and strong, as were all Supernatural males.

      “Ahh, just the person I was waiting for,” he said in a deep, but kind voice.

      Me? What would he want with me?

      I made my way through the crowd of chairs and took the only available seat I could see.

      “First, I would like to say welcome. For all of you who are returning, and those of you who are just beginning.” His voice echoed as murmurs rippled through the crowd. “As many of you have heard, this year is going to hold many surprises. We’re welcoming three new students into our sophomore class. I hope you will all embrace them. They aren’t outsiders, after all.” He paused, and the crowd chuckled. “Which brings me to the subject of classes. Your schedules will be handed out in a few minutes, and many of you will notice a new name. I would like to personally welcome our new Battle Simulation instructor, Professor Vonlowsky.”

      He motioned to one of the teachers sitting at the head table behind him—a young man with pale skin and cold features. His aloofness immediately drew my interest.

      “Students, this will be a hard year, no doubt about it. Many of you will be dealing with even more changes, which can, at times, be a great struggle. Do not let this discourage you. All of you are up to this. You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t.” He paused again. “And now, before we all die of starvation, I bid you a very good night, and wish you the best of luck this school year. You’ll need it.” And with that, he took his seat and the room broke into a dull roar.

      Everyone got up and went to get in line for dinner, but I just sat there, pondering.

      “Stop thinking. You do that too much,” a voice behind me said—a voice I would’ve known anywhere.

      “What would you like me to do?”

      “Look, I told Hannah you’re gonna eat with us tonight, so come get in line with me,” Alexandra told me. I rolled my eyes but didn’t object.

      “This is my sister, Selena. Selena, this is Hannah.”

      Hannah was tall, like her, with deep eyes and brown hair that framed her face. Very pretty, of course—all my sister’s friends were pretty. I think she had an aversion to ugly people or something, because it was like this everywhere we went.

      “Nice to meet you,” Hannah said.

      “And you.” I flashed a polite smile and turned as a boy walked up.

      “Are you the Foster girls?”

      We nodded.

      “Names?” he said in an irritated voice.

      “Selena and Alexandra,” I answered, just as irritated.

      He looked up at me and shrank away, handing me two pieces of paper as he went.

      “What was that about?” Alexandra asked me, taking the one that had her name on it from me.

      “Oh, they’re just the sixth graders who come around and hand out schedules while everyone’s in line. It forces them to learn names and meet people,” Hannah answered before I could speak.

      I looked down at the paper in my hand. I was in class from 7am to 4:30pm.

      “Why does my schedule have a bunch of human classes if this is a school for Supernaturals?” I asked Hannah. The only class that stood out was Battle Simulation, and I hadn’t the slightest clue what that was about.

      “For sophomores, the half before lunch is what we would take in a regular high school and the half after is the Supernatural curriculum,” she explained.

      “Let me see yours,” Alexandra said, taking it out of my hand to compare as we reached the counter.

      As we walked back to the table, I spotted Lily across the room eating with her new friends. These roles seemed to be reversed at the moment. Alexandra was taking it upon herself to sit with me, since they both seemed to think they needed to look out for me. Which was both bizarre and oddly entertaining. I was the one who took care of them, picked up the pieces of their lives every time something happened. Yet they thought I couldn’t eat dinner alone. I smiled to myself. It was endearing.

      “Okay, we have first, fourth, fifth, and seventh together. That’s good. We have more together than not,” she pointed out, marking an “S” on her schedule next to our shared classes.

      “So you said that our Supernatural classes are after lunch?” I asked Hannah, taking my schedule back from Alexandra.

      “Mm hmm,” she mumbled.

      “How are Health and P.E Supernatural classes?” I asked her.

      “P.E. is really hard. Lots of physical stuff with our abilities and everything, and health is, like, how we became this way, or something? I don’t know,” she said vaguely.

      So . . . she was a pretty bobble-head, not a brain. That was why Alexandra had chosen her—this girl was her first step to power and alliances in this school. The mind games had already begun.

      “What if you can’t use your ability?” I asked, feigning nonchalance.

      Her eyes widened. “You haven’t—”

      “No, I have. I just mean, what if you can’t use it? Like, you have it, but can’t use it,” I said, trying to get it through her thick skull.

      “Oh, I don’t know. I’ve only been taking Supernatural classes since last year. The middle school only does preparation classes for what to do when you manifest.”

      “What if you manifest earlier?”

      “That’s not possible. Manifesting in the sixth grade is rare enough, and no one’s ever manifested before that.”

      My heart stopped.

      Panic rose, and my eyes flashed to Alexandra, who was looking pale and tense as she stared at her food.

      We’d all manifested before sixth grade. Alexandra was nine, and Lily ten. They were so jealous of me growing up because I was only five years old when fate decided to screw me. It suddenly made sense why I hadn’t seen any children here. That Blair had only been here four years. If nothing happened before sixth grade, there was no point in bringing them in sooner.

      “Something wrong?” the idiot girl asked me.

      I had no time for her. “Nothing. I’ll be right back. I have to use the restroom.” The words fell out of my mouth too sloppily to be a proper lie, but I hoped she still bought it. I stood up so fast that several kids looked over from their conversations as I hurried to get out of there.

      “Uh, so do I. We’ll be back in a minute,” Alexandra said apologetically as she followed me.

      I pulled my cellphone out and hit two to speed dial Lily. She picked up on the second ring as I pushed the door open to autumn air.

      “What are you calling me for? You’re right across the”—she paused, and a chair scraped in the background. “Where are you two?” she demanded. “Don’t tell me she’s already done—”

      “Listen to me. Stand up and tell your friends you need to take this call. Walk outside to the front of the cafeteria. Don’t ask why, just do it.”

      It was risky for all three of us to leave abruptly—it could cause questions—but for now let them ask. I had bigger problems than high school gossip.

      Lily burst through the door, looking more pissed off than I’d ever seen her. “What’s wrong? Why did you just interrupt our first dinner here? I mean—”

      “Shut the hell up, Lily,” Alexandra scolded.

      Lily’s face flamed as she whirled on Alexandra, and glared at her. “What is your—”

      “Just shut up for a minute, and let me explain.” I started pacing. We’d been through worse. At least they didn’t know . . . yet. Right? And they wouldn’t find out if I could pull this off—I just had to get through to her. “We were talking at dinner, and this girl said that middle schoolers didn’t have supernatural classes, only classes to prepare them for manifesting.” My voice was deadly quiet.

      “But I was in fifth—”

      “I know. But here . . .  no one has ever manifested before sixth grade. It’s considered a safe age so that our secret is never discovered. Even manifesting at eleven and twelve is regarded as rare.”

      The night wind slapped our faces and chilled our bones. The reality of the game we were playing set in.

      “How . . . how is that possible?” she choked out as she struggled to breathe.

      “I don’t know.” I lifted my fingertips to her cheek and tried to comfort her. “I knew I was early, Lily, but I had no idea how early. I didn’t know that the average kid started in seventh or eighth grade when we were teasing you about starting late in fifth.” I so desperately wanted to apologize for how things had turned out. If our parents had never died, we would’ve known this by now, and we wouldn’t have been here.

      “Well, I like it here, and we don’t fit in anywhere else. I know we’re not exactly in the loop, but we could be. If they all find out about this  . . .  I don’t know what they would do. Shun us, maybe. I don’t want to take that chance. I don’t want to be different anymore.” Though she was talking to me, Lily sounded more like she was trying to calm herself. I could feel her hysteria building and decided not to mention my revelation.

      This was why we were never sent to Mariana. This was what our parents were trying to hide. Me. Me and my ability. Lily hadn’t manifested yet, and Alexandra only had the year before they died, but I had. If no one ever manifested before sixth grade, I was the reason that made them gamble we were safer with humans than our own kind. I was the reason we’d suffered all those years. This was all my fault.

      “Okay, that’s what we’re thinking. God, you’re, like, so slow if you just came to that realization.” Alexandra threw her hands up in exasperation.

      “You know what—”

      “Enough, both of you.” I pushed them apart. “Here’s the deal. Now that we’re all on the same page, this is what’s going to happen. We’re going to go back in there and act like nothing happened. While we’re here, not a word about this comes out. If somehow it comes up, lie. Lily, if you want to stay here, you’re going to need to come up with a cover story, because you can’t slip up. None of us can, or we pack up and leave.”

      Lily nodded desperately, happy that we could stay.

      “Alexandra and I will go back in first—our excuse was that we had to use the bathroom. Lily, once you see us seated, you come in but don’t look at us. If anyone asks where you were, say that Mariana called to check on how you were doing, and you couldn’t hear in there.”

      “How do you come up with these things?” she said gratefully.

      “Years of practice,” I said and disappeared into the cafeteria with Alexandra following close behind me.

      I made sure there was no hint of our recent discussion on my face as we took our seats. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Lily enter, and hoped she could handle this little lie compared to the big secret she had to keep. If anyone found out when we’d manifested, and knew the extent of our abilities . . . there went their chance of being normal, even here.

      “Your sister disappeared after you went to the bathroom. What’s up with that?” Hannah asked us.

      Now she’s decided to be perceptive . . .

      “I don’t know. We didn’t see her.” I shrugged and fake-smiled.

      “Huh. Oh well. So where do you guys come from?” She smiled back, taking the hint and moving on.

      I was prepared to tell her it was none of her damn business, but Alexandra quickly answered. “We move around a lot, but we’re originally from Montana.” She was telling the truth, for the first time in a long time. It used to be hard for any of us to talk about our time here, which had made lying easier. When had she gotten past that and decided to move on?

      “It must be nice to be back up here in the mountains, then,” Hannah said.

      It would’ve been nice if it didn’t remind me so much of what I’d lost here, or the guilt that threatened to suffocate me. Once again, I’d cost my sisters a better life.

      “It’s okay,” Alexandra lied, probably thinking along the same lines. She was so convincing. I wouldn’t have known she was lying if she hadn’t been playing with her hair. She always did that. It was her tell.

      “What about you? Where are you from?” I asked, only to get the attention off us.

      It ended up turning into an hour-long conversation about Washington D.C., her hometown, and how she’d landed modeling jobs that led to her discovering that she was a Supernatural, along with a bunch of other stuff I didn’t care about. She and Alexandra were still talking when I excused myself for the night.

      Outside, the air was cool and felt good against my skin. The night was lit up by the full moon, which looked so close I could’ve almost plucked it from the sky. I strolled down the pathway until I reached my building and sighed as I walked into the still-crowded hallway. I made my way upstairs and went to my room, thinking about Lily, who was probably still up and would be the demon sister from hell tomorrow—a side effect of sleep deprivation.

      My stuff had finally arrived and was set up in my corner, so sparse in comparison to the abundance of crap my roommates had brought. Amber was sitting on Tori’s bed, and from the sound of it, talking about boys. I stifled my groan. I quietly made my bed and slipped into sweatpants before retreating to my music for the night—or, at least, until they went to sleep. Hours later, on Tori’s nightstand, a bright red 3:57am glinted in the dark of the room. Forcing myself to relax, I started to drift off into an unknown place.

      My toes sank into the dirt. There was no wind or sound, only a cold that chilled my bones. The trees in this forest were scattered, but the fog was so thick I couldn’t see my feet. I looked in every direction for another living being, but was only met with silence, and the never-ending woods. So I walked, and my unease grew. There had to be catch. There always was.

      It was quiet. Too quiet. I scanned the forest for someone, anyone. I waited—for the paranoia to go away, to wake up . . . but I didn’t. A shadow moved in my periphery, and I panicked. I needed to get the hell out of here.

      Something was watching me.

      It wasn’t until I heard a twig snap that I knew I wasn’t imagining things. It was following me, hunting me like prey. I screamed, but there was no one to hear it. Closer. It was closing in. I ran away from my nightmare. Away from problems. My fears. Away from myself.
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      I bolted straight up.

      Tori’s alarm clock was making a godawful sound. I slipped out of bed and flipped the light on.

      “Turn the damn light off,” Amber groaned, chucking her pillow at me.

      “Get up, and it won’t bother you.”

      “Tori!” she yelled.

      “I got it,” she muttered, and the annoying beeping stopped.

      I went over to my suitcase and looked at my uniform: a pair of loose-fitting black slacks and a white button-up blouse with cuffs that went to my elbows. I carried it into the bathroom, shutting the door behind me. I turned the shower on and groaned when I caught my reflection in the mirror. My hair was chaotic and puffed up like an eighties hairdo gone bad. I would need a lot of conditioner for this mess.

      I stepped into the shower, trying not to fall over all the crap in the bathroom. There were multiple shampoos and conditioners, gels, creams, sprays, and anything else you could think of. I’d forgotten to buy shampoo, so I just used theirs. I mean, they wouldn’t notice, would they?

      I let the water do its work as it pounded into my back, easing another rough night of sleep from my muscles. Banging on the shower door made my eyes narrow, and I had a good idea who it was.

      “What is taking you so long? It’s six-twenty. We only have twenty minutes before breakfast, and other people have to use the bathroom. Hurry up!” Amber yelled.

      “Get out! I’ll be done in a minute,” I yelled back. I would need to remember to lock the door from now on.

      Once the door shut, I turned the faucet off and climbed out. Hastily dressing for my first day of school, I ran a comb through my hair while I tried to wipe the condensation off the mirror and brush my teeth.

      “Selena, if you don’t hurry up—” Amber shrieked through the door.

      “I’m almost done,” I shouted as I tried to quickly blow-dry my hair. When I thought I wouldn’t freeze to death, I opened the door and stepped into the room.

      “Finally,” Amber said in her irritating voice. She was wearing a very short, black plaid skirt with a peter pan blouse and heels. I doubted the uniform was supposed to be taken that route, but whatever. She looked completely ready, so I didn’t see what the big fuss was about. Nonetheless, she walked into the bathroom and started primping.

      I rolled my eyes and turned my back on her.

      “Uh, Amber, we only got two minutes before we go. You might wanna hurry up with that,” Tori said as Amber came out with her makeup and hair done. I guess being super-fast had its advantages. I hurried out the door, leaving the other two behind.

      This morning, there were no screaming girls running around, and I slipped quickly through the silent hallway, down the stairs, and out onto the grounds. The sun was just starting to rise, but the sky was still dark. I hurried across the grass to the pavement and found my way to the cafeteria. When I opened the door, the room was full of surprisingly alert teenagers. I mean, it was the first day of school and everything, but it wasn’t even seven yet.

      I made my way across the cafeteria to my sisters, who were actually sitting together. Well, Alexandra was sitting; Lily was half-asleep on the table. I took my usual place between them.

      Just how it should be.

      “Hey, Selena. Wanna go get us some breakfast?” Alexandra said as she lounged back in her chair.

      “Not particularly,” I told her.

      “Please? I need brain food. Heck, I just need food,” Lily begged.

      “Lazy much?” I told them but got up to get it anyway.

      “Thank you,” Alexandra said as I walked away.

      “Love you,” Lily called.

      “I’m sure,” I muttered as I stepped into line.

      I picked up a tray then just started piling on food—bacon, yogurt, fruit, juice, an extra helping of eggs and toast. If it was there, it was on my tray. I walked back to the table, and set the tray in front of them. Lily glanced up, and I swear you could see her eyes come alive. I took an apple then let them have at it.

      “How late did you guys stay up?” I asked nonchalantly a few minutes later.

      “Three in the morning,” Lily croaked.

      “Like, four,” Alexandra said as she closed her eyes.

      “Hmm . . . you know better. Both of you.” I scolded them in my own way—most of the time, my sheer disapproval was enough.

      “We’ll be fine. Food makes up for lack of sleep.” Lily smiled languidly at the tray.

      “I’ll settle for cold water,” Alexandra murmured and sipped from one of the bottles.

      A bell rang as we grabbed our things to leave. Lily finished off her toast and followed us.

      “Who do you have first?” I asked Lily as we reached the pavement.

      “Ummm . . . ” She shuffled through some papers. “Brighton. Professor Brighton in Building One,” she proclaimed in the middle of the path.

      “Well, what a coincidence,” I said. “So do we.”

      “Yeah, great. Like, who cares? It won’t matter if we don’t know how to find the damn building.” Alexandra sneered.

      “Excuse me, I couldn’t help hearing. Are you lost?” a cute boy with blond hair and dimples asked.

      We nodded.

      “Where are you looking for?” he asked, falling into step between me and Alexandra.

      “Professor Brighton, for languages . . . ” Alexandra smiled and batted her eyelashes at him.

      “Well, that’s perfect, because that’s exactly where I’m headed.” He grinned.

      “What a coincidence that you just happened to show up, then,” I muttered sarcastically, but only Lily heard me.

      “I’m Michael. And you are?” he asked Alexandra.

      “Oh, give him a break. He seems like one of the nicer ones,” Lily whispered.

      “They all seem nice until they get you alone,” I said.

      “Alexandra.” She gave him a smile that said, hello, new boyfriend, and he gave her one back that said, marry me.

      “Ew, Selena, don’t go there,” she almost screeched.

      “I’m just saying.” I smirked.

      Foreign languages wasn’t exactly boring, like normal classes, but it wasn’t great either. Professor Brighton wasn’t that awful. He was extremely strict and sarcastic, but he had a sense of humor—even if it was slightly twisted.

      We each had to choose between Russian, Spanish, French, German, and Mandarin. Alexandra and I chose Russian since our mother had been fluent, and we’d been bilingual since birth. Lily decided to be an overachiever with her friend Bella and take Mandarin—a choice that came with a lecture about cheating by taking a language you already knew. Fortunately for me, she didn’t get to finish it thanks to the professor. Brighton caught Alexandra in the middle of a response twice, and he wasn’t too pleased. She kept her mouth shut for the rest of his introduction and didn’t respond to his taunting, like a good girl, which led to us being partners for the next year in what would now be considered Russian Class. Unfortunately, Alexandra couldn’t keep her mouth shut for the entirety of the class and got us both afterschool detention at 4:30. I mentally slapped her for that one.

      My next class was different again. Neither of my sisters were there, but I didn’t mind. Professor Anderson was the—and I’m not exaggerating when I say this—epitome of boring. He looked like he was in his forties, with thinning hair and glasses so thick I could’ve used a ruler to measure them. His face was plain and his features dull, just like his voice. After he called roll, he started a lesson I couldn’t even hear because of all the noise. He shut them up eventually, but by the time anyone could hear, it was already time for my third period.

      Science had never been a favorite of mine, but I’d never disliked it either. It was just there. Professor Monroe changed that. She was the meanest, most spiteful teacher I’d ever known, with beady eyes and a rude attitude. It was almost like she was only teaching to punish kids. If you answered a question wrong, it was detention, and speaking out at any time was at least a week’s worth. By the time lunch rolled around, at least half the class had detention, and I was relieved not to be part of that half. Skipping detention on the first day probably wouldn’t go over so well.

      When the bell rang, I was the first out of there, not wanting to get stuck in the mob of students. Despite my attempts to stay ahead and avoid people, some were very persistent. Two boys asked me on a date, a group of girls wanted me to sit with them, and I was given an invitation to join equestrian studies, tennis, and cheerleading. All of which I declined without a second thought and continued toward the cafeteria. Only a few tables were occupied, but people were filing in rapidly. After grabbing a salad for lunch, I took a seat at one of the empty tables and pulled out my science assignment—I had a feeling my sisters would be eating with their friends today. I’d only completed half a page of annotated notes before I was interrupted.

      “Why are we sitting here?” asked a godawful, movie-worthy, bitch voice a few feet away from me.

      “Look, Aaron, if your girl’s gonna complain, she can move, and you can follow after her like a little puppy dog. It’s your choice.”

      The chair next to me dragged across the tile, and after an audible sigh, the rest followed.

      Just how many people were sitting here?

      I refused to acknowledge them and just continued with my homework until someone tapped my shoulder.

      Without looking up, I said, “Yes?”

      “Umm, hi. I’m Jack.” I didn’t say anything and tried to continue writing. “And your name is?”

      “Selena.”

      “Wait a minute. You’re Alexandra’s sister, right?”  I recognized that voice.

      I looked up. It was the blond boy with dimples from this morning.

      “Yes, and Lily’s.” I smirked. I almost felt bad for the poor kid. He wasn’t even a player, and my lovely sister was going to break his spirit in two.

      “I don’t know if you remember, but I’m—”

      “Michael.” I make of point of learning about people my sisters get involved with.

      “Wait, you know each other?” one of them asked.

      “Sort of.” I shrugged.

      “I escorted her to foreign languages this morning,” he said, without taking his eyes off me.

      “Then why haven’t you introduced us?” a boy with a devilish look to him asked.

      “Selena, this is Jack,” he said, motioning to one who’d already introduced himself.

      “April.” The irritating girl.

      “Amy.” A follower of the irritating girl.

      “Will.” A boy with light brown hair and blue eyes.

      “And Aaron.” He finished with the player with devilish looks.

      “Nice to meet you,” I lied, already bored with the conversation.

      “Pleasure’s all mine.” Aaron grinned, and April slapped his arm.

      “Quit flirting with my boyfriend,” she said to me, then muttered “tramp” under her breath.

      Strike one.

      I narrowed my eyes and looked down at my paper. Breathe. In. Out. In. Contain the temper. She’s a child. She’s beneath you. Let it go.

      “Is something funny, bitch? Do I look like I’m joking?”

      Strike two.

      Breathe, I repeated. Let it go. My knuckles were white from clenching my pencil so hard.

      “Aaron, your girl,” Jack said.

      “Answer me!” she nearly shouted.

      Strike three.

      The pencil snapped.

      “Let me clue you in on something before you make another mistake by talking to me like that.” My voice was clipped and detached as I snapped my notebook closed and looked her straight in the eye.

      “You should rethink who you’re calling a tramp, or a bitch. Especially given that little reunion you and your boyfriend had last night.” Her eyes widened slightly. “Thought that was between the two of you, did you? I bet he promised to love you forever. And now he’s flirting with the new girl.” I kept my eyes locked on her, refusing to break contact even when I could see Aaron’s smoldering gaze in my periphery. “I’m not to blame here. Your ignorance isn’t even to blame here. You want to get pissed? Look at him.” I pointed directly at him as I looked her in the eye. I waited for her to say something, but she faltered. Looking between me and him, unsure what to believe.

      “You want to know how I know? Your boyfriend is in my third period, and he likes to run his mouth to all his buddies. I don’t give a damn what you do, or what happens to either of your reputations. Leave me out of it, and next time, maybe lay off the hypocrisy a little when you were on your back less than twenty-four hours ago.” I walked away. A slap rang in my ears, and I hoped she made the right choice and dumped his ass.

      I hadn’t even said the worse part, about her being on her period. That definitely didn’t need repeating. I still remember when Alexandra had been in a similar situation with a human boy.

      She gave the other girl third degree burns.

      If only they’d realized what happened when you played with fire.

      
        
        ~.~.~.~

      

      

      I was strolling along the wide-open pathway about fifteen minutes later when Lily came striding up to me. “Why?” she demanded, falling into step with me.

      “Why what?” I asked, even though I already knew.

      “Don’t play dumb with me, Selena. You’re the talk of the school right now. Why?” Her voice was rising.

      “If I’m the talk of the school, you should already know.”

      She glared at me. “I don’t believe it. I want to hear it from you.” Her voice trembled slightly. This was the first time she’d ever demanded anything from me. I would make sure it was the last.

      “You want to hear it from me? The girl’s boyfriend flirted with me, and before I could respond, she went after me for it. Me. I gave her three chances. Honestly, I think I did her a favor.” I kept calm as I started to walk away.

      “So that’s it? What happened to my sister who let everything go because it wasn’t worth her time? Where’d she go?” Lily called.

      I stopped. “Lily, I don’t care if you think I made the wrong choice. At the end of the day, I remember what happened to Alexandra in eighth grade, and I wish someone had done that for her.” I didn’t look at her.

      “What are you talking about? I heard—”

      “I don’t care what you heard. Clearly, you think you have the full story,” I said harshly. My hands balled into fists.

      Breathe, I repeated. In. Out.

      She huffed and stomped away from me.

      I could not curse this place enough.
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      When I got to my next class, Alexandra greeted me at the door, and we walked into the gym together, staying at the edge of a large group. This was supposed to be my first actual Supernatural class. I was scanning the faces, remembering one here and there when Alexandra said, “So, I talked to Lily today . . .”

      “Mhmm,” I said casually, keeping myself composed.

      “She, like, told me about your little umm . . . fight.” She watched me closely.

      “I didn’t get into a fight, but go on.” I sighed.

      “Okay, that’s what I said. A fight is, like, when two people actually do something,” she agreed as if it were obvious.

      “Then why are we discussing this?” I stared at the door, not believing my luck—or lack thereof.

      Aaron had just entered the gym with three of his friends from lunch, but his eyes locked on mine.

      “Because it’s still not like—”

      Someone blew a whistle, and everything went quiet.

      My gaze broke from his, and I turned toward the noise.

      “My name is Coach Boreguard, Coach B, or Coach,” a tall, thick man wearing sweats and a ball cap said. “You may not call me by my first name or any other name. I will give you detention if you do.”

      He raised his clipboard. “Now, when I call your name say here and don’t give me any lip. Anderson!” he barked, and the process began.

      “Now, what were you saying?” I asked Alexandra quietly.

      “That it’s still not like you to act like that,” she said.

      “And yet, it’s so like you to listen to gossip without knowing the full story.”

      “But, Sel—”

      “Foster!” Coach yelled.

      “Here,” she said, glancing over at him.

      “Foster!” he repeated.

      “Here.”

      “But, Selena, we were talking.” She paused. “And we think it might be a side effect from, you know . . . ”

      Oh my god. I was going to kill her for even going there. How dare she? I refused to apologize for what had happened in that cafeteria. I could’ve been so much worse. But I wasn’t.

      Because of her.

      “It doesn’t matter. Even if it is, what can I do about it? You guys wanted to come here, so here we are. You knew that sacrifices were going to be made this year.” I turned on her.

      “That’s not fair. We know you don’t want to be here, and we accepted your terms, but why can’t you do sports or something to release some of it? I know they have boxing.” Her voice rose slightly.

      “It doesn’t work like that,” I lied. Truthfully, if they were right and I really was losing it . . . I didn’t belong anywhere near a mat.

      “Okay. I know it doesn’t, like, fix it, but it helps,” she insisted.

      There were things going on that she didn’t know about. On one hand, she was right; boxing would help release it. To truly feel the release, someone had to feel pain. I was already so close to the edge . . .  I was terrified it would tip.

      “Okay, I see what this is about,” she said, her temper clearly rising. “You’re trying to wait long enough so that when something happens, you have an excuse to leave, for all of us to leave.”

      My pulse picked up again, and my temper rose. She was being pigheaded and ignorant, not necessarily in that order.

      “You don’t understand,” I said calmly.

      “I don’t understand?” She snorted. “Wrong answer. You don’t understand. We’re here because we need to be. We’re tired of playing hide and seek. Somehow, Mariana found us when no one else could. I get that you’ve been taking care of us for five years. You’ve done your best. You put Lily back to sleep every night and promised it would all be okay, that one day it would work out. Well, now it has. Now you can have friends and give it a try. Why are you so against this?”

      Rather than accepting the truth, she’d rather believe that I was so against this place that I’d do something I’d vowed would happen over my dead body. She couldn’t grasp that I had real reasons, that someone could very well end up dead if I wasn’t careful. My training wasn’t in boxing, not originally. My father had taught me to kill. To cause pain. To torture. While our mother was baking with them in the kitchen, I was being honed into a weapon. Perhaps she couldn’t grasp that because she had only started her training the year before they died.

      “You wouldn’t understand,” I said to her coldly, and then the whistle sounded again.

      “Now, seeing as the class got to a late start, I don’t think we’ll be able to do what I had planned. Instead, I’ll put you in pairs for an exercise, and we’ll see how you do.”

      Alexandra and I kept glaring at each other, neither willing to give.

      “You and your partner will come to the center of the gym, stand across from each other, and begin the Contest of Deception. If you’re too stupid to understand this, it means that you’ll dual. Hard. I want to see what you guys are made of. What I don’t want is a bunch of ballerinas out there. I don’t want to see a bunch of circling and dancing. I want to see a fight. Now, any volunteers?”

      Only one hand went up, and I knew then that I was screwed because I was too frustrated not to take up her challenge.

      “Name?” he asked her.

      “Foster. Alexandra Foster,” she said, not taking her eyes off mine.

      “Any challengers for Ms. Foster? Anyone daring enough to try?” he called.

      “I will.” My voice rang high and clear.

      “Name?”

      “Selena Foster,” I said without breaking eye contact.

      “You girls related?” He looked back and forth between us.

      “Sisters,” we said in unison.

      “All right. Get to the center.”

      I swaggered to the center of the room and faced my sister with a mischievous grin. If people were placing bets on who would win, Alexandra was probably in the lead—she had a good four inches on me, plus her temper was far more obvious. After today, they would think twice.

      “Are you girls ready?” He put his hand between us.

      “Are there any rules?” Alexandra asked.

      “Anything goes. You guys are sophomores. It’s not like you can do anything.” He shrugged then laughed.

      Alexandra and I locked eyes.

      “The Contest of Deception. Ladies, fight!” he shouted.

      I knew her style as well as I knew my own, and way better than she knew mine. That would cost her a lesson on picking a fight.

      We circled, and I was aware of the room watching, surrounding us so quietly you could’ve heard a pen drop.

      Her gaze started at my eyes, skimmed my chest then flitted back to my face. The second her hand twitched, I dropped and kicked her legs out from underneath her. Fire fanned the room, as she fell and her control on it loosened.

      She caught herself and spun, trying to knock me to the ground, but I jumped and missed her kick by a long shot. It gave her time to recover, and we circled each other again. I watched her closely, never taking my eyes off her, and her greatest flaw cost her. She looked out of the corner of her eye just long enough to see the cute guy watching her, and didn’t notice my hand. I wasn’t throwing with even a tenth of the force I could’ve used, but I was going to hit her, and it was going to hurt. My fist made contact, there was a pop, and she gasped. I’d dislocated her shoulder. So much for sophomores can’t do anything.

      It got her attention, and now she was mad. Fire burned in her eyes as the last of her self-control left her. Her fists ignited, and oooohs and ahhhs sounded throughout the room. She tried to throw a punch at me with her other hand, but it fell short. With a dislocated shoulder, she was at a severe disadvantage in range. I sidestepped and grabbed her wrist, twisting so that she involuntarily turned, and I had her good arm pinned. I swept her feet out from under her again, and threw my knee into her back as she came down. I put my free hand on her bad shoulder, and she cringed at the touch.

      Leaning forward, I whispered in her ear, “Pick your battles. That’s what dad used to tell us. Obviously, you still need someone to take care of you if you can’t do that.”

      She sighed, but her body remained tight.

      “Time,” he called from the edge of the crowd.

      I lifted myself off her without putting my weight on her and helped her up. She could barely move. I needed to pop it back into place soon.

      “Very nice, ladies,” he said while writing something down on his clipboard.

      “Great,” Alexandra said sarcastically.

      “Next volunteers?” he called.

      A few hands went up this time; some were very timid.

      We went to the edge of the group to pop her shoulder back into place without an audience.

      She was still glaring at me, but now it was because I’d won. “You were asking for it,” I told her.

      “You dislocated my shoulder,” she accused.

      “Hold still.” I put a hand on each side of her shoulder, and with a snap of my wrist, and a sharp pop, it was good as new. That didn’t stop her from gasping in pain. She should’ve been used to it by now; we’d boxed together on and off for the last five years.

      “Thanks,” she said, though I could tell it pained her to say it.

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Of course, if you hadn’t done it in the first place, we wouldn’t be having this issue, but okay,” she scoffed.

      “You started it,” I said coolly.

      “No! You did, okay? By going on this insane . . . exercise strike that’s going to do more damage to you than good. You can’t see it, but we can. Every single day you’re getting worse. It’s not like when we were eight and nine. We’re almost sixteen.”

      She wasn’t wrong. I could feel it pushing every second, dragging me toward insanity. My veins pumped with power every time I took a breath. You can’t have power like I do and not know it, not feel the pull. The danger. Yet I refused.

      “Okay, here’s the deal. I’ll talk to you about it later when I see you.” Her pushiness was bringing on a headache.

      “I’ll be waiting,” she promised.

      The class ended soon after, and I was on my way out the door when Coach Boreguard called, “Ms. Foster, can I see you for a moment?”

      “Coach?” I was ready for this day to end.

      “You’re new here, correct?” Of course, he already knew the answer.

      “Correct,” I said, humoring him.

      “Today in the exercise, you had the most skill, by far. More, even, than students in my junior and senior classes.”

      I stayed silent, taking the compliment but not wanting to encourage any questions. Still, if he thought that was impressive, he hadn’t seen anything yet.

      “How, though? Do you have a past in some type of contact fighting? Perhaps your parents taught you some?”

      I knew I had to give an answer. “Boxing. My family encouraged boxing when I was younger. They said I had natural talent.” Not a lie, but not the truth either.

      “Yes . . . ” He thought for a moment. “Well, that was all. Get to class, Foster.”

      I left the gym before he could think of anything else to ask me.

      When I got outside, it was almost time for my next class, which was all the way across campus. Uhhh . . . crap.

      I walked quickly, trying to retrace my steps, and when the bell rang, I was sitting in the last open seat in health class. I sighed and put my head on the desk. I had to face Alexandra later, which was going to be a nightmare.

      A teacher with long brown hair and milky irises was shuffling papers at the front of the class with an odd kind of grace. “Good afternoon, class.”

      “Good afternoon, Professor Clearwater,” some of the class responded.

      “Love the enthusiasm,” she mumbled sarcastically. “So, since it’s the first day, I thought I’d open by getting to know each of you. So, when I call your name, tell me something about yourself and what you know about health and being a Supernatural, if anything.” She sat at her desk and began taking roll.

      Most of them answered with simple things like, “I like to . . . ” or “Sometimes, I . . . ”, but occasionally someone would say their ability or say something they thought about Supernaturals.

      Amateurs. No one cares what you like to do or who you are.

      “Foster,” she called.

      I blinked. Crap.

      “Foster,” she repeated.

      “Here,” I said.

      She looked up from the roster with a curious look. “Is there anything I should know about you?”

      “No.” Yes.

      “I’m the best boxer in the state,” Aaron said from the seat behind me.

      “Very impressive, Mr. White. And do you know anything about Supernaturals?” Professor Whatever-her-name-was said.

      “Not a thing,” Aaron said, but I could tell by his voice that he was lying. All of them were. They’d been raised by mothers and fathers of our kind. Unlike human children, Supernaturals were raised to a standard. Part of a parent’s job was to teach them about themselves and their past. These children were liars. And I was their queen.

      “Okay, well, after today, you will. Now, this is the syllabus for this semester . . . ” She walked down the rows, handing out pieces of paper. I glanced at the sheet. It covered everything, starting with Supernaturals and how they manifested, from a genetic perspective, and going on to well-being, daily precautions, and coping with it. Coping with it? What the hell? She practically talked about it like a disease. We were the greatest beings on this earth. If you couldn’t have pride in that, you didn’t deserve to be a Supernatural.

      “Now, we’ll be starting with the section on genes and genetics. This week, we’ll specifically cover how you gain the genes to be a Supernatural. But before we talk about that, does anyone know what being a Supernatural even means?”

      No one raised their hand.

      “No one has any idea what they are, or wants to take a guess?” She strode across the classroom until she stopped next to my desk. “Ms. Foster, how would you classify yourself?”

      “A Supernatural is a person with inherited genes that enable them to manifest abilities when they reach maturity,” I said, giving her the definition I’d just read in the syllabus.

      “Very good, Ms. Foster, you can read. Supernaturals are people, yes. However, they are not humans—we are not human. Some of us appear human, but others don’t. We are a species of our own. We may share many superficial similarities with humans, but don’t be fooled; we are very, very different.

      “Not only is our species set apart by our abilities—although that’s the biggest known difference—but many of us also have qualities and traits stemming from our unique genes. Any ideas what they are?”

      No hands went up right away, but, finally, one crept up.

      “Yes, Ms. Hunter,” the teacher said.

      “The lifespan of a Supernatural is twice as long as a human’s,” Tori said.

      “True. Humans only live to be eighty, on average, and Supernaturals live to be one hundred and sixty-five.”

      “Different DNA,” someone said.

      “Yes, but I already said that.” She scanned the class, but no one else raised their hands. “What about appearances, personalities, and general health?”

      Still no hands went up.

      “So, other than your lifespan, genes, and abilities, you have no idea what separates you from humans?” she asked in astonishment.

      She turned and went to the blackboard, where she wrote something, while the class started talking. When she finished, she turned around and waited for us to stop. “Well, if you have enough time to talk, you have enough time to do an essay. So, I will be choosing your partner at random, and you and that person will have to write an essay together. This essay will cover defining Supernaturals and the differences between humans and us. It is due on Friday. You’ll find my guidelines for essays in your syllabus. Now, let’s see . . . ” She looked around the classroom then grabbed the roster and started pairing people off.

      “Ms. Foster and . . . ” I silently prayed, if there were a god, that I’d get some loser I wouldn’t even have to talk to and who’d do all the work. “Mr. White.”

      My heart skipped a beat. I wanted to shatter her into a billion pieces. Aaron was the very last person I wanted to be paired with. I looked at my phone to see how much of this class I had left, and when it was only 2:04, I sighed and put my head on my desk. This just kept getting worse and worse.

      “Now, onto class.” She launched into a speech about what we’d be learning this semester and explaining each of the parts of health and how it related to our well-being.

      After about five minutes, I got bored and put my earbuds in, cranking up the sound of “It’s My Life” by Bon Jovi, and letting my mind wander. It wasn’t long before I was considering all the ways I could break out of this godforsaken school.

      I wanted out. My entire life, I’d always put them first. Their safety. Their happiness. What about me? I hated being here, but there was no way to leave without them—and I’d sworn I wouldn’t do that to them. How could staying be the right choice? How long could I make it? I had to protect them, but nobody here could know what I was.

      I was jerked back into reality by the sound of the bell. I took my earbuds out and was grabbing my stuff when someone came up to me and slipped a note into my book. I took it out.

      

      Meet me at 5 in front of the clock

      -A.

      

      When I looked up, all I saw was the door closing—but I knew who it was. Balling up the piece of paper, I threw it in the trash as I walked out of class. Outside, I pulled out my schedule and looked at my last class: Battle Simulation. Whatever that was. I’d just started walking when someone called my name.

      “Selena!” Lily yelled. “Selena!” I turned to face her as she came running up to me. “What’s your next class?” she said as she tried in vain to stop herself.

      “Battle Simulation,” I said as I caught her.

      “Me too!” she nearly screamed, and I dragged her away from the staring people.

      “How was your day?” I asked politely. Her earlier frustrations seemed to have dissipated.

      “Well, it was good until I heard about my sister starting a fight.”

      “I didn’t start a fight.”

      “Call it what you want, Selena, but it was a fight. And very unlike you, I might add.” She sounded disapproving, and I could tell she’d rehearsed this little speech.

      “You’re obsessing,” I said without emotion.

      “You’re losing your grip,” she said as we approached a metal door with no handle.

      “Name,” an electronic voice said from somewhere.

      “Selena Foster,” I said, looking at Lily.

      “Lily Foster,” she said, returning my gaze.

      “Alexandra Foster,” a voice from behind us said.

      The door clicked and opened, and the three of us entered together. It was like a classroom, with desks and a teacher, but behind the desk was a window to another room that looked large and white and empty. A padded room for crazy people. How fitting. My breathing picked up.

      The classroom was crowded with students. Only three desks remained, and I headed for the one in the front, hoping to dodge my sisters for another hour. When I got there, I almost wished I’d taken one of the middle ones.

      “Why are you late?” the teacher asked, leaning back against the desk.

      “We didn’t know where the building was,” I said in a bored voice.

      “Ah, you must be the . . . Foster girls?” He looked down at his roster.

      “Mm hmm,” I said, like it was obvious.

      “Names?” he asked, not looking up. Was that a slight Russian accent I heard behind his words? His name certainly was, but he could’ve been from any of the countries surrounding the federation.

      “I’m Selena. The redhead’s Alexandra, and the short one’s Lily.”

      He glanced at me and wrote something down then turned his attention back to the class.

      “Now that everyone’s here, let’s continue. I am Professor Vonlowsky, and this is Battle Simulation. Who knows what that is?” He pointed behind me. “You.”

      “Fighting,” a girl said.

      “Yes and no,” Vonlowsky replied. “Can anyone tell me why it is yes and no?”

      No one answered.

      “So you’re telling me no one in here has any idea what this class is about, and I am wasting my time asking?” He looked around for another moment, but the class remained silent. “Okay, everybody pull out a piece of paper.” He waited until the rustling died down. “I can’t believe out of thirty-seven kids none of you know what you’re doing here.”

      It shouldn’t have been a surprise. These kids were clueless about everything. They thought the world revolved around high school and drama, yet no matter how much they tried, they would never be normal. It was sad, in a way, that these people had recreated a high school atmosphere to make the kids feel normal while trying to teach them about themselves. Pitiful was the word.

      “Take ten minutes and write a syllabus for this class,” he said. No explanation, no seeing if there were any questions, nothing.

      I glanced at the paper, not sure what to write. So I left it blank and waited ten minutes while the whispering of pencils counted down the time.

      Vonlowsky paced the room, watching us with frustration on his face. His walk was precise, like a predator hunting prey. It almost seemed as if he were looking for something . . . and then he found it.

      “Foster,” he said suddenly. I was already watching him, and it wasn’t me he was referring to. “Bring me your paper.”

      There was a flash of red hair when Alexandra appeared.

      “Why is there nothing written in it?”

      “Because, like, I don’t know any of it.”

      “So you’re not going to try at all?”

      “Nope. I’m new here. I don’t know any of this shit.” She popped her gum obnoxiously.

      “So you don’t know anything. You’re not going to try. You’re speaking like an illiterate, and completely ignoring my authority?”

      “Look, you’re not teaching me anything, so why would I try?” I hated it, but I kind of agreed with her.

      He looked at her for a moment with an odd expression then started pacing around the room. “Name?”

      She looked at him like he was dumb but responded, nonetheless. “Alexandra Foster.” She rolled her eyes.

      “Species?” he continued, though we all knew the answer.

      “Supernatural.”

      “Ability?”

      I tensed.

      “Fire,” she said, but now there was uncertainty in her voice.

      “Level?” he asked.

      “Unknown.” The uncertainty was replaced by irritation.

      “Potential?” he continued, brushing it off.

      “Unknown,” she said grudgingly and flipped her flaming red hair behind her.

      “Energy source? Fighting techniques? Specialization classes? Manifestation periods?” This was starting to sound like an interrogation.

      “I don’t know. Why are you asking me all this crap anyway?” She rolled her eyes again.

      “Because this crap is what battle simulation is. This is the only class you’ll take all three years, and this is the only class that focuses on you, what you can do, and what you’re capable of.” He motioned for her to sit down. “Your abilities are who you are, not just what you can do. When you graduate and leave here, you will have to be prepared. Some of you might go back to the human world and try to continue living in hiding, but most of you will take your place in our society. Battle Simulation is a class meant to prepare you for that, for yourself,” he declared like the charlatan he was. This guy was an imposter. There was no way he was an actual teacher. The only thing he knew how to teach was arrogance.

      The bell overhead rang to let school out.

      “And that concludes our lesson for today,” Vonlowsky said.

      The class filed out, chatting away. As I packed up my things, my sisters approached me.

      “You looked very productive up here doing nothing,” Alexandra snapped at me, still fuming from being patronized.

      “Could’ve been worse . . . ” I said.

      “Sure, you could’ve actually gotten mad and hurt someone,” Lily said, though clearly it wasn’t her place to say so.

      “I find it amusing that you can grasp that and not my reasons for not wanting to get back into boxing.” I walked away briskly with a purpose in my step and fire in my eyes.

      The metal door was still open, and when I stepped outside, the wind caught my hair and cold brushed against my face. I continued walking until I was almost at my door.

      “If you want to continue being a bitch, I have detention to get to, but if you actually want to talk, I have my phone on me,” I said to Lily.

      She stood speechless.

      “I’ll see you at detention, since you couldn’t keep your mouth shut,” I said to Alexandra.

      She just glared at me then smiled spitefully.

      I gave her a bitter smile in return before turning my back on them and their judgments.

      Screw them. They could be judgmental ingrates together.
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      When I got back to my room, it looked like a tornado had come through. Clothes, makeup, and shoes were scattered everywhere. I grabbed my suitcase and rifled through it for something comfy and non-uniform for detention since what I would be doing there was unknown. I pulled out a pair of loose black sweats and a tank top. I changed swiftly and glanced at the clock. I still had time, but if I left now, maybe he’d let me out early.

      I pulled on a sweatshirt and headed back to Building One to serve detention with Professor Brighton. My skin warmed as a slight breeze went past. I could feel eyes on me as I walked, but I refused to look. Let the gossipers think what they wanted. I was above that. I knocked when I reached his classroom and entered without waiting for a response.

      “You’re early,” he said to me without looking up. “The other one, however, is not.”

      I walked up to his desk. “What do you want me to do?”

      He appraised me. “Seeing that you’re dressed to work, I’ll give you a choice. You can scrape gum off the bottom of the desks in this room or wash all the windows in the building.” He smiled smugly, and I knew there was some kind of catch.

      “Anything else?” I asked.

      “Nope,” he said. I looked around the room. That was a lot of desks.

      “Windows,” I said after a minute.

      “Good choice. There are only six in the entire building.” He got up and gave me a rag and cleaning spray.

      “How many desks are there in here?” I asked.

      “Sixty.” He chuckled.

      Alexandra walked in behind me. She’d also had changed, except it wasn’t into something appropriate for what we were doing. She wore white skinny jeans with black boots and a sequin tank top. She never learned.

      I grabbed the bottle of cleaner, went to the first window I saw, and started cleaning.

      “You can use this to clean the gum off the desks.” In the reflection in the window, I saw him hand her a scraper and bucket. I choked on my laughter at the horror on her face.

      “You’re, like, kidding . . . right?” she asked him, completely bewildered.

      “Nope. I guess you should’ve, like, done what you were supposed to, right?” He went back to his desk.

      “Ugh . . . ” She groaned, got on her knees, and started scraping.

      I hurried through the windows in a rush to get out of there. Around 5:00, I finished and left the building while Alexandra was still scraping. On my way out, she glared at me, but I just kept walking. After I left Building One, I felt like I could breathe again. The sun was setting, and the campus was alive.

      Girls gathered around the fountain to watch the water user as he manipulated it to his will, clearly happy with the attention he was getting. People strolled down the pathways, hand in hand, ignoring the occasional couple that was mercilessly making out. Teachers watched from their rooms for any sign of trouble or mischief. The lamps kept the campus lit, but the fireflies made it glow. People were living and enjoying life, while my world crumbled around me.

      Lily was right. I was losing my grip. I looked more hellish with each day that passed. It didn’t even compare to the hollowness I felt with my growing isolation. My sisters no longer needed me. At least they didn’t feel they did, and for now, I was inclined to agree.

      I put a hand to my right temple, massaging my head in a poor attempt at getting rid of the migraine. After walking stiffly back to my room, I raided our bathroom for painkillers. Clearly one of my roommates was a pill popper because there were also stimulants, antibiotics, and prescription meds. I downed four Tylenol and stumbled into bed, not even bothering to turn the light off as I got some much-needed sleep.

      
        
        ~.~.~.~

      

      

      Wake up . . .

      The haze of sleep eased as I slowly came back to awareness. The room was too bright. I groaned and rolled over to look at the clock, but fell out of bed and landed on the floor with a thud. My head banged against something hard, and there was a flash of pain that faded as quickly as it had come. I dragged myself off the ground, getting a good grip on my bed to pull myself up. This was pretty pathetic. I was stumbling around like a drunk person, but I wasn’t inebriated in the slightest.

      Outside my window, complete darkness had replaced the full moon. Stars were just starting to appear, and my headache wasn’t any better, likely from banging it. I grimaced. The cafeteria lights were on, and I remembered Alexandra, who would probably still be working until late tonight. I was going to do something nice for her—maybe then she would lay off.

      I walked out of the building and took off at a sprint toward the cafeteria, hoping to get rid of the ache. The wind on my face was blissful. Exhilarating. I needed this. At the very least, it would help me stay in control tonight while I was with Alexandra. The distance between the cafeteria and me closed far too soon. I slowed to a stop and strolled in.

      The overhead lights were so bright I winced. Hurrying, I grabbed a salad and a slice of pizza. As I was getting two waters, someone bumped into me. The plate of pizza toppled off my tray. A hand swiped it out of the air.

      “Thank you—”

      Aaron. His black eyes studied me for a second before he set the food on the tray and let me pass. I suppressed the shiver that fought to run through me. I felt him watching me as I swerved through the cafeteria and walked swiftly across campus. The lights in Building One were still on and the door was unlocked.

      I went inside and found Alexandra crouched on the ground, working in silence. Her white jeans had black marks all over them, and she’d kicked her boots over into a corner. She wasn’t even halfway done.

      “Hungry?” I asked, setting the tray down next to her.

      “Starving.” She snatched the pizza off the tray.

      I plopped down on the floor and started into my salad. Picking at the lettuce, I looked up. Something was changing. She was changing. Being here . . . it was maturing her. Alexandra didn’t do work. Especially not the physical sort. She usually just outright refused, despite the repercussions, and occasionally resorted to having a lackey do it. Yet here she was, on her hands and knees with a gum scraper and bucket. I smiled, but my joy was short-lived. I needed to tell her the truth; that was the real reason I’d come back. The pizza was just to butter her up.

      I sighed.

      “I didn’t want to box because I’m scared of losing control. To actually get the release I need, I would have to beat those boys to a pulp. As you’ve said, I’m not eight anymore, and the stakes are higher. It takes more than it ever has to keep myself under control.” I looked away, not sure I was ready to see what was in her eyes.

      She put her hand over mine and squeezed. “I knew you weren’t telling us everything. I did know more than you’ve given me credit for. I know what it will cost you and your morals to keep your sanity. I get that. You don’t want to be a monster. If you don’t do this, you will go insane. If you don’t do this . . . I don’t think you have even a year left.”

      I turned to look her in the eye. She was serious.

      “I can’t lose my sister.”

      If I were capable of crying, it would’ve brought tears to my eyes. As it was, all I could do was grip her hand.

      “I know what I’m asking, even if Lily doesn’t. We can’t lose you.” Her eyes watered, and I gave her a sad smile. We both knew what she was asking.

      “So, I need you to do this. Box again. Please. We’ll worry about the rest later.” Her eyes were pleading, and though she would never know how much it would kill me if I lost control and ended someone—I would do anything for them.

      They come first.

      My mantra rang true.

      “I’ll start tomorrow,” I promised.
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      “Meet me today at, like, five, and we can go together, okay?” Alexandra told me as we were walking out of Russian.

      “No, I want to do this alone.”

      She tore her eyes away from the upperclassmen boys walking out of the gym. I waited for her response. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings, but if I was going to do this, it would be on my terms.

      “It’s your decision, sister. You know I’d rather do nothing if I can get away with it.”

      I liked the twinkle in her eye I’d been seeing since we got here, since she’d used her ability without fear of repercussions.

      “I’ll see you later. Relay the message to Lily so she gets off my case, will you?” I rolled my eyes..

      “I’ll deal with Lily. You worry about tonight.” She laughed, walking away only to be surrounded by admirers almost instantly.

      I took a deep breath. This was just the beginning of another very long day.

      Professor Anderson’s class went about as slowly as expected, and by the time the bell rang, I was already out the door. My third period was awful in comparison. Professor Monroe paid abnormal attention to students, and what they did during class. With eyes like a rat, she was the only teacher I’d ever met who could enforce silence without saying a word. Of course, that came in handy when Aaron sat next to me and brought his whole crew along, surrounding me in testosterone. I wasn’t going to let him think he made me nervous; I wouldn’t flatter him like that. So, I did the opposite: I leaned back, relaxed, and enjoyed the ride. He slipped me a note when Monroe’s back was to us, but I didn’t touch it. I didn’t even look at it until she turned around and was staring in my direction. Then I stretched my arm forward and opened it silently.

      Before I could read it, Monroe snatched it off my desk. “Passing notes, Foster?”

      “Actually, I didn’t get to respond yet.” I smirked, thinking of a smart-ass quip.

      “Well, let me read it for you, and you can tell me what your response is. ‘Meet me in the library at five today. We have a health project to work on, and I don’t want to wait until the last minute. Signed A.’” Even for her, she sounded abnormally bitter.

      “Well, Professor, I would say that I have plans, and that if he’s hitting on me, he really needs to stop. He’s not my type, and I do hope his girlfriend gave him hell for being a douche bag,” I said, without taking my eyes off the board, even though she was standing next to me. I smirked at the snickers that broke the silence. I hoped he hated me.

      “Language, Foster,” she scolded as the bell rang.

      I stood in one swift movement, my stuff already in hand. Aaron was still watching me as I walked out the door. It seemed to be happening a lot lately. I hope he didn’t make a habit of it for much longer. Creepy bastard.

      After lunch, Alexandra and I walked to P.E. together, and she told me that Michael had asked her out. I asked questions when needed, but paid as little attention as possible without letting her figure out she was basically boring me to death. When Coach Boreguard told us we were running today, it was a relief. I already needed a break from her.

      I pulled my hair back into a ponytail and changed into the unbelievably short shorts they provided for gym. All around me, girls were applying makeup, fixing each other’s hair, and taking selfies. Gag. I left the locker room immediately.

      “Outside!” Boreguard grunted when everyone was there.

      “I don’t wanna run,” Alexandra complained, coming up on my left side.

      “Well, I guess it sucks to be you,” I said unsympathetically.

      “We’ll see,” she said and disappeared.

      We walked for another five or so minutes before we got to the track. It looked almost new with the freshly cut grass, fresh coat of paint, and security cameras partially concealed on the edge of the woods.

      “Coach, I just had lunch and I really don’t feel like running today, so could I, like, do it another day maybe?” Alexandra piped up next to him.

      “Ha, you think you’re different and deserve special treatment, do you?”

      She just looked at him. The funny thing was she did believe that.

      “Well, just for that, princess, you earned yourself another mile. And while I’m making a point here, since you aren’t actually any different, I think you should all run another mile. Make that two.” He raised his voice as if daring anybody to complain, but the worst they did was mutter under their breaths or glare at her.

      She groaned, but didn’t say anything as she got in line next to me.

      “When I blow this whistle, your time starts,” he said to the line of thirty kids.

      I watched the others prepare to try to sprint it. Foolish children. Here, their Supernatural abilities were hardly what I would’ve called mature.

      Enhanced senses.

      Hmmm . . .  maybe now was the time to use that to my advantage.

      At first, I stayed in the middle of the front group, which was sprinting, but one by one, they faded in the first lap. I was only getting started. When I hit the marker for the second lap, only four others were with me. Amber was one, which didn’t surprise me with how fast she’d been on my first day. Aaron was another, which did—I’d expected him to be all talk. We were also joined by Michael and Jack, but they were both losing speed.

      It was then that I fell into a trance-like state.

      Faster . . .

      Instinctively, I raised the level and lost Jack and Michael instantly. I was halfway through my third lap when I heard it again.

      Faster . . .

      My heart beat with a steady thrum like a hummingbird’s wings as I began truly running. I didn’t notice who I was with anymore, who was behind me, or even what lap I was on. I was just going . . . faster, faster, faster. The whisper continued until I was practically gliding. I felt weightless.

      It stopped. In my head, I counted the laps as I rounded the corner to where the coach was standing. Eight. I was done, and I wasn’t even sweating.

      I looked around. Only Amber had finished before me. I searched for Alexandra; it wasn’t too hard to find her with her bright red hair like a flame in the sunlight. She was running steadily, but her skin was all pink and she’d already broken a sweat. There was no way she could go to her next class without a shower.

      I waited patiently as kids came and went. Slowly, people finished their laps, and when every last person was done, we waited for Coach’s next order.

      “You princesses have got a long way to go this year.” He looked over his clipboard. “Out of thirty students, eighteen of you run under the average, nine of you are barely making the cut, and only three of you are above.” He glowered down at us, but I refused to buckle. I had no reason to.

      “That’s not that bad,” Alexandra muttered under her breath. She’d been one of the average runners.

      “Not that bad? You’re right, that wouldn’t be that bad if I weren’t grading by human standards.”

      How could eighteen Supernaturals be slow by human standards? We are superior, mentally and physically.

      “By Supernatural standards, twenty-seven of you are below average, one of you is passable, and two of you are above average. You know what that means, right?”

      Silence followed.

      “It means that from now on, we’re running at least four miles every day. You kids are lazy and worthless, a bunch of princesses, just as spoiled as the rest of your generation. Not in this class. If you plan on passing this class and going to eleventh grade, you’re going to work. It’s going to hurt, and there’s going to be sweat, blood, and tears. That’s the only way you’re moving on, so get used to it.”

      This undoubtedly would’ve brought a lesser being to tears or pumped them up for the year. I was just disappointed. I’d expected better from my race, from my sister, from those who shared my DNA.

      After the talk, I showered and changed. My hair was still damp and felt heavy on my neck as it drenched my clothes. Cursing myself for not cutting it, I left for health.

      Crap. I still had to figure out that project. I was going to have to work with him on it sometime. Sighing, I took a seat in the back and waited for the rest of my class to trickle in. Professor Clearwater and her milky irises zoned in on me all through class as I listened to my music, but she didn’t say anything. It was bizarre how often my teachers stared. The students were one thing—I was new—but the professors should’ve been more professional. Unless . . .  were they watching for something? Paranoia made its way into my mind, but I quickly quelled it by reminding myself that no one had said anything. Perhaps it was all my imagination. Or . . . perhaps I was actually losing it.

      Battle Simulation went off without a hitch. Professor Vonlowsky gave a lesson that was . . . intriguing.

      He spent the entire class asking us questions, but no one could answer them. Not correctly, at least, and he made sure you knew it. No explanation. No answer. Just wrong. It was madness. How could a teacher expect you to learn when all he ever did was tell you ‘wrong answer?’ By the end of class, he’d offended nearly everyone, and they were all waiting for someone to get something right, so that maybe he would shut up. That never happened.

      “So tell me, students, did you enjoy today’s lesson?”

      No one answered. Prick.

      “Or maybe you found it infuriating that I cared so little, didn’t explain anything, nor had any kind of structure.”

      Most of the class instantly looked down, as if their hands were suddenly extremely interesting.

      “It gets annoying when someone undermines you, doesn’t it?” he asked us, suddenly serious and not talking like a madman. “I hope you take today as a lesson. From now on, I want respect, and I want it always, whether you’re in this class or not. I want it quiet in here from the first bell to the next. And finally, make sure you get this ‘I don’t care’ attitude fixed, and start trying, because I won’t put up with the rest of the school year like this.”

      The bell rang. Time to box.
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      I’d grown to expect bizarre scenes and bad attitudes in my dorm, but chaos?

      Clothes had been strewn everywhere as Amber tried to decide which leotard to wear for gymnastics. How that was difficult was beyond me, but apparently it was. Tori stood appraising herself in the bathroom with her cowboy boots and a flannel shirt. She looked like she’d walked out of an old western movie, and was that a cowboy hat in her hand? I snickered to myself. Hillbilly.

      I dug out a clean pair of spandex shorts and a white tank then cursed under my breath when I realized that these were all I had. I now lived in Montana where it got down to twenty degrees outside during the winter—on a good day. Shorts just weren’t going to cut it when the snow came. If only I’d prepared for situations like this instead of spending forty-eight hours harping on something I couldn’t change.

      It’s your own fault, my subconscious mouthed.

      I snatched the clothes off the bed and changed quickly before I could find something else to be pissed about. In truth, the clothes were nothing. I would survive. It was everything else that was getting to me. Insanity. Scheming dead parents trying to protect me, even in the afterlife. Which wouldn’t be so bad if it hadn’t cost their other two daughters dearly. I stopped myself there. I didn’t need to add self-pity to the list on top of everything else.

      Pushing aside all other thoughts, I dug under my bed for my gray workout shoes and hand wraps, getting caught in the cobwebs under my bed in the progress.

      “Ugh,” I groaned then sneezed from the half-inch of dust.

      “What are you doing?” Amber asked.

      I looked up from the shoe I was tying to read her expression. “Boxing.” Wasn’t it obvious? I glanced at the wraps beside me. Maybe not . . .

      “Really?” She sounded surprised.

      Without looking up, I nodded.

      “Are you any good?”

      I laughed lightly for the first time since I’d been here. “You could say that.” Oh yes. I was very, very good. I left it at that. We may have been able to do small talk at the moment, but I hadn’t changed my mind. No friends. No attachments.

      They come first.

      Without another word, I took off down the stairs and across campus. As I entered the gym, I went to the last door on the right where I’d seen the boxing ring earlier. The second I went through the door, I was engulfed in loud rap music and the smell of sweat mixed with testosterone. It felt like coming home. In the five years since my parents died, it was the only thing I’d taken joy in.

      The ring was to my left, and two boys were already going at it. To my right, there was a wall of mirrors with weights lined in front of it.

      Eyes followed me with every step I took.

      The back area was a lot larger than I’d thought it would be. Four punching bags hung off the right corner of the room while a speed bag was mounted on the back wall. There was a small table in the left corner with stopwatches and timers scattered across the laminated top and jump ropes in a pile to the side. The entire floor was matte blue. Probably more for the effect when blood splattered across it.

      Moving quickly, I dropped my wraps and rewound them tight around my hands. The guy facing away from me in the ring seemed familiar, somehow, but I couldn’t see his face. There was also something unusual about his reflexes, the way he moved . . .

      The guy he was fighting was tall and tanned with hair as black as mine. His chiseled features reminded me of paintings of Greek gods, and muscles rippled under his shirt . . . but that was all trivial compared to one thing. Green. Eyes so green. So alive. So vivid.

      It was him. The boy from my first day. The one with the green eyes.

      They parried back and forth, occasionally exchanging punches. By the time they made a complete half-circle, I could see the other boxer’s face. Aaron. His concentration broke when his gaze left the ring for a moment and met mine. It was only a second, but I shook my head with a small smile. He was making the same mistake I’d seen so many times. It would’ve cost him if I’d been in the ring.

      Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who’d noticed. A hand flashed out of nowhere and plowed into his stomach. Aaron doubled over from the impact, and the green-eyed boy hit him so hard his head snapped around. A streak of blood slapped his cheek, and the whistle signaled a win.

      Turning away from the ring, I walked over to a clear spot on the mat and dropped into a split. Placing my palms on the ground in front of me, I took a deep breath and began lifting myself. I had to be patient with my body as I lifted slowly. This exercise was all about strength of body and mind. I closed my legs so that I was in a handstand. The second it was solid, I knew it was time to go upright before I got lightheaded. Kicking my legs forward, I landed facing a man.

      He was tall and broad with chestnut-brown hair. His eyes were light brown and his face told me he was no student. I took in the jeans and loose red shirt. He had to be the coach.

      “That was impressive, but you’re distracting my boys,” he said, motioning to Aaron, who was now climbing out of the ring.

      “It’s more like your boys are letting themselves get distracted,” I countered.

      “And you think you could do better?” he asked.

      “I know I can,” I said without hesitation.

      “This is a private gym. You only get to practice here if you’re one of my own.” Amusement touched his lips, and a grin was fighting its way through.

      “You’re only telling me that because I’m a girl,” I argued, but kept my tone amused. Men didn’t take well to women telling them what to do.

      “No, I’m telling you that because you’re not strong or fast enough. We’re invitation only.”

      It was obvious he honestly believed that, which completely infuriated me. But I’d made a promise. If fulfilling it meant I needed a coach, then I had to earn his respect, and arguing wouldn’t do it.

      “If this isn’t about me being a girl then let me earn my place,” I said after a moment.

      He considered this for several seconds before speaking. “How do you plan on doing that?” he asked, humored.

      “The only fair way there is. A fight.”

      He grinned at me and shook his head as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “If you can actually get one of my boys to fight you, and you win? I’ll train you. Deal?” He held out his hand.

      “Deal.” I took a step forward, and put my dainty hand into his. His eyes widened when my grip tightened and my hand was like ice, cold and unmoving.

      When I released him, he turned to his boys and explained my proposition. Most of them refused, saying I had no business being there. My blood boiled when they started laughing. This was humiliating.

      “Can I say something?” I asked from behind him.

      Their eyes turned toward me, and the coach motioned me forward.

      “You guys are arguing because I’m a girl. You think I’m wasting my time, and yours, and it’s impossible for me to win. If all this is true, wouldn’t it make sense to let me have one fight and get it over with?” I said, smiling in what I hoped was a charming way. Underneath it, I was writhing.

      “Just pick your opponent.” The coach rolled his eyes, already knowing where I was going with this.

      A cocky smile slipped onto my lips. I knew who I wanted. “You,” I said, walking up to the green-eyed boy.

      The coach sighed and motioned for him to come over. Without a word, he walked away, eyes never leaving mine. They started whispering in hushed tones, and I could tell they were arguing.

      “He won’t fight you,” a voice said behind me. I turned to see Michael standing next to me.

      “What makes you say that?” I asked, examining my sister’s new boyfriend.

      “He’s the best, and he knows it. He could kill you,” he warned.

      Please. This boy didn’t know me, and he didn’t know what I was capable of. I wasn’t the one who needed to be warned.

      “Mm hmm . . . we’ll see about that,” I whispered.

      They were walking back over to us, and I had a feeling I was going to get my way.

      “He’ll fight you on one condition,” the coach said.

      I smirked a little at Michael, who appeared bewildered by the decision.

      “Name it,” I said.

      “You only get ten minutes to put him on the ground,” he said. He thought it was impossible. He thought I’d never win. He had another thing coming.

      “Okay.” It wouldn’t take me half that time to make my point. A wicked grin spread across my face. I needed to prove myself, but at the same time their incompetence would cost him.

      When I turned back, they were all talking again, exchanging glances and whispers. I knew the reason for the time limit: they figured I couldn’t do anything in ten minutes, and if he just stood there and parried, I would lose.

      “Do you need any time to warm up?” the coach asked, and I shook my head. “Okay then, let’s get started. You know, I admire your guts,” he whispered quietly to me as I passed.

      I smiled slightly without stopping.

      “Do you need any help up?” one of the boys called from the side of the ring.

      I laughed sarcastically and pulled myself onto the outer edge. Without hesitation, I slipped between the ropes and turned to face my opponent. “No thanks,” I called over my shoulder.

      “When you hear the whistle, the match is over. Begin,” he announced.

      Show time.

      I watched him carefully, looking for an opening, but he was well-guarded. However, there was something different about his style. He was sloppier because he underestimated me. This was it, my one chance, and he was barely taking me seriously. I ground my teeth.

      He studied my face, his eyes widening when my emotions changed, not even noticing my hands. It was like he was relying on my eyes to tell him my next move. And the look on his face . . . I’d only seen it on one other person in my life. I let anger cloud my other emotions, take hold of my thoughts. A slightly confused look crossed his face, and I knew I was right. I had him.

      Cheater.

      I’d just found a way to win this fight without even fighting. Using anger as my shield, I had the upper hand. While he was still confused, I went for it. Without thinking, I pivoted to the left and aimed for his stomach. He blocked it like I’d known he would, but he was behind. I exchanged light punches, biding my time.

      “Cheater,” I muttered to him.

      “How am I cheating?” he asked under his breath, blocking another blow.

      “Mind games won’t work on me. Nice try.”

      He fumbled for a moment and glanced at my face as if it were the first time he was really taking me in since that first day. Then I struck, hitting a spot right below the ribs you would only know to aim for if you were trained.

      A look of shock come over his face, and I smiled a little. I knew it was demented, but to see others in pain because of their own ignorance “fed” me when I was the one causing it. It was the very reason I was in this ring. Before he could recover, I took a step back. Without worrying about the implications afterward, I swung.

      When my skin made contact with his face, there was a sickening crunch and snap. He fell to the ground immediately, and I couldn’t help thinking that he’d just lost the same way he’d won not ten minutes earlier. The dull pain spreading through my fingers and wrist told me it wasn’t just his jaw I’d broken.

      Looking down at him, I almost felt pity and even a little guilt for pulling that on him, but it was the only way to get in. I was exhausted now, and this mental shield was drawing more energy by the second, sapping my body of its remaining strength. This was the first time in years I’d had to put it up, and I’d forgotten how draining it could be. I’d let myself grow weak over time and was now putting myself at risk. I was going to have to practice; get my strength up. I stared down at his unconscious figure and made a split-second decision to let the shield down. How much harm could he do lying there?

      Around me, it was silent—not a word spoken, not a syllable uttered. I knew why. The damage I’d just done should’ve been impossible for someone as little and charming as me. Especially with their supposed best boxer. Where did that put them? More importantly, where did that put me?

      The whistle sounded.

      Pulling my shoulders back so that I was standing at full height, I allowed my fists to drop to my sides, but kept my face away from the rest of the gym. Out of nowhere came a slow clapping. I turned, and the coach was standing in front of them and applauding me. He had a smile on his face despite the boy at my feet. That was Supernaturals for you.

      “What’s your name?” he asked in awe.

      “Selena Foster,” I said quietly. The sound of my name was like an omen. Foreboding. Dark.

      “Well, Ms. Foster, I’m Coach Avery, and you’re my newest recruit, whether you like it or not.” He made no attempt to hide his admiration, but looking down at the boy in front of me, I was uncertain about this path I was on. Could I do this? The feeling was . . . unsettling.

      Before I even realized what I was doing, I knelt on one knee, tilting his head so that I could see his face. My black fist was printed across his jaw, my knuckles clearly outlined. If he were to get it x-rayed, I already knew what it would show—his jaw completely unhinged and broken, his cheekbone cracked. The kind of wound I’d given him would take weeks to heal, even for a strong Supernatural, and it still might not come out properly.

      Coach Avery crouched next to me, examining it. Undoubtedly noticing the swelling that wasn’t stopping, he reached forward like I had. Anyone with two eyes could see he needed help, and quickly.

      “You taught me a lesson today, Ms. Foster.” He paused. “Never underestimate the opponent.”

      “I have a feeling you’re not the only one who’s learned it,” I murmured so that no one else heard me.

      “Even with surgery and shots, it’s going to take him weeks to heal,” he said, mirroring my thoughts.

      Now I really did feel bad. If I hadn’t taken my emotions out on him, he wouldn’t have been in this state. I had to fix this.

      We’ll worry about the rest later . . . Alexandra’s words replayed in my mind. It was later.

      “Michael,” I said, loud enough for him to hear me.

      There was a thump as he entered the ring and crouched on my other side. I didn’t trust any of the people here, but he was the closest I came to it.

      “Listen to me very carefully. I need you to find Alexandra and tell her to get Lily and bring her here. If she asks why, tell her I slipped up, but nothing else, okay?”

      He nodded once and left my side.

      It was strange for me to care about someone else—especially someone other than my sisters.

      I must be spending too much time with Lily. Caring was her thing, not mine.

      “We need to get him to Melony. She’ll know what to do,” he said at last.

      “Just wait a few more minutes,” I told him.

      “For all we know, he could have a concussion or internal bleeding, and he’s already passed out,” Coach Avery said.

      I could tell he didn’t blame me—in boxing, this was always a possibility—but it was my fault.

      Even if it was what I’d come here to do.

      “Just give me a couple more minutes. I know someone who can help,” I told him.

      He didn’t seem to hear me. His voice was too loud, already giving orders to get help. I stayed silently with the boy for what was surely only a minute or two, but felt longer.

      He was an enigma. Puzzling beyond compare, and yet, the simple fact of what he could do made me feel like I knew him. A part of him, at least, with the rest a mystery. Who was this green-eyed boy?

      The door slammed behind me.

      I looked over my shoulder to see Alexandra and Lily walking with Michael.

      “Lily, can you come here for a second?” I asked softly.

      Lily bounded up to the ring and wiggled her way up onto it. When she reached us, I heard her gasp, and Alexandra followed.

      “I know this is going to sound unusual for me . . . but can you heal him?”

      “I . . . I haven’t healed anyone in a long time, Selena, you know that,” she whispered.

      “Can you try? I’ve never asked before, but this was my fault.”

      She seemed to consider it for a moment before kneeling before him and placing her hands on his face.

      “Who is this?” Coach Avery asked.

      “This is Lily, my sister. She’s a healer. Since I did this to him, I figured I should find a way to fix it.”

      Coach Avery nodded, not seeming to question Lily’s presence any longer.

      She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Her hands glowed where they were touching the boy’s skin. The reaction was almost immediate. His bones popped back into place, his jaw reconnected, the cracks sealed, and even his bruise was disappearing. She took another deep breath then lifted her hands, and his face was the same as before. You could almost pretend he was sleeping. Almost.

      “Thank you,” I told her.

      “Selena, I need a word with you,” Alexandra said from behind me.

      I turned and nodded once. “Why don’t you guys wait outside for me? I’ll be there in minute.”

      I waited for them to leave before turning to Coach Avery. “When he wakes up, he’s going to have a headache and he’ll probably want to sleep, but he’ll be fine.”

      I glanced at the green-eyed boy. He looked peaceful lying there. I reached forward to brush the hair off his closed eyes but stopped myself an inch from his face, pulling back. What was it with me tonight?

      “That was a nice thing you did for him,” he told me.

      I rolled back onto the balls of my feet and stood up, turning away from him. I took a shaky breath.

      “Yeah, don’t remind me. I have stuff to take care of, but I’ll be back.” My words hung in the air as I walked out.

      Outside, it was a lot warmer than I’d expected. The pain of my hand suddenly came back to me, and I mentally cursed myself. Alexandra and Lily were waiting right outside the door.

      “You have thirty seconds to explain,” Alexandra demanded.

      I quickly recounted everything, starting when the coach approached me all the way down to when they’d come in, only leaving out the part where I’d discovered his ability unintentionally. The entire time Alexandra tapped her feet impatiently.

      “When I said we’ll worry about the rest later, I’ll admit, this wasn’t what I intended.” Alexandra sighed.

      “If you both think about it, it wasn’t really that bad. We knew when we suggested that you start boxing again that we would have this problem. You’ve just never felt bad about it before. I can understand,” Lily offered.

      “I was frustrated. It won’t happen again. At least not with someone here.”

      Alexandra looked at me for a second before nodding; she understood what I meant.

      “You know, Selena—” Lily gasped. “You broke your hand?”

      I continued unwrapping my hand, letting it free of the pressure of the wraps. In their full glory, my knuckles were black and purple, and my wrist wasn’t much better.

      “I’ve had worse.” I shrugged.

      “Give me your hand.” Lily rolled her eyes, taking my hand without waiting for my response. White light appeared under her fingertips, and heat flooded me, chasing away the cold that had chilled my bones now that the adrenaline had left me. When she pulled away, I flexed my wrist and fingers.

      “So are you sure you didn’t feel bad because you didn’t want your fist to ruin that boy’s very handsome face?” Alexandra smirked.

      “Very funny,” I scoffed as I walked past her, knowing they would follow.

      “So apart from bashing a pretty boy’s face in, you had a good time?” Alexandra continued.

      I knew what she was getting at; she wanted to know if it was working. Was I more stable?

      “Yes, I’m already feeling more at home,” I said.

      She gave a subtle nod, and squeezed my now healed hand.

      “Really? That’s so great! Why don’t we go get—”

      “Thank you, for everything. Not tonight, though. I’m tired.” I smiled by way of apology.

      Lily smiled and shrugged. I could tell she was proud that, for once, she’d gotten to help me when it was usually the other way around.

      “Okay, why don’t we just make plans for Friday?” Alexandra suggested.

      We agreed on that, and I said goodnight, leaving them in front of the dorm.

      As I made my way back to my room, I couldn’t help thinking of the green-eyed boy. The way he’d boxed mercilessly with Aaron, but had restraint. Something I still struggled with every day. It wasn’t only that; it was how I’d let my control slip. Would I see him tomorrow? Would he say anything about it? Only time would tell.

      In any case, I had to let these trivial things go. They didn’t matter. I was here to protect and look after my sisters. This was for them. For my promise.

      That was all.
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      I went back the next day.

      On the way, I was asked out yet again, and I declined, yet again. That put me on a total of seven guys in the last three days, half of whom had been sitting at lunch with me that first day when I’d met Aaron and his ex. It was startling how many boys had approached me since I’d started here. Supernatural males were unafraid in the traditional sense of fear, but how did that play into rejection? It couldn’t have hurt too badly since they kept coming.

      I breezed through the door to find the gym much the same as yesterday, with matches going on and boys paying a bit too much attention to me. Walking to the back, I did my usual warm up, because it was the only thing I could do to clear my head.

      “Foster.”

      My tranquility snapped, and my arm twitched. I lost my balance and toppled onto the ground, hitting my head.

      “Damn it,” I said, a little too loudly.

      A hand appeared out of nowhere and, without thinking, I took it. Once I was standing on my own two feet, I turned to thank the person. I stared at Aaron, my eyes narrowed, but I thanked him, nonetheless. Without waiting for a response, I walked over to Coach Avery.

      “Have you ever boxed in the Supernatural world before?” he asked me, completely ignoring my little screw-up.

      I shook my head.

      “There are a few things you need to know then. The first is that this is a brutal sport. Show no mercy. After yesterday, I have a feeling that won’t be your problem.” He paused. “Second, there are no points. You fight until someone hits the ground. There are no time limits, and no out-of-bound calls.”

      “You’re telling me that a match could go on for hours as long as no one hits the ground? And almost any move is legal—”

      “That’s exactly what I’m telling you, which is why this final rule is going to be the one that affects you most.” The look he cut me shut me up instantly. “The third is that there are no weight classes or differentiation between men and women. When our first match comes up, it will be completely based on your level.”

      “Which means I could end up with some six-foot-eight guy who’s a spitting image of Lou Ferrigno?” I asked sarcastically.

      “Basically,” he agreed.

      There was a short silence between us as I contemplated this.

      “Which is why the main things I’m going to work on with you are your speed and endurance, along with a little weightlifting. Maybe some rounds in the not-so-distant future once we know your level.” He gestured to the bench.

      “Okay. What are you proposing I start with?” I asked him. I didn’t want to be stuck lifting weights and jumping rope for the next three months, but to keep my promise, I had to play by his rules.

      “I haven’t dec—”

      There was a sudden commotion behind me.

      I whirled around to see Aaron deck someone. After the less-experienced fighter fell, he didn’t waste any time advancing on him. There was something fascinating about the animalistic urge that drove him further and further from civilized. The way he fought—the way he hit him—was so raw. Untamed. Out of control.

      War spun in his eyes as he gave way to a darker side—a side of him that didn’t answer to morality, or any sense of right and wrong. It was a part I doubted he recognized. As blood covered his hands, it was increasingly familiar to me.

      Avery grabbed the back of his shirt and ripped him backwards. Aaron lunged once more, but Coach was fast—faster than Amber. He grabbed him in a headlock with power I’d scarcely seen before.

      Aaron instantly went slack as the anger that had pushed him to fight left as fast as it had come. The boy on the ground wasn’t faring quite as well.

      “This is my gym, and you two are replaceable. How about instead of acting like chest-banging gorillas, you actually do something beneficial before I kick both of you out!” Avery roared. “White, I want you with Foster on weights. Show her what to do and spot her while I deal with this moron over here.” He grunted, releasing Aaron.

      Aaron turned to me and wiped a trickle of blood from his mouth. With dark eyes flashing and the whole after-fight-vengeance thing going on, he looked kind of hot. I still couldn’t stand him—solely based on his man-whoring attitude and pain-in-the-ass arrogance—but there wasn’t any denying that he was more than just a little easy on the eyes. I laughed quietly to myself as he crossed the distance between us and came to stand in front of me.

      “What was that about?” I asked, only minimally curious.

      “Nothing, just John not knowing his place,” he replied, though his glance toward me said otherwise. “Have you ever bench pressed before?” he asked in a blatant attempt to change the subject.

      I shook my head.

      “Okay, well, what you’re going to do is lie back on the bench, plant your feet firmly, and hold the bar about here,” he said, motioning to his chest.

      “I gathered that much,” I said.

      He shot me a look before continuing. “And when you lift it, you want to go straight up until your arms lock then come back down.” He got on the bench and demonstrated before motioning for me to try.

      I got on the bench and copied his posture. He handed me the bar, and I held it precisely where he’d told me, going through the motions. “This isn’t exactly difficult,” I said.

      “Let me see it.” He took the bar out of my hands and set it on the rack.

      I wasn’t paying attention to exactly how much weight he added, but when he gave it back, I could feel the difference immediately.

      “Try that,” he said smugly.

      I started lifting again, but after several reps, I couldn’t ignore how heavy my arms were. They seemed to weigh a hundred pounds each, and they were only getting heavier.

      “How much weight did you put on here?” I complained.

      “Forty pounds. Why, too heavy?” He smirked.

      “Not at all,” I lied. I continued for a few more minutes in sweet silence before he broke it.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “You just did,” I said.

      “What did I do to piss you off?”

      I thought about my answer before responding. “How do you know this isn’t just my personality? That I’m not just a bitch?” I countered.

      “You’re not a bitch, you just don’t put up with bullshit, but I can tell you have a problem with me,” he insisted. For a cocky, self-centered fool, he actually didn’t sound too stupid right now.

      “Who said I have a problem with you?”

      “It’s obvious.” The note of seriousness in his voice struck me.

      I thought for a moment. “I don’t particularly like you, but I wouldn’t say that I have a problem with you.”

      “But what did I do?” he asked as if he needed to know the answer.

      “You want to know what you did?” I said, handing him the bar and sitting up. “Nothing. You did absolutely nothing. You were yourself, and I just don’t like you. I think you’re obscenely arrogant and shallow. It’s nothing personal, really, and it shouldn’t bother you, but it obviously does. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to get done.”

      His mouth popped open in disbelief, and anger flared in his dark eyes. I was tired of this conversation. If he didn’t want the truth, he shouldn’t have asked.

      “We still have a project due Friday. Will you at least meet me at lunch tomorrow in the library to get it done?” This time it seemed like he’d honestly gotten the clue. He spoke deceptively soft, but his eyes were elsewhere, looking everywhere but at me.

      “Sure,” I said, walking away without even looking back.

      Which was when it dawned on me: the green-eyed boy hadn’t even shown up for practice.

      
        
        ~.~.~

      

      

      “How are we going to do this?”

      I was sitting in a library, wasting my time with one of the most uninteresting Supernaturals on campus. Needless to say, my opinion of Aaron hadn’t improved overnight.

      “Do you actually know anything about Supernaturals?” he asked me.

      I watched the way he examined me, looking for deceptions or clues. He was the same as everyone here, trying to unravel the mystery of Selena Foster. I stayed silent for a minute, challenging his gaze. Truthfully, I knew a lot—a lot more then I was letting on, anyway.

      “Nope,” I lied.

      He scratched some things down on a piece of paper and slid it across the table to me.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “This is the layout for our project.”

      I pushed it back toward him. “I’ve got a better idea. You tell me what you need, and I’ll go find it,” I suggested with a smirk.

      His rolled his eyes. Apparently, he found my idea of partnering aggravating.

      “I need you to find a book on the differences between humans and Supernaturals.” He sighed.

      I got up and left the table to look for the librarian. After a few minutes of walking up and down numerous aisles, I stumbled across her. She was a short, dark-haired woman who seemed rather flustered.

      “I was wondering if you could point me in the right direction?” I asked her, trying to put on my most charming attitude.

      “What are you looking for?”

      “Something about the differences between humans and Supernaturals. I have a report due in health . . . ”

      She considered my request for a minute then her arm, as if it weren’t part of her body, stretched. It was as if she didn’t have any bones. It snaked down the row and around the corner. A few seconds later, it came back with a book and shrank back into her arm.

      “Try this. I think you’ll find it useful.” She flashed me a smile.

      “Thank you, Miss . . . ?”

      “Rivas,” she answered warmly.

      “Miss Rivas, thank you.” I smiled and tried to find my way back to Aaron. I wandered for another minute or two before coming across our table. He was writing something. I walked up behind him silently and looked over his shoulder. He already had a page written, and I hadn’t even given him the book. I got the impression he hadn’t really needed it, but it had given me something to do.

      “If you want to know what I’m doing, just ask.”

      “How did you know I was behind you?”

      “I heard you,” he said.

      “How did you—?”

      “I can hear a pin drop a mile away. I can smell a girl’s perfume from across campus. I can even see every single hair on your head right now. My ability isn’t something you can see, but I have enhanced senses.”

      I froze.

      Literally. Stopped. Breathing.

      Enhanced senses. The ability I supposedly had. The ability to be better than average at all the trademark characteristics but not specialized in anything that counted. It seemed fitting for him, but I was an imposter. I might’ve had better senses then most, but I was by no means as developed as he was. I excelled in strength, speed, and reflexes. Things that were physical and could be improved through effort—sight, sound, and smell weren’t in that mix. I stayed completely still for the two-point-five seconds it took me to analyze that. Two-point-five seconds that I simply stared. Two-point-five seconds that he misunderstood, while staring back.

      Two-point-five seconds before he moved.

      He stood and turned toward me until he loomed over me. His lips parted, and he leaned in . . . and then he was on the ground. He clutched his face gingerly. Splayed across the right side of it was a bright red and purple handprint where I’d slapped him.

      “You can finish the project on your own,” I spat, dropping the book.

      I walked out of the library and tried not to break the door when I slammed it behind me.
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      “So who’s your admirer?” Alexandra pestered.

      It was Friday, and I was having dinner with them like I’d promised.

      “Huh?” I said as I picked at the lettuce in my salad.

      “The guy you skipped lunch with yesterday, in the library?” she said encouragingly. It sounded more like an interrogation. Fancy that.

      “How did you know that?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at her.

      “Not important. Who is he?”

      “No one.”

      “I don’t believe that for a se—”

      I cut her off with a gesture. “Believe me when I say he’s no one,” I said, ending the subject.

      “So did I tell you guys I started horseback riding with Bella?” Lily said.

      “Why?” we said in unison.

      “A lot of kids ride horses here.” She shrugged.

      “But you hate horses,” I pointed out.

      “I don’t hate them. I just never really cared for them,” she said in self-defense.

      “No, I’m pretty sure you hate them. You have since you were four,” I said, and she glared at me.

      “She’s just trying to fit in, not be a loser for once.” Alexandra yawned for effect.

      “Oh, shut up, Alexandra,” I snapped.

      “What? If she wants to make herself miserable in exchange for not being a total loser, let her.” She rolled her eyes.

      “I’m not a total loser, and I’m not miserable,” she argued feebly, throwing a nasty glare at Alexandra.

      “Then what are you?”

      Lily didn’t answer.

      “Pathetic, that’s what you are—”

      “Stop it. I don’t want to hear your bickering. Do neither of you get that?”

      Now it was their turn stay quiet.

      “I agreed to have dinner, not to listen to you two arguing nonstop or be questioned about what I do in my spare time,” I said, eyeing Alexandra.

      “Okay, like, what is your problem, Selena?” Alexandra said. “Fighting is supposed to make it so that you’re not—”

      “My problem is that I’m sick of listening to you two going at each other every time you’re together for more than five minutes—and, no, Alexandra, boxing doesn’t fix everything. It makes it better. It doesn’t fix it,” I hissed. She thought she knew. As if she could actually understand how I felt. What it was like to be me. She was sadly mistaken.

      “We don’t argue every time we’re together for more than five minutes,” Lily piped up.

      What? I wanted to scream, but thinking of my self-control, I shot her an annoyed look instead. They’d just been arguing, and now she was defending her? This was just—

      I am losing my fucking mind.

      “You know, maybe Alexandra’s right . . .  Boxing used to help, but maybe—” Lily went on.

      No. You can’t seriously be saying— you wouldn’t dare. Not after what I am doing for you—for both of you.

      I was so infuriated; I didn’t trust myself not to react. To snap. It would be so easy . . . so easy. To let go.

      “I’m not listening to this,” I growled. Fury had me, and I wasn’t listening to anything anymore. I stood to leave before I did something I would regret.

      “Selena—” Lily pleaded.

      “No.” They didn’t know what it was like to be different. Truly different. When you were so powerful that it could put you on the edge of losing control. Losing your mind.

      “Just forget it, Lily. If she wants to—”

      I left before I could hear the rest. I couldn’t believe them. After all we’d been through . . .  We’d even talked about this. I told them I had it under control, and I did. They didn’t believe me. They didn’t trust me. I wanted to scream. It was one thing for them to bicker, and another to think I was losing it. And not just that, but letting it control me. I wasn’t. I wouldn’t. They were naïve children to think it. I was better than that; smarter. I would beat the chaos that raged inside me. Somehow.

      Outside near the fountain, I sat down and sighed, looking up at the stars.

      “Why did you do this to me?” I whispered, but no answer came.
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      It was Monday. A week and a half had passed without me talking to my sisters, and for the first time in my life, I didn’t feel the need to. I didn’t want to. I’d thought they understood me, or at least tried to, but they didn’t understand a damn thing. Besides, they had their own lives now. Lives that didn’t involve me.

      I had a life too now—one where I spent every waking hour at the gym, even when no one was there. I went before and after school, skipped dinner, and stayed until two or three in the morning. It didn’t matter—if I was awake, I was there.

      Nothing had changed in the last week and a half. Aaron stared at me half the time, and avoided me the other half. I preferred the latter. Avery still hadn’t let me in the ring since that first match, and I was beginning to wonder if he was nervous about what I might do. Since starting, it had become increasingly clear that I was leagues ahead of most boxers, even here. I was the fastest, and my reflexes were as good as Aaron’s—maybe even better. But I was a wild card in Coach Avery’s eyes. Unleash me, and there was no telling what I might do. Images of the green-eyed boy flashed through my mind.

      He still hadn’t come back. Word around the gym was that he was taking a break, but I wondered how many nights he was spending replaying that to himself. Probably twice as many as I was. I hated that I’d let him get to me, get under my skin, but his eyes . . . they were all I could see at night. He was such a puzzle to me, unlike other men. He was different. I could feel it. I didn’t know what different meant. Was it just his ability or was there more?

      You punched him, I reminded myself. Knocked him out stone cold, to be accurate. That fleeting conversation in the ring is probably the only conversation you’ll ever have. I doubt he’ll even look at you after that little stunt, I reassured myself.

      I wasn’t supposed to be distracted by anyone. The sooner he realized I was bad news, the better.

      I walked through the door of the gym, and the sound of familiar rap lyrics filled my head. Without even thinking about it, the guys cleared me a spot on the mat. They knew my routine by now. None of them gave me cautious looks, or made jokes anymore—I’d beat them as blue as the mat if they did.

      I dropped into a split, doing my usual warmup. Afterward, I got a jump rope and started the timer. I fell into step with the beat as I jumped. Jumping rope had never been my favorite exercise, but if doing more of these got me off the bench, I was all for it. I was still thinking about it when the timer went off, and I knew I couldn’t avoid it anymore. I put the rope and timer away before walking over to the bench.

      “Foster,” Coach Avery called.

      I smiled to myself and turned to walk over. Finally. He was going to take me off the bench and actually let me do something productive.

      I hesitated for a second, and by hesitated, I mean stopped dead in my tracks. He was there. The green-eyed boy was standing there, watching me intently. I made my feet move again and crossed the space between us.

      “I want you to increase the weight to one-ten. It’s getting too easy for you.”

      I tried to keep the grimace off my face as I turned to go. I was strong, strong enough to knock a man twice my weight unconscious—I didn’t understand the need to lift weights. But, without a word, I piled on the weights, straining to hear their conversation.

      “Is she any good?” the guy asked.

      “Good enough to knock you cold,” Avery grunted.

      “You know I wasn’t actually fighting her. How the hell was I supposed to know she was the real deal? I’ve fought guys twice her size who couldn’t hit that hard.”

      “She’s good,” he said, and I smiled to myself. I might’ve been here because of a promise, but I took pride in myself. To the point of arrogance, occasionally.

      There was silence for a few seconds, and I realized I was standing there, just staring at the weights.

      “So where’d she come from?” he asked when I started lifting.

      “I don’t know. She’s not much of a talker.”

      I could tell they were still watching me.

      “She have a name?” Why was he so interested?

      You have no room to talk, my subconscious criticized. I glared at the bar in my hand.

      “Selena Foster.” My head instinctively turned toward them, and they stopped talking as they moved across the room out of earshot. I turned my head back to face the ceiling and kept working.

      I lifted my arms again and again, refusing to stop. If I stopped, I might not start again. My arms ached and my hands were already trembling. Any longer and I might drop it, but I wouldn’t stop. I had to go through it.; I had to do this. I refused to show weakness in a place where it was unacceptable.

      The trembling got worse, and the bar shook in the air. Sweat coated my hands from a too-tight grip, and the bar slid. Before I could stop it, my other hand lost its grip, and the bar was falling, crashing, tumbling through space . . . A steady hand swiped it from out of the air and placed it on the rack.

      My hands were still shaking when they fell to my sides. I took a deep breath before trying to lift them. I couldn’t. Physically, I just couldn’t move then anymore. I slumped back onto the bench.

      “It’s called muscle fatigue, Selena. You pushed yourself too hard,” Coach told me. He crouched down next to me.

      “Nonsense,” I muttered.

      His chuckle filled my ears, and I tried to slow my pounding heart. “I watched you keep going when you knew you shouldn’t,” he replied, but he didn’t sound angry.

      “I don’t have limits,” I explained.

      “Everyone has limits, and you pushed yourself past them.” He sounded . . . admiring.

      “I. Don’t. Have. Limits,” I insisted, pushing myself up so that I was sitting. “I never have, and I never will.”

      We were face-to-face now, and my resolve was unwavering. He didn’t understand. He didn’t know. My body could take far more than a few weights; the kind of power I channeled wasn’t even comparable.

      “I admire your strength,” he said out of nowhere. “But you’re headstrong. Ignorant, even, of what your body tells you. You’re an amazing boxer, Selena, but I can’t use you if you run yourself into the ground. You need to listen to your body. Okay?”

      “I don’t have limits.” I paused, thinking of how to phrase this.

      “Foster—”

      “But, perhaps, I have minor setbacks,” I conceded before he could reprimand me. This argument was a lost cause and would get me absolutely nowhere.

      “I think we should start setting a timer when you’re on weights, to prevent this from happening again.”

      “Okay.” I sighed. He wouldn’t let me have my way regardless of what I thought, and I was too tired to argue anymore.

      “Can you move your arms again?”

      “Yes,” I said tentatively, lifting them to see for myself.

      “Well, why are you sitting here then? You have sprints to do,” he barked.

      I jumped to my feet and crossed the gym, pretending that nothing was wrong—that I hadn’t just learned something that bothered me a hell of a lot more than any boy with green eyes. My body did have physical limits, as much as I denied it. That meant I wasn’t invincible, and I hated that, because it told me one thing. I wasn’t unbeatable, and now everyone in the gym knew it too.
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      School had never been my strong point. I didn’t care, and my grades reflected it. I’d always made straight Cs across the board, apart from gym, but I was okay with that. Lily and Alexandra were my focus, not some mundane school for humans. Now, I was facing a small dilemma in that department. I was failing three classes and school was getting harder by the day. Without Lily’s help, I wasn’t driven to study and it showed. I thought about my sisters often, but they didn’t need me anymore, and I was still pissed with them.

      Early Saturday afternoon in late September, there was a knock on my door.

      “Who is it?” I yelled, not even bothering to get off the floor.

      Lily walked in.

      “What do you want?” I said coldly. My jaw strained, and I nearly broke my pencil.

      “To talk.”

      I looked back down at the textbook, pretending to be ambivalent. “Well, then; talk.”

      “I’m sorry, and I miss you,” she said.

      I stayed silent.

      “Selena, talk to me,” she pleaded.

      “What do you want me to say?” I said, not looking up.

      “That it’s okay. That I made a mistake. That you’re still my sister.”

      I chuckled. “I’ll always be your sister. You can’t change that.”

      “Are we okay again?” she asked. I looked up at her. She seemed sincere, and her brown eyes looked hopeful. I wanted to say yes, but . . .

      “On one condition.”

      She stayed silent, waiting.

      “I don’t ever want you to bring up my ability, or how it affects me, again. Got it?”

      She sighed, but nodded anyway.

      “Okay.” My shoulders released the tension I’d been holding in sudden relief.

      She took a seat on the floor next to me. “What are you working on?”

      “History. I have to write a paper on the difference between the American Civil War and the Revolutionary War,” I said. I was bored just talking about it.

      “You don’t sound very enthusiastic.”

      “Could you tell?” I said, my voice dripping with sarcasm.

      “I’ve got an idea. Let’s make a deal,” she said.

      I examined her, slightly guarded now. She was trying too hard. When she tried to be, she was too innocent, and it always gave her away.

      “What kind of deal?” I questioned.

      “I’ll tutor you in your classes if you teach me how to fight.” She tried to seem indifferent, but didn’t quite pull it off.

      “Why do you want to learn how to fight?” It didn’t really matter why—I wouldn’t teach her—but I still wanted to know.

      “Because . . . everyone here knows how to,” she said meekly.

      “Bad answer. Why’d you come to me?” It dawned on me that this was the real reason she’d come here today. I didn’t know whether to be angry or hurt. She’d just lied to me so that I would teach her how to fight.

      “Because you’re better than anyone I know?” It came out like a question. Lily was a terrible liar, but that didn’t make this any better.

      “Okay, Lily, why don’t you stop lying to me?” I refused to look at her. The pencil snapped. “There’s no way I will ever teach you how to fight. So just get it out of your head.”

      “Why not? You fight. Alexandra fights. Why can’t I? I just want to be good enough to impress everyone in Battle Simulation.” Whatever grand notions I’d had that she would be ashamed were gone. She was pissed because she wasn’t getting her way. Like a child.

      “Because that’s who we are, Lily, not you. Besides, what would our parents say if they knew you were trying this just for a stupid class?”

      Her eyes flashed in a way I hadn’t seen before. “I don’t care what they would say. Our parents are dead, and they’re never coming back. When are you going to get that? You always hold them over me like I’m still ten. I’m not a little girl anymore, and they’re gone!” she yelled.

      I was stunned.

      “Get out,” was all I was able to say.

      She was already gone, slamming the door behind her.

      
        
        ~.~.~

      

      

      “We need to talk.” I was at Alexandra’s door less than a minute after Lily left.

      She was busy painting her nails, gossiping with Hannah, and didn’t want to leave. Only after I threatened to drag her out by her hair did she actually come into the hallway.

      “What do want?”

      “Lily. What’s her new kick with wanting to learn to fight?”

      “Well, if you were being her sister instead of ignoring her, maybe you would know,” she said.

      “The sooner you tell me, the sooner I leave.”

      “Okay, I don’t know . . . she, like . . . she came to me yesterday and asked me to teach her. Something about fitting in—I don’t know.” She flipped her hair and made an annoyed sound.

      “Wait. Why did you tell her no?” I asked her.

      “Probably the same reason as you. Besides, teaching Lily how to fight is like teaching a cat how to be a dog. Okay? It just wouldn’t work.” She tapped her nails impatiently on the door as she waited for me to move.

      “And why do you think I said no?”

      Her eyes flashed. “Because her fighting takes her down a path that could go one of two ways, and you have no guarantees what it will do to her. Will she be like me . . . or you?” She looked away.

      It was the only secret we kept from her. The real reason I fought, the reason I would train with Alexandra but not her. Alexandra didn’t have the “killing gene,” as I called it. My father tested that before he died. I did.

      “Keep an eye on her,” I said by way of goodbye as I walked away.

      On my way back to the gym, I bumped into Elizabeth. We hadn’t seen much of each other since starting school, and I suspected it had to do with boxing becoming my entire life. She was dressed in her usual black skinny jeans and graphic tee. Today, however, she had on knee-high black Converse and a studded choker. Um . . .

      “Going somewhere?” I asked, eyeing the choker.

      “They’re taking all the eighth graders who’ve manifested to Vegas,” she said with a smirk.

      “What for?” I asked.

      “To see the market,” she said, like it was obvious.

      “What market?”

      “The black market? You’ve never been to one, have you?”

      “I didn’t even know it existed,” I said, and she laughed, but it didn’t reach her eyes.

      “Well, they have one in all the major cities. New Orleans, Vegas, New York, San Francisco, even Detroit.”

      “Mm hmm . . .  So, what’s at this ‘black market?’” It sounded too witchy, like something out of a book.

      “They sell everything there. For some reason, the school thinks it would be good if we saw this.” She shrugged, finding her hands fascinating.

      “Well, enjoy your trip,” I said.

      “I will, and when I get back, we have to catch up. I haven’t seen you in over a month.”

      “Yeah, that’d be fun . . .”

      “I’ve got to get going. Don’t want to miss the plane,” she said awkwardly.

      We went our separate ways. As I got back to my room, I couldn’t help feeling that there was something she wasn’t telling me.
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      It was a week after our brief meeting when I saw her again. She was sitting in the library reading a book and sipping a cappuccino. No surprise; the girl mainlined caffeine. I walked up to her and took a seat to her left.

      “How was the black market?” I smirked. It really sounded kind of stupid.

      “Interesting,” she said, without taking her eyes off the book.

      “So what are you reading?” I asked.

      Without talking, she tilted the cover so I could see it. Mystical Creatures of the Supernatural. What was she doing with that? I started to ask her when something caught my eye.

      “I’ve got to go. We can catch up later,” I said over my shoulder as I walked away.

      She didn’t reply. What was her problem? I shrugged. Maybe she was just having a bad day.

      I walked over to the corner where a flash of red hair had caught my attention. Either my eyes were fooling me, or Alexandra was in here. I rounded the corner and my eyebrows rose.

      Alexandra was studying, actually studying, with Michael. Her head was lowered, and she was readying something out of a book, taking notes every now and then.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked her, even though it was pretty obvious.

      “I was just helping Michael— hey—”

      I snatched a few papers out of her folder. They were tests, and she was failing. I flipped back and forth between them. The highest grade was a forty-nine.

      “What are these?” I asked, holding them up.

      “Michael, could you give us a second?” she asked him, but it was an implied command.

      He stood and disappeared behind the shelves in the library.

      “What are these?” I repeated.

      “Who do you think you are, my mother?”  She snatched the papers away, stashing them in her bag.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I didn’t have the energy to go another round with her, but I refused to walk away and let it go.

      “Because, newsflash, you haven’t exactly been around,” she snapped spitefully.

      I winced, but tried to downplay it. “I would have put our problems aside for this.” I took a seat. She’d failed tests before, but never like this. She always managed to pull a mostly passing grade, and when the end of quarter came, she passed. Barely, but she did.

      “Look, I don’t need your help,” she said.

      “Bullshit,” I spat.

      “I’m doing perfectly fine without you.”

      “You’re failing, and I know you don’t like studying with your boyfriend.”

      She considered this. “Okay, what am I supposed to do? He’s the only person doing well in these classes, and while I’d rather do other things—I need to pass.”

      I silently thanked my lucky stars she didn’t know I was failing. I would need to start actually trying to do better if I was going to be able to help her.

      “You’re supposed to come to me, that’s what you’re supposed to do.” I had taken care of her for years. Both of them. It was what I knew. It was what they knew. This whole new world of independence wasn’t something we’d prepared for.

      “Well, you’re here now, and you’re not helping. So either find a way for me to start passing or get lost, because I only have another half hour with my boyfriend to try to learn about the Declaration of Independence.” She crossed her arms.

      “Pick three days a week. We’ll study, and no one will know. You’ll start passing again, and you won’t have to spend all your time with your boyfriend studying.” I sighed.

      “What’s in it for you?” she asked, expecting a catch.

      “I don’t have to deal with you when you fail at the end of the semester,” I said bitterly.

      She looked me up and down like she didn’t believe me.

      “Okay, here’s a better one. If I don’t help you, who will? Because whatever your boyfriend has you doing, it’s not working. Otherwise you’d be passing.”

      She sighed in frustration. “Fine, but I’m not doing it on the weekends. We can do it on, like, Monday, Tuesday, and Thursday.” She crinkled her nose like a snob. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I would like to spend a little time with my boyfriend.” She practically pushed me out of my chair when Michael came around the corner.

      “Nine o’clock?” I asked her.

      Her response was a single nod and a fire-filled gaze.

      I disappeared behind the bookshelf and found myself facing where Elizabeth had been sitting moments before. Her book was lying open on the table.

      I stared down at a man with jet-black hair and fire in his eyes. Literally. You could see the flames through the deep and endless black pits. He was handsome in an unearthly, unsettling way. The title on the page next to it read Demons.

      Now why would she want to know about demons?
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      It was almost October, and rain and thunder rolled in across the mountains from the west coast. The warm summer breeze passed and became gray and drowsy as the days went on. Today, however, was the best day we’d had in a while.

      As I looked out of my bedroom window, I couldn’t help noticing how pretty the sun looked with the clouds. It would rain tomorrow, but today it was beautiful.

      I sighed and turned away from the window, heading outside to the gym. I strode back to the third room, and immediately walked to the mat.

      Before I could even drop into a split, Coach Avery called me over. “I want to start you on a new routine.”

      “Why?”

      “Your first match is less than two months from now. I need you to build up your endurance in the ring.” He glanced away, almost nervously.

      “So what do you want me to do?” I prodded.

      “You’re going to train with a partner from now on, and we’ll see how it goes. He’s the only one I think could compete with you, and he’s already agreed to it.”

      My heart sped up a little. I had a suspicion about where this was going. “Who?”

      A figure appeared at my side, and I felt a gentle shift in myself.

      “Selena, meet Lucas. Lucas, Selena.” I swore I could see a slight twinkle in his eye.

      I turned my gaze toward Lucas, who put his hand out tentatively. I placed my mine in his for a second, careful to keep my grip gentle.

      He wore black gym shorts and a white t-shirt with the sleeves rolled up. His muscles flexed with the slightest movement of his arms. His hands were rough and callused. I didn’t want to feel them. I snatched my hand away and threw my shields up.

      His face was careful and guarded as he examined me for a moment, but his eyes . . . they gave away his surprise. I smiled slightly, meeting his gaze, and gave a slight nod before turning back to Coach Avery.

      “Selena, Lucas is my best boxer. I’ve been training him since sixth grade, and he’s the only one who can compare. Your footwork is impeccable, you have the fastest sprints in gym, and your hitting is precise. You’re going to need more than that if you want to win. I think you both have a lot you can learn from each other,” he said. “Will you train with him?” He pushed the question at me after a short silence.

      You made a promise. You train, no matter what.

      “Sure,” I said.

      “You guys can work out the exact schedule, but I want you to start running, both of you. Selena, you need the endurance. Lucas, you need the speed. You both need to get in the ring more too. Like I said, the first match is approaching, and it’s only going to get harder from there. I have the rest of the gym to prepare, so don’t be expecting as much one-on-one time.” It was a nice way of saying he’s leaving me alone with Green Eyes for extended periods of time in extremely close proximity.

      Lovely.

      “When do you want us to start running?” I hid my smirk at his stupidity. Endurance? Apparently, he needed reminding of who I was.

      “Today,” he said, giving us a serious look before leaving.

      It was silent for a moment before Lucas spoke.

      “Are you ready? There’s an eighteen-mile run around the school wall—”

      “Give me five minutes. I’ll meet you out front.” I walked off.

      I went into my split and raised myself, careful to take deep breaths and maintain tranquility. Once I was upside down, I closed my legs into a handstand and kicked backward, landing in a bridge. I flexed my stomach muscles and heaved as I pulled myself up to standing. My warmup was a type of meditation for me, only it required considerably more strength.

      Lucas was standing next to the ring, watching me, completely ignoring what I’d told him to do. I sighed and walked out the doors. This was going to be a long day.

      “We can start at the front gate—”

      I was already running. Coach had told me I had to train with him, not be with him every minute. Besides, they might not have known it, but running wouldn’t challenge me.

      I bounded toward the front gate and turned sharply right when I reached it. Within minutes, I was speeding down the wall. Faces blurred by as I passed buildings and trees. After a while I was starting to get bored, when I heard footsteps and steady breathing behind me. I kicked it up a notch, but he was still there. He came up on my side and fell into step with me.

      When I glanced at him out the corner of my eye, he was smirking. I shook my head slightly and kept going. There was a curve coming up, and I was going to lose him on it. My heart pounded as I increased my speed until I felt like I was flying. I lost my sense of . . . well, everything. I raced along the wall like a cheetah hunting its prey. My mind blurred, and all I knew was running; all I felt were my feet racing over the ground below.

      I ran for what seemed like forever, but before I knew it, the gates were in sight. I pushed harder, harder than I had to get here, harder than I had with weights, harder than anything. I ran past the gate and slowed to a gradual stop about a hundred yards or so from it.

      My heart was pounding. Sweat was slick across my skin. I breathed slow and deep to cool off as I took in my surroundings. The sun started to set, and I wondered how long we’d been out here.

      I turned around and jogged back to the gate, where Lucas was lounging against the wall.

      “You’re fast,” he commented as I came to a stop in front of him. Was that a slight southern accent I heard? Great, not only was I stuck with this guy, but he was also one of those good ol’ fashioned southerners.

      “The fastest,” I corrected. To him, it may have seemed like bragging, but to me, it was just a statement.

      “You’re observant,” he noted.

      I gave him a questioning look, and he tapped his head with his index finger.

      “Stay out of my head,” I spat at him. Narrowing my eyes, I threw my shields up as well as I could, given my lack of practice.

      “I wasn’t prying. You’re actually very good at blocking me, for the most part. Let me guess, you’re a psychic shield or something?” He sounded intrigued by me, perhaps even a little admiring. There was no lust in his eyes. In fact, he seemed more guarded than most—although, I would’ve been too if I’d my ass handed to me in two minutes flat.

      “No, I just know how to keep my thoughts from cheaters like you,” I said snidely and started to walk back.

      He dropped into step next to me. “A cheater? That’s what I am?” he asked, amused.

      “Yes, a cheater.” I tried to ignore him, but it wasn’t working. There was no humor or invitation in my voice, yet he kept coming back.

      “How did you know?”

      “Know what?” I said, too lost in thought to pay attention.

      “You didn’t know my name or anything about me. You just appeared . . . and yet you still knew. You knew what I could do almost immediately after stepping into the ring. How?”

      We were back at the gym, standing in front of the third door. I turned to him and a small, knowing smile found its way to my lips as I looked up to him.

      I shook my head slightly. “Like you said, I’m observant.” I walked into the gym, but not before spotting the confusion on his face.

      Despite what he could do, he was nothing like my father. But we were still young, and . . . perhaps he would grow. I was born to be what I am, but I was different. Not all are born to be great. I shook my head. I needed to get back in the game. This boy was making me a sentimental fool.

      I worked for another three hours before leaving the gym. We didn’t talk again, but I had a feeling I’d given him something to think about.

      After boxing, I went back to my room and took a very long shower. Letting down my shields, I practically purred in pleasure as the tension of keeping them up released. The hot water beat at my back, and I groaned. Boxing might’ve been doing what it needed to do, but it could be hell on the body. Lucas had gotten me hard in the ribs today; even though I’d moved to dodge it, the bruise was still there. I’d punched him harder in the gut in return. I bet he’d have a bruise a hell of a lot longer. I smiled to myself.

      I changed into sweats and a t-shirt for dinner. After grabbing a salad and water, I headed back to my room to eat. I didn’t feel like seeing anyone tonight.

      I met Alexandra in the library after my quiet dinner and meditation. She grinned up at me from the hard wood table, her nails freshly painted, and face less tense than it had been in weeks. She looked good.

      “You passed,” I praised when I looked down at the eighty-three she’d made on her test.

      “Thank you.” The words came out in a rush. She was looking at her hands because even if she hated to admit it, she still needed me, and that made her uncomfortable. I was the only one she’d let help her all these years, and she still didn’t trust anyone else to do it, even Michael.

      “You’re welcome.” No point making it harder on her than it needed to be.

      We studied for hours. Eventually, the librarian, Ms. Rivas, had to come and tell us to leave. I listened to Alexandra’s speech for Health as we walked back to our dorm, and when I was finally satisfied, we said goodnight.

      That night I lay in bed, listening to Amber snore and Tori watch YouTube videos about cats. It was so normal for them; for Alexandra, for everyone else to find their place in the world. They had a future, all of them, and everyone wanted something. Yet when I thought about my future, I saw nothing. There was a time I had dreams, but they were long dead, and I had changed. My sisters were growing up, and I was losing my purpose. They still needed me . . . for now. But what would happen when they didn’t anymore? What would happen when they’d grown up, and I’d “won the war”? What happens to me?

      I didn’t know, but I wondered . . . what would it be like to want something for myself? To want someone?

      I snorted at the thought, and rolled over—falling into a restless sleep where I dreamed of a cabin far away, and a man with eyes that made me feel something, deep in my lonely heart.
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      Today, I found out why they called it Battle Simulation. For the last two months, all our class had been doing was studying Supernaturals: why we had our abilities, manifesting, classification, etc. Today, we were fighting.

      Vonlowsky picked two kids to go into the simulation room, and the rest of us would watch them battle it out. Afterward, he would critique it, tell them what they needed to improve, and what they’d gotten right. Sounded simple enough, right? Wrong. The first two people he picked were Alexandra and the only girl who’d started in sixth grade.

      His attention was all on them, which gave me a chance to talk to Lily. I yanked a piece of paper out of my binder and wrote: How long do you plan on staying mad at me for not teaching you how to fight? Do you know how stupid that sounds?

      I probably shouldn’t have said what I meant if I wanted to get a response out of her, but I couldn’t help it. She was being stupid—even if she didn’t realize it. I folded the paper up and threw it three rows to my left. I heard a slight swish before it landed on neatly in front of her on her desk.

      She looked over at me and glared, but opened it, nonetheless.

      As I waited for a response, I focused on Alexandra. She was locked in hand-to-hand combat with the girl. She swung, the other one ducked. The other girl aimed a kick at her knee, and she jumped. They continued like this for several minutes before someone tapped my shoulder.

      I turned to see Tori sitting next to me, holding out a note. I took it from her and unfolded it.

      I don’t care how stupid it sounds. Just like I don’t care that you won’t teach me. That doesn’t make it okay between me and you, so just forget it.

      I sighed and put the note in my pocket. I was just going to have to deal with her another day. The sight of flames caught my eye.

      Alexandra’s hands were on fire. My sister had her opponent by the throat, dangling her a foot off the ground. My eyes widened. What kind of teacher would let this go on? Our people were brutal, sure, but these were kids. This was wrong.

      Before I could say anything, the overhead bell rang.

      “That will be all,” he said into a microphone on his desk, and Alexandra dropped her.

      She landed on the ground with a thud, and Alexandra turned to leave.

      “We’ll review tomorrow—”

      The girl was on her feet with a pissed look in her eye, and she was holding one hand out as if she were gripping something.

      Alexandra hovered several feet off the ground, her face turning redder by the second as she struggled.

      I didn’t think. Within seconds, I’d silently slipped into the now-open room, and advanced on her. She didn’t notice me until it was too late. In the back of my mind, I heard someone scream—a warning, maybe?—but I wouldn’t listen.

      I grabbed her hair, forcing her to break eye contact. She looked at me, and I knew she would try to hold both of us at the same time. It didn’t work. I punched her. I only did it once, and I didn’t hit her hard—just enough to knock her unconscious for a while. I was vaguely aware of the group forming around us when she fell.

      I started to step away when I felt a hand on my shoulder. Professor Vonlowsky opened his mouth—

      “I don’t know what the hell you were thinking,” I yelled. I would’ve gone on, but I needed to get to Alexandra.

      I wove through the thinning group of children to reach my sister. She was passed out on the floor, but the color was steadily returning to her face.

      When she regained consciousness, it took her a moment to realize where she was, and what had happened.

      “I’ll kill her,” she spat, and fire danced in her eyes. She tried to stand, but I had her by the shoulder.

      “You’ll do no such thing,” I said, forcing her to turn and look at me. “No such thing.”

      She looked away but made no further move after the girl. She knew better.

      “Can you take her back to her room? I think she just needs some fresh air,” I said to Lily. Michael appeared at her side, and they started coaxing her back to the dorm.

      I waited until the girl started to stir before I went back to my dorm. Shit. Was it too much to hope that no one would mention this in the gym? I already had a reputation for being slightly dangerous.

      I was the first back to the room—my roommates must’ve still been in Battle Simulation. Hurrying, I grabbed my things and shoved them in a duffel bag. As I made my way out of the dorm, the whispers started. I ignored them and kept walking.

      When I got to the gym, I made a beeline for the third door and went straight to Coach. When I walked up to him, he appraised me, and I knew what he was seeing: school uniform, hair down, no workout clothes.

      Before he could even ask, I spoke. “I had a slight mishap today,” I blurted before I could think of something clever. “Is there a bathroom or somewhere I can change?”

      “Girls’ locker room. It’s always open.”

      As I walked to the door, Lucas caught my attention. He was talking to one of the guys, but stopped when he saw me. I felt him watching me as I walked into the locker room. I changed quickly into shorts and a tank top. I hastily pulled my hair back and washed my face with cold water before leaving.

      I threw my bag in the back and started my warm-up. In the middle of lifting myself out of a split, Lucas appeared in my line of sight.

      “Coach wants a word with you before we run,” he said.

      I continued until I was standing again. Silently, I walked over to Coach Avery who was already watching me.

      Does everyone feel the need to stare at me today? I mean, goddamn, don’t they have anything better to do?

      Lucas stood next to him, saying something too low for me to hear. I did a quick check to make sure my shields were up as I approached them.

      “Coach?” I asked with hesitation. I knew I was in trouble.

      “Some boxers have approached me with concerns about you.” He looked away. I didn’t think he wanted to be having this conversation any more than I did.

      I had to resist the urge to roll my eyes. “Like?”

      “Selena, it’s not okay to interfere with a fight in Battle Simulation. Especially not when you knock them unconscious. Just because you have the power doesn’t make it okay.” He didn’t understand.

      I had to look away from them to keep myself from screaming. No one gets it.

      “You don’t understand,” I managed to say.

      “Then explain it to me, because I can’t train you if this happens again.” He sounded frustrated.

      Join the club.

      “I can’t,” I mumbled. I had to say something. I was here for them, just like I’d intervened today for them. They come first. Even though it made me selfish, sometimes I wished things were different. And if wishes were fishes, we’d all eat sushi.

      I hated sushi.

      “If you can’t be open with me, I can’t do anything.”

      I stayed silent for a few moments, trying to work out how much I should say. “It was wrong.” I paused. “I didn’t step in until I felt it was necessary. The fight was over. He’d told them to stop, and Alexandra did. I knew if I didn’t do anything, Alexandra would. I couldn’t let her,” I said quietly. It wasn’t intentional, but emotion seeped into my voice. “I was careful. I didn’t break anything. I just couldn’t chance it. Alexandra’s my sister.” I looked away and fought the strain in my jaw to grit my teeth. I hated talking about myself, my sisters, any of it.

      “I understand that, but you can’t hit someone for no reason,” he reasoned.

      Even though I heard sympathy in his voice, I instantly recoiled. I’d just explained to him why I’d done it, and he still thought I was wrong? No, I refused to believe that. I would do it a thousand times over before I let Alexandra get hurt.

      “It wasn’t for no reason,” I said with my face completely void of expression. I wiped all emotion from my voice, and looked on with indifference.

      “That’s not the point, Selena. I understand that you were worried about your sister, but I’ve seen what you can do. That hit could’ve been a lot worse if you’d slipped up. My point is, that next time you need to find a different approach, or let your sister take care of herself.”

      “I can’t do that,” I said.

      “So you’re telling me no?” An edge slipped into his voice, as if I were questioning his judgment.

      “She comes first.” I stood my ground.

      We stood in silence for a minute before Lucas turned and whispered something to him. Damn him for being quiet enough to get past me.

      Coach nodded then turned his gaze back to me. “Okay, that’s all for now. Go start on your run.”

      I walked away. Lucas followed close behind, but I needed out. Out of this skin, and these responsibilities. I broke into a run across the gym, bracing myself for when I hit the door to the outside.

      I heard his footsteps behind me and knew he was trying to keep up, but I wanted to be alone. I burst through the gym door and took off at a sprint, leaving him in the dust.

      As I ran, my thoughts came pouring down on me. I was suffocating. Drowning.

      I knew we should stay. I knew this was best for us. That didn’t mean I had to like it. My father once told me that there was a perfectly easy, straightforward solution to anything. He was wrong. Sometimes what was best for you was also difficult. Growing pains came to mind.

      While I wasn’t happy, I was happier here than I’d been in years. I was more distant from my sisters, but I had my own life now. I had boxing, school . . . I even trusted a few people—not that I’d admit it.

      There was a movement to my left, and Lucas came into view. I ran faster, but I couldn’t outrun him.

      Still, it was obviously a struggle. His breath was coming short and heavy, and sweat glistened on his tanned skin. His eyes; they’d never looked so alive, so green. In them, I saw determination, but he was distracted. His gaze flashed toward mine, and I immediately looked away.

      For the rest of the run, I faced forward, not even daring to glance toward him. I was too unsure of where we stood. We were partners—equals, according to Coach Avery. Anything more felt like asking too much. I trusted him, but only to a degree. A very small degree.

      As we approached the gate, I steadily decreased my speed, coming to a gradual stop in front of it. I turned on my heel and started toward the gym.

      “So what grade are you in?” he asked, suddenly appearing at my side again.

      “Tenth,” I said in a clipped voice.

      “What grade is Alexandra in?” he asked.

      “Tenth.”

      “Twins?”

      “Triplets,” I replied.

      “Is she weak?” He was testing the waters on the day a hurricane had blown through.

      “No,” I snapped. I knew he was trying to find out more about the Battle Simulation incident. That didn’t mean I wanted to tell him.

      “Then why did you get involved in her fight?”

      “Because she’s too powerful and I’m the only one who can stop her.” I didn’t know why I was telling him this. It wasn’t the whole truth, but then again, it never was. It was close enough to make me question myself, however.

      Before I could get lost in thought, he spoke again. “Your parents can’t control her?” he asked, turning the conversation to even darker topics.

      “My parents aren’t around,” I mumbled.

      “What do you mean?”

      Without breaking stride, I told the truth for the first time in a very long time. “They’re dead,” I said in a hollow voice. There was no point avoiding it or covering it up. He would find out eventually, even if I didn’t tell him.

      He opened his mouth to say something, but I cut him off with my hand. “I don’t want sympathy. It is what it is. Just don’t go snooping in my head, and we won’t have a problem.”

      I took a deep breath. Remember, they come first.

      The mantra that had once brought me peace now felt like the bars in a cage of my own making.
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      Almost instantly after I took my seat, class started, and I just knew. I didn’t know how or what, but I knew that, somehow, he was going to make my day hell.

      “Yesterday’s fight got a little out of hand when students cheated and interfered. I’m here to tell you, too bad. In real life, if you were to fight someone, tell me they wouldn’t play dirty?”

      No one answered.

      “Exactly. That’s why I’ve already decided who I think would benefit most from this lesson.” My stomach plummeted when he looked at me. “Ms. Foster, I think today we’ll see you and . . . ” He looked around the room until his eyes rested on someone. I followed his gaze. I was going to throw up. “Ms. Foster.” He pointed at Lily, and motioning for her to come up.

      At first, she looked shocked, but then, slowly, she made her way up.

      If I could’ve figured out how to make my mouth move, I would’ve gaped at her. No, I would not fight her. He could stick me in there and lock the door, and I still wouldn’t do it.

      “The rules are the same as yesterday. Until one of you wins, I’m not letting you out.”

      Was that even legal? Was any of this even legal? Maybe not in the human world, but we belonged to a world of our own.

      He walked over and opened the door, motioning for us to go through. I walked stiffly, not saying a word, with Lily following behind me.

      “Well, don’t just stand there,” he said.

      I turned toward the door. Out of nowhere, she hit me in the face. The punch was so weak I didn’t turn toward her or even flinch. I walked to the door.

      I reached for a handle, but there was nothing but smooth metal. I pushed against it, but it didn’t budge. I took a step back and kicked the door as hard as I could. It shuddered and moved slightly, but didn’t give.

      “Oh fuck it,” I muttered and turned away from the door just in time to see another punch flying toward my face. I grabbed her fist mid-air before it was even close. She threw another one at me, but it was so slow I intercepted it long before I was in any danger of being hit.

      I looked her in the face. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “What, do you think you’re too good to fight me?” she spat.

      “It has nothing to do with being too good. I wouldn’t fight you even if you were better,” I said.

      She tried to break free; I didn’t move an inch. “Then what is it? That I’m your sister?” I could hear the struggle in her voice—she was wearing herself out.

      “That’s part of it,” I admitted and backed her gently against the wall.

      “Why? You fight Alexandra, you box, and you even knocked that girl out yesterday.” Her voice dripped with venom.

      “That’s not fair,” I whispered to her. She didn’t understand. It wasn’t her fault.

      “Why not?”

      “Alexandra and I get in fights because she’s actually dangerous. You’re not. I box because I have to. You don’t. And I dealt with that girl yesterday because she was a threat. You aren’t. So. Get. Over. Yourself.” I dropped her hands and walked away.

      I felt a flash of pain when she yanked me back by my hair. I went into a backbend to keep myself from falling.

      “Stop this,” I told her.

      “Not until you fight back,” she said low in my ear.

      I saw her boots in front of my face before she kicked me. My vision turned hazy, even as I reminded myself she didn’t know any better. She went to kick me in the face again, and I tried to grab her boot. I tried to stop her. She slammed her heel down on my wrist. There was a snap, and pain flooded me. I collapsed to the side, bringing my wrist to my chest as I sat up.

      It was already purple and blue, and the bone was sticking out at an odd angle. Blood streamed down my arm as I held it up to assess the damage.

      Lily had done this. Lily hurt me.

      I stared at my wrist with bizarre fascination. Lily. Innocent, golden-haired Lily had done this. She lost her innocence the second I realized that. She wasn’t good, or sweet, or kind. Yet my mantra played in the background, like a sarcastic funeral march.

      They come first.

      What a load of bullshit.

      Lily gaped, covering her mouth. A door opened, and Vonlowsky strode in. The bell rang overhead, and I couldn’t help but think that it always rang when something bad happened in this class.

      Lily’s healing power washed over me, but I tore my arm away. I didn’t want her healing.

      I rocked back then pushed all my weight forward so I could stand. I was a little unsteady, but Professor Vonlowsky put a hand on my shoulder to keep me from falling. I jerked away from him.

      Lily was saying something, but I didn’t hear her, or Vonlowsky, or even Alexandra, who was trying to get my attention. He’d put us in here, said fight, and Lily had willingly gone along with it. She’d kicked me in the face and broken my wrist. She hadn’t just gone along with it. She’d reveled in it.

      I looked at her, and it felt like I was really seeing her for the first time. Was this what she saw when she looked at me? I didn’t know. I didn’t care. Everything I’d done had been for her. For them.

      She reached for my wrist again, but I jumped back and bared my teeth. The animal inside sharpened its claws on the tattered thing I called a heart.

      “Selena, please, I’m sorry—”

      Alexandra cut her off. “Just let her heal you, Selena. You can’t box with that wrist.”

      That was true, but right now I wanted nothing to do with her. I might’ve been a monster, but even I had boundaries. I’d never truly hurt them. Either of them. Not once in the six years that Alexandra had been fighting with me had I ever knocked her unconscious. I’d never even laid a land on Lily; she was innocent then. Untouchable.

      I was too busy processing to realize that Lily had taken my wrist again. When I pulled away, she was already done, and all that was left was a massive migraine.

      “You’ve done your job. Now can you please leave?” Vonlowsky said impatiently to my sisters.

      “Excuse me?” Alexandra said, but Lily tugged on her arm, and Alexandra went with her, but only after giving him one last glare and flipping him off as she walked out the door.

      He didn’t appear to care.

      “What?” I spat at him. I assumed my usual position with my arms crossed and face blank.

      “Why did you refuse to fight?”

      I didn’t answer; I simply stood there staring at the wall behind him.

      “So you refuse to fight and refuse to answer. Is there anything else I should know about you?” he demanded.

      “What do you want?” I said, anger heating my voice. I could’ve decked him right now. I could’ve hit him so hard he would never look the same again, even with his Supernatural blood. I wouldn’t, though; not yet. I had to be on my best behavior for Coach Avery or he would pull me from the lineup.

      “I want you to fight back. I saw you hit that girl yesterday when you thought your sister was in trouble. There was no hesitation; it was perfect. Precise. Today, I put you in here and you refuse to do anything. She kicked you in the face, and you still refused. Why?”

      “Why does it matter? I don’t have to fight if I don’t want to. You can’t make me do a damn thing! You locked us in here and told her to fight me. You put my sister against me. Do you just hate me? Are you naïve? Ignorant?” My head pounded to the beat of the song my blood was singing. It called for murder. It wanted me to paint this room red. “No, I don’t believe any of that. I think you do it because you’re twisted, and you think it’s funny.” I got right up in his face.

      The brown eyes narrowed as his jaw clenched.

      Try me. I dare you.

      “You’re cruel.”

      “You think I’m cruel? Let me tell you something about life: it’s not easy. Our world is full of cruel people who do things simply for power. When you leave here and learn something about it, then you can come back and tell me I’m cruel.” He advanced on me, but I wouldn’t step back. Step down.

      “I did that because you need to learn. You need to get past whatever childlike illusions you have of protecting your sisters. You interfering yesterday didn’t help Alexandra. It made her rely on you. It made you in control. That’s what your issue is—you don’t know how not to be in control.”

      I didn’t answer.

      “You need to let it go, and let them take care of themselves. Don’t interfere again, or your next lesson won’t be so kind.”

      His emphasis on kind made me snarl.

      “Leave me alone,” I growled.

      I walked away, and I realized I didn’t have anywhere to turn.

      Not anymore.
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      I was already running late when I walked into my dorm, but when I stepped inside my room, I knew there was no avoiding it. Tori was curled in a ball on her bed, crying. Amber was already long gone. How could she have left her like this?

      I walked over and took a seat at the edge of her bed. “What’s wrong?” I said softly.

      She looked up at me, and moved into a sitting position. “My grandma just died,” she whispered between sobs.

      All my anger and frustration faded as I held my arms out to catch her. She fell into them, and her cold hands wrapped around me, holding me tight.

      I knew a thing or two about loss. When my parents died, I was in mourning for weeks, crying silently. I never let anyone comfort me. No, I’d thought it was my job to comfort my sisters. I had to be strong.

      She didn’t have to be strong because, right now, she had me.

      I was still holding her, stroking her hair, when there was a knock at the door.

      “Come in,” I called without turning or releasing her. I heard the door open, and soft footsteps.

      I was staring out the window when a person I hadn’t expected stepped into view.

      His face was sad, and his eyes, normally so green, were reddened and bruised. He didn’t look weak or frail; just guarded. Always guarded.

      “What do you want?” Today wasn’t a good day to bother me.

      I looked away from him, and rested my cheek on her hair. Maybe we’d never really been friends—mostly because of me—but right now it didn’t matter.

      “Victoria.” He said her name softly.

      She moved to look at him, and I lifted my cheek. Realization dawned on me as I stared into his eyes—which were fixed on her.

      Their eyes. They both had the same bright, emerald-green eyes.

      They were brother and sister.

      She released me, and I let her go. She looked back, and I smoothed her hair, giving her a small smile before retreating.

      When I was at the door, I turned and looked at them. She was sobbing on his shoulder as he whispered words of reassurance. His eyes met mine and with a single nod, I left.
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      After that, everything changed. My sisters were no longer my concern. I took Vonlowsky’s advice and left them to their own devices, especially Lily. For so long, I’d drifted through life with no purpose but them. I was my own purpose now.

      I started skipping classes, working out to greater extremes, and even going without sleep for days. At first, I was confused about where it had all gone wrong, and then I didn’t care. Lucas met me at the gym every day, and we practiced for hours, but he never mentioned that day in my room. Meanwhile, Tori now waited up for me at night. I would come back around midnight to popcorn and YouTube videos. It was so unlike anything I’d ever done, and yet it felt normal now. Tori had somehow filled up part of the hole that had been ripped out of my chest when Lily kicked me in the face. She wasn’t my sister, but for once, I was glad of it. She was something entirely new to me. A friend.

      I was getting both better and worse as the weeks wore on. I had my own life, but one day, out of nowhere, I reached the day I couldn’t go without pills. At first, it was Tylenol here and there. Then I found Hydrocodone in the bathroom. It only went downhill from that point on. The bottles were prescribed to Amber, and after the first week of me getting into them, she started giving me sly looks. She never said anything, so neither did I. Tori was either the most oblivious person I’d ever met, or she’d turned a blind eye to us.

      On the first day of November, Professor Vonlowsky told me to stay after class. After that afternoon, he’d never called on me, and I’d never volunteered. I didn’t know why he would want to talk to me now. When I saw my sisters staying as well, I had a feeling.

      I picked up my notebook and walked to the front of the classroom.

      “What?” I demanded. I had places to go and people to hit. The gym was both a haven and a prison. The clarity I felt nowadays, the way I could breathe freely. I wouldn’t let that go. I enjoyed being there—it gave me purpose.

      But it was always a question of just how hard I could hit—how much I could hurt—before Avery pulled me. Sometimes I wondered if he saw the darkness inside me, or if he chose to turn a blind eye like Tori.

      “We’re worried about you,” Lily whined.

      I turned to her. It was the first time since that day that I’d really looked at her. I laughed humorlessly. It wasn’t me talking to them, but the monster inside me.

      “Isn’t this what you guys wanted?” I gestured to myself and laughed again.

      “No, this isn’t what we wanted. Selena, you need help,” Lily persisted.

      “I don’t need anyone’s help, especially yours,” I said. Somewhere inside, something whispered that this was wrong; that it shouldn’t be this way. I was worse today than usual. Amber had run out with us both raiding her stash, and she wouldn’t have more for another day or so. I clenched my fists to keep my hands from shaking. They couldn’t know. No one could.

      She covered her mouth and started to cry, turning toward Alexandra, who just stared at me.

      “Ms. Foster, your sisters have a valid point. I’ve noticed it over the last few weeks. You’re emotionally cut off. You need help. Maybe with the guidance of a close friend or—”

      “No one asked for your input. In fact, I never asked for any of yours, so just fuck off, why don’t you?” I stormed out of the building.
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      The next day Coach Avery approached me. I was done warming up, and Lucas was waiting out front for me.

      “Has something been bothering you, Foster?” he asked.

      I just shook my head.

      He watched me for a moment before sighing. “If something’s bothering you, you know you can tell me, right?” he said uncomfortably.

      I nodded.

      “Okay, well get going.” He sighed again.

      As I walked away, part of me wished I’d told him, or that I could tell someone. The monster raged inside me. I was a prisoner.

      Outside, the cold air whipped at me, and I shivered. My usual tank top and shorts were definitely not November clothes.

      “You’re confused,” a voice said from behind me.

      Seriously? I yelled, “What did I say about reading my—”

      “I didn’t,” he said.

      “Oh,” was all I could manage. Strangely, after everything that had happened, he was the person I had the most respect for. I preferred training with him over anything, and the silence between us was welcoming. He understood me better than most.

      “It was your expression—the way you hold yourself.” He shrugged.

      “Mm hmm . . .  really? Since you know me so well, how do I hold myself?” I glared.

      “Well, if you insist, you’re very . . . guarded. Generally, whenever you’re around people, you appear hostile. I don’t think you are, though.”

      “What do you think I am, then?”

      “I think you close people out because you’re scared of getting hurt.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I snapped and broke into a run. Unfortunately, he caught up. I guess we weren’t done talking.

      “See? You run away from confrontation.” He gave a half-hearted laugh.

      I turned and glared at him, but he only raised his eyebrows and smirked.

      “How do you know this anyway?”

      Stalker.

      “Hardly,” he growled with a somewhat annoyed expression.

      “How many times do I have to tell you to stay out of my head? I don’t think you realize this, but the longer I have to block you, the less energy I have.” Increasing my speed, I closed my eyes and imagined building a brick wall around my mind, using my main emotions to keep him out—a technique I’d learned long ago.

      “It’s hard not to hear when we’re the only two people out here. It goes from silence to quick thoughts that are just thrown at me. You don’t exactly make this easy on me,” he grumbled.

      I vaguely remembered something my dad had told me about that, but before the thought could fully form, he spoke again.

      “I know this about you because we’re partners. It’s my job to know.” He paused. “Whether you like it or not, you’re stuck with me.”

      “Yay me,” I said sarcastically as we rounded another corner.

      “You agreed to train with me,” he reminded me.

      “It’s not you . . .  it’s just . . . I work alone usually,” I admitted.

      “That’s because you’re scared to get close to anyone,” he repeated.

      “Is that such a bad thing?” I found myself saying.

      “When it keeps you from the people you love most.”

      I stopped dead in my tracks. The knowing look in his eyes told me everything. He saw a lot more than he let on.

      “What if those people have changed, and you don’t really know them anymore?” I asked him.

      “Think about it. Is it really them who have changed? Or is it you?”

      The problem wasn’t that I didn’t know the answer; it was that I didn’t want to admit it.
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      After that day with Lucas, I cleared things up with my sisters. The things I’d said to them when I was dealing with withdrawal bothered me, and I needed to make it right. This past month had taught me several things. They were no longer my purpose for living, but they were the most important people in my life. There was blame to share on both sides, but if we could find it in ourselves to forgive each other, maybe we could get past this. First, we had to come to several agreements.

      I had to stop shutting people out. My symptoms may have been getting better, but I still needed someone to be there for me like I was for them. I needed them, but not like before. Then they were all I had, and I wouldn’t go back to that. I had friends now. I had Lucas.

      If our relationship was going to work, they had to stop questioning me. I was sick of hearing that I needed help. All that did was piss me off, and then they thought I was getting even worse, when really my temper was just shortening. It was an endless circle, and the only way to stop it was for us to compromise. This didn’t fix everything, and I still had a chip on my shoulder with Lily, but it was getting better.

      After that, Alexandra and I started studying again. For me to help her, I had to start going to school every day again. At first it was difficult—I didn’t feel like going, and I preferred being in the gym—but after I made myself go, it got easier.

      I couldn’t give up the pills, and my only saving grace was that I was pretty sure only Amber knew. It wasn’t until the day of my match when Lucas said something that I knew that wasn’t the case.

      We were sitting in the boxing gym while they moved the ring into the real gym. Outside, the walls lined with bleachers were filled with a few hundred or so students and faculty.

      I was sitting cross-legged on the floor, stretching with Lucas. Over the last few weeks, we’d developed a close friendship, and talked a lot. He wasn’t like other guys. There was something different about him, something that kept me coming back for more.

      “Don’t hook yourself up on painkillers before the match,” he said in a hushed tone.

      I glanced at him out of the corner of eye. “What are you talking about?”

      “Don’t play stupid.” He glared.

      I turned away so that he couldn’t see my face. “Fine. Why?”

      “It’ll numb your senses. You don’t know what ability the guy you’re fighting will have, and you need to be prepared.” He was more hostile than usual; far too blunt.

      I got up and crossed the room. There was a chest filled with ice and water bottles; but I wasn’t getting water. Sitting on my knees, I took a deep breath and plunged my hands into the cold water. By the time my match came, they would be numb, and any pain would be delayed.

      “All right, I won’t take anything before a match,” I agreed, a little ashamed that he knew.

      “You should stop taking it, period.” I expected him to go on, to tell me why, to threaten to tell people, and even go as far as to say I needed help. But he didn’t.

      “I tried; I really did. It’s not that easy,” I snapped. My excuses were weak, even to me. My hands clenched in the ice water.

      “Tell me something.” He took a seat next to me, and I couldn’t help looking at him as he spoke. “If your sisters were doing what you’re doing right now, would you sit by and watch them kill themselves? Because that’s what I have to do.” He looked angry and sad at the same time.

      I looked away, unsure of what to say, what to do.

      “It’s not going to be easy. Nothing’s easy. Nothing that’s worth it.”

      His words echoed my father’s from years past.

      I released the pressure of my fists and sighed. He was right. I had to quit, for good. I couldn’t just try, I had to. Not just for myself—for Alexandra, Lily, Lucas, Tori . . . my parents.

      “Okay,” I agreed. I would probably have my slips in the beginning, but I had to try. I had to do it.

      The silence stretched between us while I let my hands freeze. They were starting to ache, but until fifteen minutes before my match, I didn’t even dare to look at them. They were blue and purple and even starting to wrinkle a little. I was scared they would warm up to quickly if I took them out now. I waited another five minutes.

      Just as my coach walked in, I was pulling my hands out. I quickly wiped them on my shirt and met him next to my partner.

      “I just met with the other coach, and we ran into a little problem. They only have two level five boxers, and we have three. One of you can’t compete today.” He looked back and forth between Lucas, me, and Aaron, who was lounging against the wall.

      “Which one of us isn’t competing?” I demanded.

      “I haven’t decided yet.” He sighed.

      “But the tournament begins in ten minutes.” I raised my voice.

      “Aaron and Lucas have been here longer, but putting you in the ring will definitely throw them off . . . so who to choose?” he muttered to himself.

      I glanced at Aaron, and he didn’t seem concerned. That irritated me even more. There was no way he was walking out there instead of me. Even if that meant I had to make sure he couldn’t walk.

      “Coach, you’ve watched me fight. You know I’m better than Aaron,” I insisted under my breath.

      “The hell she is. Besides, you even said it. I’ve been here longer.”

      Now he wants to pay attention.

      “I’m the best,” I retorted. “I’m faster, more experienced, and I don’t get distracted. You may look more dangerous, but we all know when push comes to shove, I can pack a punch better than most. I am better than you, I was when I walked into this gym the first time, and I deserve to fight.”

      I didn’t argue over many things. I thought of myself as above that. When it came to standing up for myself, I had no problem saying something. I deserved this, whether I’d started out wanting it or not.

      “It doesn’t matter what you think. I was here first,” he responded coldly.

      “You’re only saying that because that’s literally the only way you have a chance. Just face it. If we fought, I would win.” I turned to glare at him. He glared back. His black eyes homed in on me, but I wasn’t the prey here. I was the hunter.

      “Then fight me for it.” He took a step toward me.

      “When and where?” I stepped up to meet his challenge, staring straight into his bottomless eyes.

      “We don’t have time for this,” Avery barked. “The match starts in less than five minutes, and Aldric Fortescue is here.” Aaron backed away; his jaw strained as he turned to our coach.

      We went silent.

      “I think you all would do great,” he said slowly, “but when it comes to odds and skill alone . . . Selena and Lucas are above you, Aaron.”

      All I heard next was a long stream of curse words that was quickly drowned out by a whistle.

      “I’ve made my decision. You don’t have to like it, but, as a boxer, you have to respect it,” Coach Avery scolded.

      Aaron’s eyes bored into mine. First, I’d ratted him out with his girlfriend, then I’d rejected him, and now he couldn’t even compete because of me. Yet . . . his gaze wasn’t hostile. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking, but the intensity was scalding. I looked away.

      “All boxers report to the ring. I repeat, all boxers report to the ring.” An overhead speaker boomed through the gym.

      Show time.
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      When I entered the gym, I was met by the dull roar of the crowd, which had increased since I saw it last. Now there were probably just under a thousand people, a third of which were faculty. Coach Avery called me up to the judges’ table. I walked forward, blanking myself of all my emotions in an attempt to appear even more confident. Part of me felt bad about what I was going to do today, the rest of me smiled on. I didn’t know which part to be ashamed of—the sociopath . . . or the compassion?

      “Coach?” I asked hesitantly.

      Three judges presided over the match. The first was a young man who appeared to be in his early twenties with brown hair and closed eyes. From what I knew, he was here simply to make sure no other Supernaturals powers were interfering with the match. The second was Professor Vonlowsky, who was currently smirking at me, as usual. The final judge was an older man with a very composed appearance and delighted smile. His hair was white, and the wrinkles clearly showed, but he was strong.

      I could feel him and the others watching—for what, I had no idea.

      He stood and offered me his hand. “I’m Aldric Fortescue, Member of Court. Dimitri here has told me so much about you, Ms. Foster,” he said with perfect formality.

      “Pleasure’s all mine,” I responded, shaking his hand.

      “Well, I wouldn’t want to keep you from your match any longer. Good luck.”

      Coach Avery steered me away from the judges and toward the ring.

      “What did he mean by Member of Court?” I asked.

      “Now’s not the time. Ask me another day,” he said, staring into the ring.

      “When’s my match?” There was already another boxer in the ring. He was at least six-feet-tall and bulky, with a mean scowl and ugly face.

      “Now,” he said, holding the ropes for me.

      I was startled, but climbed in, nonetheless.

      “Remember, Foster, he’s stronger than you. Speed and endurance are the key,” he whispered in my ear then pushed me to the center of the ring.

      Overhead, a loudspeaker came on, introducing us, but I blocked it out. The crowd gasped when they learned I was boxing.

      Out of nowhere, Lucas’s voice came from the crowd. “End this quickly, Selena.”

      I nodded once and took my place.

      “What’s a little girl like you doing here?” The hulk-like boxer teased, clearly amused that I was his opponent.

      I brushed off his comment and waited for some kind of indication that the match had begun. When a bell rang, we began circling. Lucas’s words repeated in my head, and I knew what I had to do. I already relished the clarity that was soon to come.

      “Do you really think you’re going to fight me?” He outright laughed at me.

      A spark of anger ignited in me, and I swung, aiming for his mouth. He was too busy laughing to see it coming. My fist connected with his teeth. There was a slight pain in my hand, but it was too numb to register—just as I’d hoped. Blood splattered the floor, and he spat out teeth. Almost all his front teeth were missing, and the impact had cracked his jaw. I guess he shouldn’t have insulted me.

      I didn’t even wince at the gruesome sight; instead, I smiled knowingly. The crowd went quiet, and I was feeling almost sadistic about what I was going to do to him. The killing gene, as I called it, was active.

      He tried to say something, to threaten me, but all that came out was red. It was less than thirty seconds in, and I’d already covered the ring in blood.

      He came at me, stumbling in his rage. I sidestepped just before he reached me and turned to him. His distorted face looked like something out of a horror movie. I flashed him a smile, and he roared. He swung at my face, but I caught his fist mid-swing. I closed my fingers around his fist, digging into the skin. This was the biggest fix I’d get for a while, so I needed make it hurt.

      I bent it backward and snapped it with a flick of my wrist. Pain filled his already broken face, and I twisted his arm. He hunched over, and I drove my elbow into his sternum. Several sharp snaps filled the ring as I destroyed his ribcage. Using all my weight and strength, I drove him backward and sent us both falling through the air. He landed flat on his back, with me on top of him. One foot landed flat on the ground with my knee on his stomach, and my elbow still lodged in his chest. His head banged against the floor, and he started to black out from blood loss.

      I looked down at him, both sickened by what I’d done and relieved that the darkness was gone. For now. I wanted to say something to him. To explain myself.

      The words never came.

      I looked around the ring for a moment, examining the blood, teeth, and unconscious body left in my wake. Out in the crowd, students, teachers, even the judges were gaping. The timer read 1:16.

      I lifted a bloodstained hand and pushed a stray hair back. The medical staff on hand rushed into the ring, hauled him onto a gurney, and carried him away. When I stepped out of the ring, I was instantly surrounded. Most faces I didn’t recognize, and I started to feel flustered. My heart pounded as frustration rose in me. My eyes glazed over, but I wasn’t in danger right now. My gory victory had assured that. The killing gene was sated.

      “Get back to the stands. Now.” Coach Avery’s voice boomed over the others.

      I walked over to an empty chair and took a seat while I let my mind return to normal. The urge to pop some pills was overwhelming, though the conversation with Lucas was still fresh in my mind. In the end, I decided against it.

      “You never cease to surprise me.” Lucas appeared from behind me.

      “It’s when I don’t surprise you anymore, that means you’ve known me for too long.” I examined my knuckles. The ice had been a good call. I would be bruised tomorrow.

      “So, you’ve been holding out on me,” he accused. He didn’t sound upset, but I knew he would take note of what had happened here. I was a living weapon, honed to be lethal. I thanked my lucky stars I’d been able to stop myself this time.

      “Don’t you have a match to get to?”

      “Well, actually, I don’t because I believe someone decided to turn the ring into a bloodbath. Which brings me back to my original statement—you’ve been holding out on me.”

      I shrugged.

      “Why?” he asked.

      Again, I shrugged.

      It was quiet for a moment or two. Then, “Can I ask you something?”

      “You just did,” I retorted, recalling the day I’d said the same thing to Aaron. This time, however, it was followed by silence. He wasn’t chasing me, and I was again reminded of just how different he was.

      “You can ask me anything, Lucas. You know that. Whether I’ll answer it or not is a completely different question.” I sighed.

      “Will you answer it? Truthfully?”

      For a moment, I considered just telling him yes, allowing him one question, any question, and giving him the answer. Truthfully. But I couldn’t . . .

      “That depends. What’s the question?” I asked.

      “How do you do it?”

      “Do what?” I frowned at him.

      “Everything. It just doesn’t make sense. You’re abnormally strong, even for a Supernatural. I’ve never seen anyone run like you can, not unless their speed is their ability. When you fight, you know exactly what’s going to happen. Somehow, you can keep me out of your head, but I know you’re not a shield. How?”

      My mouth dropped open slightly. He’d completely caught me off guard. “Lucas, you really don’t want to get into this—”

      “Stop avoiding the question, Selena. Do you trust me or not?”

      It wasn’t a matter of trust. It was a matter of safety. If people knew what I could do, just how powerful I was . . . I didn’t know how they would respond. I was dangerous—that was what I feared most. If he knew, would he even accept me? Doubtful.

      I couldn’t lie to him either. Lucas was my closest friend. I could be myself with him—or, at least, almost myself, apart from the secrets. I had to tell him the truth, just not the whole truth.

      “I do,” I finally said when I got my head together.

      “Then how is it possible that you can do all these things?”

      “My ability,” I said, not entirely lying.

      “What?”

      “I can do all these things because of my ability.” I laughed lightly, trying desperately to lead him off this path.

      “Why didn’t you just say that?” He laughed too.

      “I don’t know. I think I’m paranoid.” I smiled.

      We talked for a few more minutes before he left for his match. I wished him luck and watched as he destroyed his opponent, minus the teeth and broken bones. It didn’t get by me that he’d been holding out on me too. His opponent was unconscious with a busted lip, black eye, and probably broken jaw. We were both effective, but he had the blessing of not being forced into brutality. I sighed and let it go. I knew the consequences that came with my survival.

      Soon afterward, Alexandra caught up with me; Lily had to go somewhere. We went to lunch and talked about my match, school, even boys . . . and our birthday—which I’d managed to completely forget about, somehow, even though it was tomorrow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

        

      

    

    
      I groaned. “Are you almost done?”

      “Almost,” Alexandra chortled.

      Birthdays. They’re supposed to be fun, right? All the friends, presents, and food—if you’re Lily. Wrong. I hated birthdays. Well, I hated my birthday. Not because I was turning another year older, but because eleven years ago I was forever changed. Nothing had been the same since that day. I want to say that before my fifth birthday I was happy. Normal. But I can’t remember that far back, and the struggle is all I’ve ever known.

      With our parents gone, I actually had to participate on our birthdays, for the sake of my sisters. That was why every year I allowed Alexandra and Lily to dress me up like a Barbie doll and take me to a party or something.

      “Blink,” she ordered, holding the mascara wand under my eyelashes.

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes and did as I was told.

      Heels clicked against the tile floor as Lily entered the bathroom. “Oh my gosh!” she gasped.

      “What?” I said, instantly tensing up but fully aware that Alexandra was holding a stick of mascara less than an inch from my eye.

      “She looks hot,” Lily said in awe.

      Alexandra and I both started laughing.

      “Well, I guess my job’s done. Open your eyes,” she commanded, spinning my chair around.

      Well, damn. There was no denying it. I was hot. Alexandra had shoved me into a bright, blood-red dress. It only had one long sleeve down to my wrist, and it was tight. It was so short it made it past my butt by about two inches, at most. I wore Alexandra’s shiny black stilettos and a pair of simple silver hoops. My eyes looked like liquid silver with all the black eye makeup, and my lipstick matched the red of my dress.

      I stood up and admired myself for a moment before turning to Alexandra. “I look good,” I said, offering a half-hearted compliment. This was still her thing, not mine.

      “You’re welcome,” she said sourly, but I knew she was pleased.

      “Well, they’re waiting. You guys ready?” Lily nearly squealed.

      Alexandra looked past me at herself in the mirror, as if for reassurance. The sequins on her silver dress sparkled as she turned on her heel. Unlike mine, hers was loose, but just as flashy. Her black metal pumps clicked as she led the way out.

      The sun was setting as night approached, a quiet hush had taken over the campus, and my sisters’ silent anticipation was all but tangible. A wind blew lightly as I walked outside, stirring my hair. Music was coming from Building Eight, the recreation center, and Lily’s smile widened as she hurried to the open doors, which were decorated with black streamers that hid everything behind them.

      Lily saw my slight grimace and flashed me a smile, squeezing my shoulder lightly. “Loosen up some.” She disappeared into the black mass, leaving me with Alexandra.

      My other sister turned to me. “She’s right, you can take a break once a year and have a little fun. It’s never killed anyone,” she offered jokingly, but it had a very different effect on me.

      “It almost did,” I whispered.

      Her smile faltered then dropped, and her eyes met mine. “We’re not little kids anymore. And you’re dormant now. You deserve tonight. Don’t waste it.” She squeezed my hand, and with a single step, she was gone.

      The wind blew harder, turning my hair into a swirling mass of black. She was right. I’d worked hard to get past that day for eleven years, and my insanity was finally under control thanks to boxing. I did deserve it. Tonight was my night, and I could do this. I took a deep breath and plastered a smile onto my face.

      The room was alive. Lights danced across the moving bodies while the stage lit up to welcome my sisters. Off to the side, a few classmates of mine were playing beer pong, and— Was that a keg? Holy shit, Aaron’s ex was holding herself in a handstand as she guzzled god knew what out of it. I turned to see a massive three-tier cake covered in chocolate frosting. Sparklers sat next to it. Were they actually going to use those as candles? Alexandra would burn the building down. I groaned.

      I joined Alexandra on the outer edge of the party. As I neared her, she turned and smiled, handing me a fruity-looking iced drink with salt around the rim. Alcoholic, probably. I took a sip and turned to the group. My roommates gaped at me.

      “Selena?” Amber asked, a subtle rudeness to her tone.

      I dropped my smile into a slight grin. “Hello to you too.”

      “You’re absolutely stunnin’,” Tori said in her country twang.

      “Thanks,” I said lamely. I didn’t take compliments well. Not that I was insecure—quite the opposite. I knew I was hot. I just didn’t care. Looks fade. People grow old. There are more important things in life.

      “So, uh . . . Amber and I are havin’ a movie night tomorrow night. You in?” Tori asked. For a while now, we’d been staying up late to eat snacks and watch comedians on YouTube. We never really did anything as roommates. Maybe it was time to change that.

      “Sure.” I nodded. “I’ll make the popcorn.”

      Tori smiled brightly, and her eyes slid to something, or more like someone, behind me.

      “Happy birthday,” Lucas’s deep voice rumbled next to me.

      “Thanks,” I said, turning from the stage to him.

      “I’ll let you enjoy your party. See you later,” Tori said, dragging Amber with her to the keg.

      I cut my eyes at Lucas to see what he thought of his baby sister joining in that, but his eyes were all for me.

      “Does that have alcohol in it?” He motioned to my drink.

      “Probably,” I said, gulping the last bit down.

      “I’m surprised you drink,” he said.

      I snorted. “I have a lot of self-control. I’m not a prude.”

      “Fair enough. So how old are you turning?” He flagged down one of the servers. I snatched a mimosa from the tray, and he took a beer. Vile stuff. Such a waste of good alcohol.

      “Sixteen.” I coughed. Some of my drink had gone down the wrong way.

      “You okay?” He laughed, and tried to take it from me.

      I maneuvered it away from him. “Nice try.” I coughed again, but brought it back to my lips. “So, is that a problem?”

      “What?”

      “Me being sixteen. Is that a problem?” Why was he acting so funny?

      “No.” He smiled genuinely, shaking his head.

      “Good.” I laughed, drained my second cup then sang along to the song playing overhead.

      “Is there anything you aren’t good at?” He motioned to me.

      I laughed lightly and reached for another red drink. “Nope,” I replied, giddy. Colors flashed by, and my life kicked into fast forward. I stumbled, just a little, and a strong arm looped around my waist.

      “I beg to differ,” his deep voice rumbled in my ear.

      “I’m on my third drink. Give me a break.” I wasn’t even bothering to go easy. It wasn’t like it would make me sick. I would likely have to be at it again in the next half hour if I wanted to keep the buzz going.

      “You want to have some real fun?” He smiled devilishly.

      “What did you have in mind?” I grinned.

      “I don’t know yet, but I’m sure we can think of something if we put our heads together.” His eyes were brighter than I’d ever seen them.

      I would’ve gone anywhere with him.
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      The train station was cold tonight. Filled with people from my life. A whistle blew, and I knew what was coming. This couldn’t be happening.

      Smiling faces passed me, but no one stayed. First, it was people I used to know, and then others came. My cousins and roommates boarded before the whistle called again. I saw my family boarding. I panicked when I saw Lucas.

      I tried to talk to them, to get their attention, to stop them from leaving me, but they slipped past. I screamed and yelled, throwing my hands in the air for the most dramatic temper-tantrum I could come up with. No one stopped.

      I tried to run, but my legs were like Jell-O. I needed to move faster. They couldn’t leave me. I had to stop them. But how?

      My sisters and parents stood there with Lucas, waiting. They were waving and motioning for me to follow, to not get left behind, but it was a wasted effort. Soon Lily and Alexandra walked away, then my mother, and, finally, my father. Lucas stayed; he stayed right there on the platform, looking at me expectantly. Motioning for me to get up—to keep moving.

      I slowly made my legs work. Forcing my body along in a crawl. The train doors slammed, and it started to roll away. But Lucas . . . he stayed.

      He stayed.

      I ran to him, taking his outstretched hand.

      My dream shattered.

      I bolted straight up as my eyes flew open. Cold sweat trickled down my back, and my heart raced.

      Tori was leaning over me, and her hands were clamped around my shoulders as she shook me. Her sharp green eyes were wide and scared. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded, and she slumped back onto my bed.

      “Bad dream?”

      “Yeah.” I nodded. “Can you do me favor?”

      “What?”

      “Don’t tell anybody about tonight. It’ll be our little secret.” My sisters had freaked last time this happened.

      “Okay, I promise,” she agreed, and we sat there in silence. “Do you wanna talk about it?”

      “No.” It came out harsh, but that wasn’t my intention. “It’s just something I have to deal with on my own. Thanks, though,” I added.

      “Okay.” She shrugged as she got off the bed. Tori was still dressed in her clothes from the party, so she must’ve just gotten back.

      Lucas and I had practically drunk the night away, and talked until three in the morning. How I’d ended up in here was a blank. I’d have to ask him about it later. I was still wearing the dress from the night before, but the shoes were missing. I kicked my legs out of bed to stand up.

      “Ow! What the—”

      “Your shoes?” Tori said, reaching down and picking them up.

      “Oh,” I muttered, a little baffled.

      “You look confused,” she commented as she stripped out of her clothes.

      “I am.”

      “About?”

      “How exactly did I get back to our room last night?”

      “Oh. Uh, you fell asleep, and Lucas carried you back. I’m surprised you’re up . . . ”

      I cursed under my breath. I had been pushing it toward the end of the night. I couldn’t have told you how many drinks I consumed. My Supernatural heart beat steadily, and any effects were long gone. I was sober.

      “What time is it?” I sighed.

      “Almost seven,” she said, falling back on her bed.

      If I’d stayed up all night, I would want to sleep all day too.

      “Selena, I was wonderin’ . . . uh . . . you and Lucas—”

      “No, we’re just good friends,” I interrupted. “Why do you ask?”

      “When you were screamin’, you said his name and— I was just wonderin’.” She clearly wasn’t saying everything, but I did not want to be having this conversation right now.

      “No, it was . . . just a bad dream.” I turned away and got up to shower.

      “And, Selena—”

      “What?” This topic wasn’t up for discussion. All I wanted was to take a shower in peace.

      “I’ll keep quiet, and if you ever need anythin’, I’m here for you.”

      I wasn’t sure how to respond. We’d been friends for a while now, but we never talked about deep things, and I never asked for favors. It was . . . strange. My only real friend here was a guy. That kind of put me at a loss. “I . . . I appreciate it.” The words felt too formal.

      She laughed at my lack of conversational skills. “You’re not used to hearin’ that, are you?”

      “I’ve never had friends.”

      She climbed out of bed and walked to me. I froze when she hugged me. Since the day her grandma died, we hadn’t had any physical contact. I put my arms around her, and tried to relax.

      “Where I come from, thank you works just fine,” she joked, pulling away, but still holding me at arm’s length.

      “Thank you.” I squeezed her arms, grateful she’d at least tried to understand how bizarre this was for me.

      We laughed together, and for the first time in a long time, I felt normal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hurry up, Selena! We’re already late,” Amber yelled from the other side of the bathroom door.

      Movie night had gone great: we’d laughed and talked, and I’d actually had a good time. We’d watched the X-Men movies, which had kept us up until four in the morning. It wouldn’t have mattered, except it was a Sunday night, and Tori had forgotten to set the alarm.

      “Tori forgot the alarm, not me!” I yelled back through the door. I’d woken up at 6:23, and ever since then, we’d been in a rush.

      There were another few bangs as Amber pounded on the door. I didn’t say anything, just kept blow-drying my hair.

      Next thing I knew, there was something in the shower, and hair crap was falling all over the place. Tori walked out of the shower, and I almost screamed.

      “What the hell was that?” I yelled at her over my blow-dryer. The door was locked, and two seconds ago, she’d been outside the bathroom with Amber, trying to get in.

      “I’m a teleporter,” she said, giving me a look that said, what the hell did you think it was?

      “I’m still not done,” I said.

      “Well, we need to use the bathroom!” Amber yelled through the door.

      Tori reached around me and unlocked it.

      Amber instantly pushed me out of the way and claimed the bathroom.

      “Excuse you,” I said, grabbing the hair dryer.

      “We’re gonna be late to first period,” Tori said.

      “Oh shit.” I scrambled out of the bathroom to grab my things.

      Tori and Amber bounded after a few seconds later.

      “First bell just rang,” Amber swore, and we bolted from the room. We had about two minutes to get to Building One, and it was all the way across campus.

      I sped up once we hit the pavement and didn’t stop until I was in the classroom. As we walked in, everyone stared—probably because Tori was gasping for air like she smoked a pack a day. The last bell rang on cue, and we took our seats just as Brighton strolled into class.

      “Foster, Headmaster Daizlei wants you immediately,” he said, taking a sip of his coffee.

      “Which one?” Alexandra asked.

      “Selena,” he responded without looking up.

      I got up and headed over to the main building. What could he need me for? Had they learned my secret? Had Alexandra or Lily said something? I highly doubted it was for drinking. It could’ve been for skipping class, but they would’ve said something already. It had to be that they’d found out . . . but how? Alexandra wouldn’t have said anything, would she? No, but neither would Lily. How else—

      “Something on your mind?” Lucas said next to me.

      “I got called to the Headmaster’s office, but I’m not sure what for,” I mumbled, which was when it hit me. What if he’d found out when I was drunk? He could’ve read my mind; what if he’d told? I looked over at him suspiciously. No, he wouldn’t have told even if he knew. But . . . did he know?

      “Me too,” he responded.

      It couldn’t be that, then. My secret had nothing to do with him—but boxing did.

      “Can I talk to you about something?” I had to know if the alcohol had lowered my senses enough that he’d found out what I was.

      “Sure,” he said, a little guarded. He glanced sideways at me with a confused look. Whenever I asked things like that, it usually didn’t go well.

      “When you read someone’s mind, have you ever come across . . . a barrier like mine?” I asked.

      “No, unless they were a shield. But if I really wanted to know something, I could break them.” His response was immediate; didn’t even require thinking.

      “Could you do that with me?” I asked.

      “Is this your way of asking if I tried to invade your privacy, Selena? I thought we were past that.” His voice turned dangerous.

      “Just answer me,” I snapped.

      He’d avoided my question. I had to know.

      He stopped walking and turned to face me completely

      My eyes were hard, and my heart was closed. I waited.

      “No, I haven’t gotten around your barriers. You’re different. Most of the time it’s silence, but every now and then, out of nowhere, I hear you screaming. I wish I did know what you were thinking, but I haven’t tried to read your mind in months.” His eyes never left my face, and I looked away out of embarrassment, even though it wasn’t my confession.

      I ignored what I thought he was hinting at. Of course he would want to read my mind, any Supernatural would. I was an enigma to him. A challenge. We were friends; and more importantly, partners—and he’d kept any curiosity at bay, respecting my boundaries.

      “What do you mean, I’m ‘screaming?’” I would address the necessary and leave the rest for another time.

      “You’re silent. I can feel your presence, so to speak, but nothing more. But if you’re distracted, and not using any of your Jedi mind tricks, I can only assume I’m actually hearing what it’s like to be inside the mind of Selena Foster. You sound like you’re screaming.” He looked away. There was more he wasn’t saying, but I’d heard enough.

      This conversation had taken a way too personal turn, and I needed to backtrack quickly. “Does alcohol change that?” I asked, getting straight to the point. We didn’t have much more time for idle chitchat when we were expected to be there any moment now.

      “You’re very . . . different.” His voice sounded a little off, too short. Different? What the hell did that mean? Good or bad? Oh, screw these stupid mind games.

      “Define different,” I pushed, ignoring how uncomfortable this had become for both of us. I knew Lucas saw more than he usually let on, and he chose not to double-cross me and keep what he’d learned to himself. It worked for us. Some secrets can’t be kept quiet. They have to be buried.

      “You’re just different. It’s like going from silence to overload with you. There were so many thoughts running through your mind, I couldn’t keep up. It was like listening to a hundred people at once. Except it was all you,” he said softly. It was like the calm after the storm with him. We were either in it or not, never in between.

      “Did anything . . . stand out?” I asked, trying not to be completely obvious. He knew I still had secrets; he just didn’t know how big they were.

      “No, Selena, nothing stood out. I had to drink enough to numb my ability throughout the night, so I couldn’t hear you.” Shit. He was pissed. I’d crossed some sort of invisible line; one I hadn’t even known was there.

      Instead of apologizing, or telling him the truth, I let us walk in silence until we reached Headmaster Daizlei’s office. I’d never been here before, and if it weren’t for Lucas, I probably would’ve gotten lost. Not that I was going to tell him that, or thank him.

      Inside, everything was made of wood: the floors, the long desk, the bookcases, the couches, even the two chairs. Along the walls, bookcases were piled high with books of every age, color, and size. The long desk sat in front of a huge window overlooking campus, and sitting behind it was the headmaster himself. We weren’t the only ones in the room. Coach Avery was leaning against the desk, while several others from the gym were seated at various spots.

      “Take a seat, guys.” Coach motioned to the only remaining couch open.

      I sat next to Lucas and waited patiently for the lecture.

      “First off, you all did great at the tournament this Friday. We had strong start this season, and Belleview was completely blown away. Especially by you, Selena, but I think we were all surprised by the gore in that match.” He looked away, and I could practically feel the weight of the room shift. The tension between Lucas and me didn’t fade.

      “We’ve just received an invitation to Vermont’s School for the Supernaturally Gifted. I’m taking twelve of you, no more, no less. Lucas and Selena, your places are already secured. That means there are ten slots open, and eighteen of you. Aaron, you’d best get your act together or you won’t be on that flight, understood?”

      I couldn’t help smirking when he shot me a look. He didn’t turn away; he kept his eyes on me, and they seemed so sad. I turned back to Avery, ignoring Aaron and his burning gaze. His intensity was staggering.

      “The tournament is three weeks from now, and a week before Winter Break. I’m leaving and will be out of town for a few days, but I’ll let you know who’s going within the next two weeks. This trip is a week-long deal, and it is a privilege. One that that can be taken away from those of you who choose not to show appropriate behavior in and out of my gym. Is that understood?”

      “Yes,.” One word echoed through the room as every boxer responded.

      “You’re dismissed. Head back to class immediately.”

      I was shuffling toward the door with the others when Coach spoke again. “Except Hunter and Foster. I need to have a chat with you two.”

      I turned back, not even bothering to take a seat again.

      When the door was shut behind us, he spoke. “Your places are secured as of this moment. I have, however, been informed by Headmaster Daizlei that we have some things we need to talk about. First, Miss Foster, we need to deal with the fact that you’ve missed so much school that you’re now failing three classes. Again. You have to bring your classes up to at least a C before we leave on this trip, especially Battle Simulation. Because there’s so little time, I’m going to ask Lucas if he’ll tutor you until we leave.”

      My heart sank. I had no clue I was failing all those classes. I also didn’t want to deal with this while we were pissed at each other.

      “I’ll tutor her,” he said, far too somberly. Normally, he would’ve given me crap for failing Battle Simulation, and I would’ve made a joke about how BS stood for Bull Shit.

      “Selena, I need your help to teach him this season,” Avery continued, ignoring the obvious tension.

      “Teach him what, exactly?” I asked, a little skeptical.

      “To fight without relying solely on his ability, to predict the competition, and to be a step ahead. I need your help to make him better. As his partner, can you do this?”

      “I can,” I assured him with a nod.

      “I would appreciate it if you refrained from any long-term injuries, please?”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’ll try.”

      I saw Lucas smirk out of my peripheral vision.

      “You’re dismissed. Get back to class.”

      We let ourselves out and walked in silence.

      “Lucas, I don’t know what you’re pissed about, but you need to get over it. If we’re going to be partners, you need to accept that I have secrets, and that’s not going to change. What you see is what you get. I’ve always been honest with you about that.”

      He sighed, and I was expecting another argument. “So, how do you manage to fail Battle Simulation?” he asked, letting it go.

      I fought back a smile as he grinned, and settled for elbowing him instead. “Shut up.”
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      We started studying after boxing practices, during lunch, and all day on the weekends. I felt like I was being grilled on school every second of the day. He was a good tutor. I could at least understand it when he explained things, as opposed to Professor Anderson, who was definitely more boring than listening to Alexandra every time she got a new boyfriend.

      Teaching him to be a better boxer was much trickier than memorizing types of rocks or dates. I had to come up with ways to stop him from automatically reading everyone’s minds. Sometimes, I blindfolded him and made him listen to commands while I threw things at him. Sometimes he listened, sometimes not, but after getting hit with a few baseballs, he got the hang of it. Other times, we would just spar, and I would remind him to watch with his eyes, not his mind.

      Progress was slow on both fronts, and we were spending nearly every second of the day together when I wasn’t in class. By the time the tournament came around, I’d brought all my grades up to at least a C, even in Battle Simulation, where I was very careful to tread the line between doing just enough to get by and failing. Fighting in Vonlowsky’s class wasn’t enjoyable. And, unlike like boxing, it wasn’t to keep the darkness at bay. I kept myself on a tight leash whenever he tried to sic me on some underprepared sophomore. The fights were quick, and most of my classmates were thankful that I held back in class. Word had spread since my first match, and even those who weren’t there were hesitant to fight me. What they didn’t know was that I was holding off for Vermont, not wanting to dismember the boys who’d grown on me in the gym. Lucas might’ve had something to do with that.

      As the weeks ticked by, Aaron pushed my buttons less and less, though he never stopped staring. It bothered me, but I tried not to let it show. I didn’t know what his problem was, and I didn’t think he did either. He was always in trouble in class nowadays, and was spending nearly as much time at the gym as Lucas and me. Coach noticed the change, and applauded him for getting his act together—finally securing that coveted spot on the plane. I didn’t think he was really straightening out. I thought he was teetering on a cliff and didn’t know what to do with himself. In a way, I felt bad for him. I didn’t know what was going on, but I knew I was finally seeing what it was like for Lucas to watch me fall. To watch me lose myself.

      For once, I knew the compassion that Lily had always had. The very feeling that always seemed to elude me.

      I hoped he figured it out. I hoped he found peace—even if I could never bring myself to tell him that.
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      I was standing outside in jeans and a sweatshirt with my duffel bag and eleven guys, who were also waiting for the plane that would take us to Vermont. It was five in the morning on a Saturday, and bitterly cold. That didn’t stop Jack from throwing a giant snowball at Aaron’s face, or him getting pissed and responding in kind. I thought it was funny until they all joined in. Next thing I knew, powdery white ice exploded on the back of my head. I turned. Lucas was standing there, snowball in hand.

      “Don’t you dare.”

      “Oh come on, Selena, have a little fun,” he taunted, hurling it at me.

      I sidestepped the throw. “No.”

      When the plane finally pulled in, I was the first one inside and took my seat as far away from the baboons that called themselves boxers as I could. Did that stop them from irritating me? Not a chance.

      I threw my duffel bag into the chair next to me and pulled out my iPhone, relaxing into a semi-comfortable position. I didn’t even get thirty seconds into the song when there was a tap on my shoulder.

      “What?” I snapped. My irritation levels were through the roof at the moment. Probably from lack of sleep since I’d had another all-night movie marathon with my roommates and then had to pack.

      “Is this seat taken?” Lucas asked me, motioning to my duffel bag.

      I shook my head and stashed it under my seat.

      “Everyone take your stuff up to the front. If we win, you can sit wherever you want on the way back,” Coach Avery boomed through the cabin.

      I sighed. Great. My only chance at peace had just dissolved into thin air.

      “I’m going to listen to my music so that I can maybe make it through this flight without killing somebody.”

      Once the jet was up in the air, it didn’t take long before I passed out.

      The forest seemed much darker this time. Lonelier. Desolate. It was dead silent as I walked through the fog. I knew it was here.

      Ever since I’d started school, it was always here, watching me. I frowned as a chill went through me. Tonight, it was closer than usual. I started to walk a little faster as the dream took on the realness of life. I was getting caught up in it again, and again.

      A twig snapped, and something moved to my side. I ran. Sprinting through the woods, I looked behind me and in every direction as I headed to nowhere. I knew better; these woods were never ending, and it was only a dream . . . but it was so real.

      Something brushed my arm. I whipped around, but nothing was there. A wicked laugh rang through the air, and I stopped running. It had found me.

      “Show yourself,” I called to it.

      I started to take a step back when I bumped into something. I turned to see myself, grinning maliciously with glowing violet eyes and a monstrous laugh. I put my hand over my mouth to keep from screaming.

      I jumped two feet out of my seat, shocked back into reality. My eyes snapped open, only to see the back of the seat in front of me. My heart raced as I closed my eyes and leaned back. My skin was clammy, covered in a cold sweat, and fear still gripped my heart. What the hell was that?

      “What’s wrong?”

      My eyes fluttered open to meet Lucas’s intense green gaze. There was worry in his voice, and I felt his mind reaching out. Testing me, or checking on me, I didn’t want to think about which. I kept my barriers up.

      “I’m fine,” I stuttered. I was not fine, nowhere near it. The monster stalking me in my dreams was . . . me. At least, some form of me.

      “Why are you afraid?”

      “What?” His question threw me off guard, and his eyes searched mine.

      “I can’t read your mind clearly, but I can feel your fear. What are you so scared of?”

      “Nothing, it was just a nightmare,” I said, and turned away. Effectively ending the conversation.

      Outside the window, the jet was descending into fields of white, and a single pop of color stood apart from the snow. The forests around it were dense and filled with ice. Not a soul could be seen, and the wall that protected it had spikes, so very like the one at Daizlei.

      We were here—Vermont’s School for the Supernaturally Gifted.
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      “Faster, Hunter!” Coach yelled from the side of the ring.

      We’d been sparring for the last three hours, and Lucas was still struggling. We’d arrived two nights ago and were only three days away from the tournament.

      “Watch my hands. Watch my eyes. Watch my feet. Nothing should get past you,” I instructed, while ducking his next blow. “I will slap you if I see that glazed look on your face again.” I kept on his case. He wouldn’t get better if I didn’t, even though it irritated him.

      “I’d like to see you try,” he taunted.

      Faster than he could see, I lunged out and hit him on the back of the head just to prove that I could do it.

      “I would like to see you try,” I retorted.

      He did.

      I knew I didn’t have time to block it. I braced myself as the pain came at me in a full-blown punch to my stomach. I fell to my knees. Holy shit, that hurt. Damn his temper.

      I lay there for a minute while Lucas crouched to his knees. “You okay?”

      It wasn’t like me to show pain, ever.

      “Fine,” I wheezed. My whole stomach felt like it was exploding. I rolled onto my side as a wave of nausea hit. It took everything in me not to throw up right then and there. I knew I shouldn’t have eaten breakfast.

      “Foster, is there an issue?” Coach called.

      “No, Coach,” I called back.

      “Then get up, and this time, block yourself better.”

      I felt it coming up and fled the ring. I jumped over the ropes and onto the floor, sprinting to the trashcan. I heaved as my breakfast came up, and tried not to fall in.

      When it stopped, I wiped my mouth, took a swig of water, and spat it in the trash. Stomach acid was some foul stuff.

      When I turned away from the trashcan, Coach was watching me with concern. “Please tell me you’re not sick.”

      “No, Coach. I shouldn’t have eaten.” After climbing back into the ring, I rubbed my stomach once before preparing to fight again.

      “If you can block yourself better, you can go after this, and take Hunter with you,” Coach said, and we began circling again.

      I aimed for his gut, which he’d expected, but when he caught my arm and pulled me in, he didn’t expect me to go for his shoulder. I dislocated it with one hit and aimed my rebound for the center of his chest. I struck with deadly accuracy, and the air left his lungs in a whoosh as he fell back. He landed on his butt and couldn’t get up again with his arm hanging uselessly at his side.

      “Hold still,” I instructed as I crouched next to him. I popped his shoulder back into place, and he groaned. Good thing Supernaturals heal quickly.

      I climbed out of the ring and landed next to Coach Avery. A few seconds later, Lucas stood to my left as we waited for whatever work he was giving us.

      “Vonlowsky was very specific about your Battle Simulation work. He wants three essays on his desk Friday afternoon. These are the topics you can choose from.” He handed me the manila folder with my name on it.

      “From you, Anderson wants a detailed ten-page essay on the Court and how the system works. She said to remind you that this is twenty percent of your grade, so take your time.” He handed Lucas a single sheet with requirements on it, and turned away, dismissing us.

      “What is this Court? That guy from the last match brought it up too. ‘Member of Court,’ I think.”

      They both just stared like I’d grown another head.

      “You’ve never heard of The Court?” Lucas asked, and I shook my head.

      “How exactly did you get accepted into Daizlei?” Coach Avery asked me.

      “I’d just moved in with my aunt, and she had everything worked out.” I shrugged, annoyed with this conversation already. They didn’t need to make me feel stupid for not knowing this.

      “No one bothered to explain this to you?” Coach pushed. Did he think the answer was going to change?

      “No. Explain what?” I crossed my arms and cocked my head impatiently, waiting for an explanation.

      “Go get started on your paper, Hunter. I’ll deal with her,” Avery said, taking a deep breath.

      Over his shoulder, Lucas mouthed, “Meet me later.”

      Go. I motioned back with a quick nod before Avery saw.

      “The Court is our form of government, I guess you could say. There’s a Council that consists of the oldest and most powerful ruling families. This Council takes care of everything that has to do with Supernaturals, and also gives advice to the Head of Council. The Head of Council is also a Member of Court, the highest-ranking form of government in the world. Are you with me so far?” He was trying to be patient in breaking this down for me.

      My irritation lessened; at least he was trying. “So there’s a Council that controls everything with Supernaturals and the head of it is called the Head of Council, who also belongs to the Court?”

      He nodded and continued. “The Court consists of the four Heads of Councils, one from each of the ruling species. Each of these Heads of Council is from one of the current ruling families of each species. They also have two representatives from the Council, usually family, giving the Court a total of twelve members. The Court controls everything, do you understand?”

      “I think so,” I said. “So how do these ruling families take control?”

      “Usually, the Heads of Council pass on their title to the oldest, or in our case, most powerful child, when they get too old or die, but it depends . . . ” The Court sounded familiar in a way that was almost eerie.

      “What if another family wants to rule? Or the Council doesn’t want certain people to rule? What if the kids are little when the title’s passed on?”

      “It all depends on the case. It’s sad to say, but not too many people stand up to the ruling families—they rule for a reason. If the Council didn’t want someone to rule, they could fight for the title. That hasn’t happened in a long time.”

      “Do other families ever join the Council?” A weird prickling sensation was making its way up my spine.

      He laughed once, as if that were absurd. “No, it’s strictly the oldest and most powerful.”

      “What are the ruling species?” The question earned me another incredulous look.

      “Supernaturals, Vampires, Shapeshifters, and Witches.”

      “How many species are there?” I asked.

      “Many. Much more than four.” He was watching the other boxers now. I was clearly cutting into his training time.

      “That doesn’t seem fair,” I said.

      “It’s been that way for over a thousand years. Now, you have three essays due when we get back, and they’re not going to write themselves.” He dismissed me.

      I felt numb walking down the hallway. A whole other world existed—one with multiple species and ancient oligarchies. What bothered me the most was that the words seemed so familiar. Not just the Court, but the Council and all of it. I felt like I’ve heard it before. I just couldn’t remember where.
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      “Focus, Selena. Your match is up first, and you need another strong win,” Lucas urged.

      I grabbed the tube of Icy Hot and applied it to my black and purple stomach.

      “I shouldn’t have hit you.” He sighed, glancing at my stomach.

      “Don’t even go there. I should’ve done better.” I pulled my shirt down.

      We were inside their gym, waiting to start the tournament, and the crowd was growing larger by the second.

      “Boxers to the ring. I repeat, first match boxers to the ring,” the intercom announced.

      “Knock ‘em dead! Not literally, Selena,” Lucas backtracked when he saw my malicious grin.

      I entered the ring and faced a wicked-looking guy, who was tall and muscular with dark brown hair and eyes that had a tinted reddish glow.

      “Is this a joke? Come on, sweetie, who put you in here?” He hooted with laughter, looking around the ring.

      “Well, I can see they didn’t tell you.” I glared, cracking my knuckles. This was humiliating; I didn’t like being made to look foolish.

      “Tell me what?” He looked at me suspiciously as if the idea had just crossed his mind.

      The intercom came on again to introduce us.

      “I’m your opponent, sweetie.”

      “Hey, yo, I ain’t fightin’ no chick!” he yelled to his coach outside the ring, completely turning his back on me.

      My mouth dropped. “Oh, hell no.” I saw red.

      “Calm down,” Lucas called from the side of the ring.

      The bell rang.

      I let the monster loose.

      When I tapped the guy’s shoulder, he turned toward me, and I slammed my fist into his jaw and felt it unhinge as Lucas’s had—the exact same hit. The cheekbone was shattered, jaw broken, and there were several fractures in his mouth. I smiled . . . and his eyes turned a glowing red as fire consumed his fists.

      Several people gasped, but I laughed—like, actual open-mouthed, hysterical laughter. I suppose I looked a little mad. My sister’s ability? That was what I was up against? Why didn’t they just hand me the win because I could guarantee that she was more powerful than this troglodyte.

      I took a step back as he lunged, then ducked when he swung for my face. Why were they always so predictable? I sighed when he was too busy swinging blindly to notice my hand go under his and hit his shoulder, likely doing more than dislocating it. He fell back for a second, giving me time to aim for the place right below his ribs.

      “Ugh!” he cried out. His entire body shifted forward.

      More. I needed more if I was going to hold out over Christmas.

      Placing my fingers lightly around his boiling hot throat, I pressed my lips close to his ear. “I shouldn’t feel bad in the slightest for what I’m about to do, but it isn’t really your fault. Even if you don’t remember this, I’m sorry.” I gave him the words I couldn’t give my last opponent. I didn’t believe in apologies. Somehow I could never bring myself to give one—to feel sorry for something. I’d chosen myself over him, and I could be sorry for that. I could be sorry that I was going to do this to countless other men for the rest of my life.

      I snapped his wrist and twisted his arm behind his back, moving with it. After a final shove, he crumpled to the floor with me on top of him.

      My heart slowed. I felt the pull, the killing gene.

      It needed more.

      I grabbed his hair, drawing his head back.

      Silently, I cursed myself to hell for my cruelty, for what I was about to do.

      I slammed his head to the ground with a vicious crack. He was unconscious. I stood and stepped out of the ring without another word.

      “I thought I said don’t kill him,” Lucas groaned, giving me a disapproving look.

      “I didn’t,” I retorted. He could never know. No one could. It was easier to think I reveled in brutality than to realize that every body left in my wake was a sacrifice to my demons.

      “You smashed his head into the ring so hard that it cracked. He could have brain damage or be a vegetable for the rest of his life.” He sounded almost disgusted by me. He should’ve been.

      “That’s not dead,” I said, taking a bottle of water from the cooler. I acted indifferent, but all I really wanted was to scrub the blood from my hands and burn my clothes.

      “How can you be so . . . ” He couldn’t find the word.

      “Heartless?” I offered.

      “Yeah.” He sighed.

      Was that disappointment?

      He took a seat next to me, and we watched while they carried the guy out the ring.

      “Years of practice,” I concluded, looking into the distance. Keep the barrier, I reminded myself.

      “You’re not like that with me.” Ah, yes, the inevitable statement that had hung between us since the very beginning. I was different with him.

      “You’re my partner.” I shrugged.

      “What about that first match? You didn’t pound my head into the floor or knock out half my teeth.” He leaned forward an inch. He was right, but my demons wanted more now. The killing gene wanted more. I loved that I could have friends and feel normal sometimes. So I gave it more.

      Again, I shrugged. “You didn’t insult me, I guess . . .  I don’t know.”

      “You got Lily to help me. Why?” he persisted, unable to accept my answer.

      “I felt bad. You didn’t ask to fight me. I picked you.” I was grasping at straws because that wasn’t completely true. I’d told my sisters the same thing that night, but it wasn’t true. I didn’t know what was.

      “They didn’t ask either,” he pointed out.

      “But they insulted me—. Just listen, Lucas, you’re not going to win this one. I have my reasons for things. Just let it go.” I was getting more and more uncomfortable with where this conversation was heading. He didn’t know the real reason behind every body carried out on a gurney. He didn’t know the monster with violet eyes. Yet, he stayed by me. I couldn’t fathom why.

      “Lucas, you’re up!” Coach Avery shouted from the ring.

      “Good luck.” I smiled as he got up to leave.

      “Thanks,” he said, giving me a half-smile before leaving.

      Tori’s voice filled my head, asking if we’d ever be more than friends.

      No . . .

      I didn’t need that. There was no point even thinking about it.
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      “Congratulations, boys . . . and Selena. That’s another win for Daizlei. At this rate, we’ll make it to the championship this year!”

      True to his word, everyone got to sit in the back on the couches and play poker. I set my things in the seat by the window and joined the table with Lucas.

      He gave me a questioning look.

      “Did you think I had to be wasted to have fun?” I asked him, taking my cards.

      “You make me wonder sometimes . . . ” I had a feeling it had to do with me being ‘heartless.’

      Three hours and four hundred dollars later . . .

      “Okay, boys, I’m feeling charitable. Take your money.” I dropped the wad of cash, and everyone immediately scrambled for the pile on the table.

      “Why?” Lucas asked.

      “Because I have a heart,” I joked, and he shot me a glare.

      “Why?” he repeated.

      “I don’t need it, so there’s no point taking it.” I shrugged.

      The plane landed, and I grabbed my things and shuffled out the door.

      “Selena,” he called me back. The snow fell on his rumpled hair and tanned skin. His green eyes watched me, and I half-smiled.

      “What?” I called.

      “Have a good Christmas and Happy New Year. I’ll see you when we get back.” He was going back to Tennessee to see his family; Tori hadn’t shut up about it since I last saw her.

      “You too.” I waved before turning and heading for the dorm.

      The snow crunched under my boots, and I hummed happily to myself. I’d been looking forward to this break ever since I’d learned we could stay at the school instead of going home. I’d signed up right away.

      Outside, our dorm had been redecorated with lights, ribbons, and music. Somehow, one of the technopaths had gotten the doormat to sing Christmas tunes and never stop. I walked in to find that the inside had been changed once again. Mistletoe hung from every door, and the walls had been repainted green and red. When I reached my room, the door was already open, but the room was empty. The beds were made, the bathroom cleaned, dirty laundry missing, and no girls. I guessed they’d already left for break, leaving me the room to myself for two whole weeks.

      I threw my bag on the bed and grabbed my manila folder with all my work from the last week. As I was leaving to drop it off, my sisters came bursting in with duffel bags.

      “What are doing here?”

      “Nice to see you too,” Alexandra said sarcastically, throwing her stuff down.

      “Did you win your match?” Lily chimed in.

      “Of course, but seriously, what are you guys doing here?” I asked again, nicer this time.

      “Well, we decided to stay with you over break while your roommates are gone,” Lily said happily.

      “Oh. Okay, well, I, uh . . . ” I paused, not letting any disappointment show. “I’ve got some stuff to drop off, so I’ll see you guys at dinner. Oh, and don’t screw up Amber’s bed, or I’ll never hear the end of it.” I motioned to the bright red twin-sized bed.

      “Whatever.” Alexandra plopped down on my bed.

      I left the room without another word and headed to drop off my work. Most of my teachers were already gone, so I slipped it into their mailboxes, and the ones that were here just hurried me out so they could leave. The real reason I was even doing this was so I could get to the library before it closed. The Court sounded absolutely fascinating, and I was dying to find out more.

      When I finally made it to my last drop off, my hearing perked up when I saw Elizabeth standing with Vonlowsky. I’d assumed she had gone home for break.

      “Professor Vonlowsky, where do you want these?” I interrupted.

      “Desk,” he said, giving me the glare. Of course, with our current relationship, I didn’t really blame him. I mean, I had said ‘fuck off,’ hadn’t I? Just because I was coming to class now and giving the bare minimum didn’t mean that all was forgiven.

      “If you expect to be on the trip this spring break, you have to be perfect for the rest of the year. No screw-ups. Understood?” he told her in a hushed tone.

      “Yes, sir,” she begrudgingly agreed.

      I tried to mask my laughter with a cough; the look I got from him said I hadn’t done it very well. I walked out the door before he could say anything and hurried down the path to the library.

      “Selena, wait up!” Elizabeth called, and I stopped. I turned to see her jogging to catch up with me. Her shoe slipped on the snow, and she fell to a crashing stop at my feet.

      “What was all that about?” I asked while helping her up.

      “Oh, I’ve just gotten into a little trouble as of late, that’s all,” she said nonchalantly, brushing the ice off her jeans.

      “How much is a little?”

      “Skipped a few classes, disappeared on some trips, nothing major . . . ” Her tone made me skeptical, but I let it go. We all had our secrets.

      “So why’d you stay here for the holidays?”

      “Going on a ski trip with my mother and sister is not my idea of fun, if you know what I mean,” she scoffed with a look of distaste.

      “Well, if you don’t have plans, you can stay with us on Christmas,” I offered halfheartedly as I tried to bring this conversation to a close.

      “Thanks, I might do that,” she said, looking over my shoulder. “Well, this has been fun and all, but I’ve kind of got somewhere to be. Don’t be a stranger.” She hurried away as I continued to the library.
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      “Do you have any books on the Court?” I asked.

      Ms. Rivas peered at me from behind her glasses, dark eyes taking in who I was. “Follow me,” she said, leading me down another aisle. “What exactly are you looking for?”

      “Anything. I just want to learn about it—how it works. What would you recommend?” I knew from experience that being polite went a long way with this librarian.

      She reached up to the top shelf and pulled out a book labeled Court: The Innerworkings of the System.

      I took the book from her and flipped through it quickly. It was a few hundred pages long, complete with pictures and quotes. It looked easy enough to read. “I also need one on species.”

      “You need to be more specific. What exactly do you want to know?” She made a tsk noise.

      “Um, I guess something with facts about the different species, and their relationships with each other?” I wasn’t entirely sure what I was looking for.

      “I know exactly what you’re looking for.” Without moving, she stretched her arm around the aisle and out of view, only to come back with a book that looked oddly familiar. She handed it to me.

      As I read the title, I knew for certain I’d seen it before. Mystical Creatures of the Supernatural was printed on the cover in gold. I flipped through the pages . . . and then I remembered. As the word Demons caught my eye, I turned the page to see the fiery man with black hair and eyes like the pits of hell. This was the book Elizabeth had been reading when I’d stumbled upon her.

      “Will that be all?” she prompted.

      “Yes, thank you. You’ve been very helpful. When exactly do I need to return these?” I asked as she walked me to the counter to check out.

      “In two weeks, when school comes back in session.” She handed me the clipboard for my signature.

      I thanked her again as I left the library and went on my way.

      The sun was setting, casting shadows across the snow. I ran by my room to drop the books off before I went to dinner but stopped in the doorway and cursed when I saw the nail polish stain on my bed. We were going to have a talk about that. As I turned to leave, the air rushed from my lungs.

      “What happened?” I tried to calm myself as I looked at Lily.

      Her arm was black and blue, clothes tattered. Bruises darkened her face, and her lip was bleeding. She walked toward me with a slight limp.

      “I fell down the steps on the way up and hit my head a lot. Do you have any Tylenol I can take?” she asked meekly, sitting on the edge of my bed.

      I turned and grabbed the bottle out of my dresser then handed her two and a bottle of water. “Hold still, and follow my finger,” I ordered, watching her eyes. I let out a sigh of relief; no concussion.

      “Thanks.” She handed me the bottle.

      “Don’t mention it.” I frowned, putting it on my dresser. “So what exactly did you do again?”

      “I was coming back because I forgot something, and the ice on my boots made me slip on the stairs.”

      “What did you forget?” This sounded sketchy.

      “Ugh . . . my phone.” I watched her suspiciously, but she retrieved it from her duffel bag. I guess it really wasn’t all that surprising that she’d fallen and hurt herself—she did it all the time.

      “Are you okay to walk to dinner?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      “There’s no need to keep Alexandra waiting, then.” I started to leave the room.

      “Wait up. Let me change real quick and then we can go.” She ripped her bag open faster than I would’ve thought possible for her.

      “You should be more careful,” I chided and tapped my foot. The second she was done, I held the door open for her, waiting.

      “I try.”

      A thought occurred to me as I glanced at the books on my dresser. “Have you heard of the Court?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Does Alexandra know?”

      “Probably.” She shrugged.

      “Why am I just hearing about this?” I demanded, a little disgruntled by this news.

      “Well, my roommates told me. Alexandra’s probably told her, so . . . I don’t know.” She shrugged. What she really meant was it was my own damn fault for being an antisocial bitch when I got here.

      “Oh,” was all I could say.

      “So how was Vermont?” she asked.

      “Cold,” I grumbled.

      “What I meant was, what did you do there with your week off?”

      “Boxed, made up work, and then boxed some more.” I yawned.

      “Really? You have to have done more than that.”

      “No, really, that’s all we did. You can ask anyone who was there. Coach Avery had us in the gym at least ten hours a day.” That was not an exaggeration.

      “Well, it wasn’t much better here this week. I had essays and tests in every class except Brighton, and that’s only because he got sick and the sub was lazy.” Her nose turned up on the word lazy, like that was the worst thing someone could be. It was a wonder her and Alexandra ever got along.

      “Personally, I’m ready for a break from all this schoolwork. I’ve never had to work this hard at a public school, and I’ve never actually failed classes.” We walked through the doors to find over half the student population missing.

      “You failed?” Lily gasped in horror.

      “No, but almost,” I corrected, giving her an annoyed look.

      “I made straight As. This semester was so easy for me.” I knew she wasn’t trying to brag, but it still got on my nerves.

      “Applause goes to you for being smarter than the rest of us,” I said.

      “Not really. Alexandra didn’t make lower than a B minus.”

      “I highly doubt that,” I said lightly.

      “Doubt what?” Alexandra asked.

      “What was your lowest grade this semester?” I turned on her.

      “I didn’t tell you? B minus in history. It’s so boring, but with tutoring, I pulled it off,” she boasted with complete satisfaction.

      “Congratulations,” I said, disappointed in myself. How did I make lower grades than Alexandra? I was the one who’d tutored her.

      “What was your lowest?” she asked, picking at her pizza.

      “A C in Battle Simulation,” I grumbled.

      “Okay, that’s not bad. Lily’s a genius, and I cheat off the smartest kid sitting next to me. It’s not a big deal,” she tried to console me, but I waved her off.

      “Let’s get dinner,” Lily said quickly and yanked me out of my chair, clearly feeling better.

      “The food’s not going to disappear,” I muttered as she dragged me to the counter.

      “Look, your grades aren’t the best, but we both know you’ve missed quite a bit of school. Just do better next semester,” she said while grabbing the fattiest food she could find.

      “How do you stay so skinny?” I asked her, changing the subject.

      “What do you mean? You’re skinny.” She pinched my side, but it was solid muscle. Skinny wasn’t the word I would use. Athletic, maybe, but not skinny.

      “Yeah, but with the way you eat, you should be an Oompa Loompa . . . ” I muttered, grabbing a salad and water.

      “I’m only going to be young once, and I don’t want to spend it eating like a guinea pig. Besides, I got mom’s metabolism, and it doesn’t look like I’m going to get any bigger.” She laughed, getting a root beer and taking her seat.

      I took the only empty seat across from her and started picking at my salad.

      “So has she told you about William?” Alexandra asked me with a not-so-subtle grin.

      “Who’s William?” I asked Lily.

      “Just a guy . . . ” Lily said as heat rushed to her cheeks.

      “A guy that she’s, like, talking to,” Alexandra said.

      “What is he?” Not so long ago, I would’ve been appalled by this question. Funny how Daizlei changes you.

      “Super strong, so not that impressive, but he is kinda cute. So not my type. He’s insanely smart . . .  Can you believe he’s the Andersons’ kid? The worst teachers in the school are married and have a kid?” she gossiped with the most enthusiasm I’d seen in a while. “So how are you and Michael?” Lily asked, desperately trying to change the subject and cover up her blushing.

      “Not good. I think I’m gonna break up with him,” Alexandra said while pretending to examine her pizza.

      “Why?” Lily asked in exasperation. Alexandra always did this.

      “Do tell,” I said with slight sarcasm. I didn’t really care, but I was used to this being part of our conversations over the years.

      “Well . . . okay. I know this sounds bad, but I’m bored with him,” Alexandra confessed.

      “That’s just mean,” Lily scolded.

      “It’s the truth,” Alexandra declared with her usual attitude.

      “That doesn’t make it right,” Lily said.

      “I can’t change that I’m bored with him, and I’m ready to move on.” She tossed her hair and made a face.

      “I’m not surprised,” I said. They both turned and looked at me. “She’s a heartbreaker, and you’re a heartbreakee, that’s why you don’t get it.”

      Alexandra laughed and semi-choked on her pizza.

      A look of shock crossed Lily’s face. “How would you know? You’ve never had a boyfriend,” she snapped.

      “Because, according to Lucas, I’m heartless, so I think that puts me in a whole other category.” I sighed.

      “Wait. Are you guys talking?” Alexandra shouted with excitement.

      “Spill,” Lily commanded, completely forgetting about my comment.

      “No, of course not. Who do you think you’re talking to? Lucas and I are friends and partners—that’s it,” I said firmly.

      “It sounds like more than that to me,” Alexandra said in a singsong voice.

      “That’s because all you think about is boys and who to gossip about next,” I said.

      “True,” she admitted.

      “Well, if you ask me, I think he likes you,” Lily said, very matter-of-fact.

      “And that’s why I didn’t ask you,” I said.

      “Oh come on. You’ve never considered it?” she asked dreamily. She was such a romantic.

      “No.” I glared.

      “I think you’re lying. You just don’t want to admit it,” Alexandra said, sharing a gloating smile with Lily.

      “Bite me,” I snapped bitterly and got up to throw my food away.
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      “Merry Christmas!” Lily yelled, waking me from my extremely unpleasant dream where the other me had just shown up. She came every night now.

      “Good morning to you too,” I grumbled.

      “She’s awake. I’m opening my presents now,” Lily said.

      After the first squeal, I knew I had to get up. I kicked my legs out of bed and walked to the bathroom to brush my teeth.

      “Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you!” Lily called and ran to give me hug. She had opened the brand-new copy of The Notebook I’d gotten her for Christmas. The last one was lost in the move, and she’d been dying to see her favorite movie again.

      “You’re welcome,” I groaned, stifling the urge to push her off me. It was too early in the morning for this.

      “Come open yours,” she yelled as she ran back to the presents.

      “Shhh,” I whispered. Why was she so loud?

      “Shut up,” Alexandra said, reinforcing my point. She was still in bed with the pillow over her head, while Lily sat on the floor unwrapping gifts.

      “Thank you!” Lily ran and jumped on top of Alexandra to hug her.

      “Get her off me.”

      “Maybe after a shower.” I ducked into the bathroom and closed the door.

      “Well, hurry up then,” Alexandra complained.

      Damn, she could be pushy. I stripped off my pajamas and turned the shower on. Outside the bathroom, there was another squeal. I sighed. She was the only person I knew who still acted like a kid when it came to holidays and gifts.

      I took my time in the shower, allowing the sleepiness to wear off. I think the break had gotten to me—it usually didn’t take so long for me to wake up. When I was done, I dried myself and wrapped my hair. Christmas. How could the year already be halfway over? I guess it’s true what they say—time flies when you don’t have to find ways to fill it.

      I dressed in jeans and a royal blue turtleneck before I turned my attention to my hair. I combed through the knots and blow-dried it before it drenched my clothes. I looked in the mirror and thought of the other me. She looked like me, but she didn’t. Did that make sense? The way she held herself, the look in her eyes, her laugh, it was . . . chaos.

      “Selena, I know you’re done,” Lily yelled.

      I jumped, and opened the door.

      Alexandra was still curled in a ball sleeping with her head under the pillow, and Lily’s pile of gifts had gone down to zero.

      “Get up,” she commanded, taking Alexandra’s pillow and whacking her on the head with it.

      “That’s it,” Alexandra screeched and sprang for her. Lily screamed and ran to the door. Alexandra followed, chasing her out into the snow, where Lily had the advantage. Alexandra hated the cold.

      “Not so bad now, are you?” she taunted her.

      “Think again!” Alexandra called, wailing her in the side of the face with a snowball the size of my fist.

      “Hey!” Lily shouted and started after her again.

      I stood at the door, laughing at them. Fools.

      Thump.

      A snowball smacked into my chest.

      “Oh, hell no,” I bellowed and tackled Lily to the ground.

      Alexandra burst out laughing as the snowball fight took a turn for the worse. Wham. A snowball hit her square in the face, wiping the smile right off it.

      “Oh, it’s game on,” she called and started after me.

      Thirty minutes later, we trudged back into the room, cold and shaking, but laughing, and Alexandra and I opened our gifts. Tori had sent a box of homemade brownies with a card that read: Merry Christmas from the Hunters. It showed a picture of her, Lucas, and an older, blonder version of Lucas. Their parents stood next to them, arm-in-arm and smiling. I pinned it to the wall next to my bed where a few other photos showed the slow bonds I’d been creating this year.

      I spent the rest of the day reading up on the Court and the different species while we watched The Notebook. Coach Avery was right. There were a lot more than the four main species. Werewolves, pixies, trolls, mermaids, nymphs, faeries, elves, even dragons. They all existed—well, dragons had existed a thousand years ago, but they were extinct today. Apparently, all those tales of knights in shining armor saving the damsel in distress from a dragon were based on true stories. The Middle Ages were the last time that almost all humans still believed in the paranormal, more often than not mistaking my kind for gods.

      I also learned that not only are there demons, but angels too. They weren’t on earth to battle for heaven and hell or higher beings, but to protect people and do good things. Demons, on the other hand, were only here to collect souls and wreak havoc.

      The worst problems came from politics; not good versus evil. There were so many political problems with all these species that I doubted half of them even knew why they hated each other anymore. The whole werewolf/vampire dichotomy was based on the story Helen of Troy, which turned out to essentially be true. A vampire named Helen was married to a member of the Court. At the time, the werewolf population was under consideration for representation in the Court, and Paris was the werewolf sent to secure their spot. Helen ran off with him and risked a hybrid species being created. Neither species wanted to deal with that, but Paris wouldn’t listen. The werewolves of Troy burned Helen alive at noon, angering the Vampire Council, which led to an all-out war that lasted three thousand years.

      Numerous accounts followed. Tristan and Isolde were the sole cause of families in the Supernatural Council splitting. Sir Lancelot and Guinevere started the original witch burnings that lasted well into the eighteen hundreds. Cleopatra and Mark Antony created the bond between Supernaturals and Shapeshifters—they’re generally considered allies in Court now, and our history hasn’t been nearly as bloody.

      When Elizabeth knocked on the door, I put the books up, and we headed out for dinner.

      “What happened to your arm?” Elizabeth asked Lily.

      “I fell down the stairs,” she said stiffly.

      “You should be more careful,” Elizabeth said.

      “That’s what I told her when she showed up looking like she’d just gotten mugged, and then a week later, she’s running down the stairs again.” I threw a hand up in exasperation.

      “I wouldn’t have run if Alexandra hadn’t chased me.”

      “I wouldn’t have chased you if you hadn’t hit me with my pillow when I was sleeping,” Alexandra grumbled.

      “I’m hungry. Why are we even talking about this?” Lily babbled, trying to change the subject.

      “You’re always hungry,” Alexandra snapped.

      “Do you really want me to get dirty snow all over that brand-new cashmere sweater of yours?” Lily threatened.

      “You wouldn’t,” she said, eyeing her.

      “Try me,” Lily dared.

      “What would William say if he saw you right now?” Alexandra taunted.

      “Oh, don’t even go there,” Lily lashed out and kicked snow at her.

      “Do they ever stop arguing?” Elizabeth asked me.

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. A flaming fireball materialized in Alexandra’s hand. “Hey! What are you thinking?” I yelled at her.

      “She got shit on my sweater,” Alexandra said.

      “So wash it!” I bellowed in exasperation.

      “You can’t just ‘wash’ cashmere,” she said, glaring at Lily, but the fireball extinguished.

      “You know, I just realized, you never told me what your ability is,” Elizabeth cut in.

      “Enhanced senses,” I said curtly, trying to shut her down.

      “Really? That’s weird. I mean, Alexandra’s a fire user, and Lily heals, so I’d assumed you were even more powerful . . . ”

      “Ow!” Lily yelled. She was down on all fours, but Alexandra was helping her up. Her knee was scraped, leaving behind bloody snow.

      “How did you manage to trip on snow?” I asked her.

      “I don’t know, it’s like I ran into a ro—”

      Alexandra said hurriedly, “Selena, you should take her to the nurse. I think she should have it cleaned. Elizabeth and I can get a table.” Her smile was far too big, and she gave a slight nod, so I knew she’d tripped Lily on purpose, making Elizabeth forget the entire thing.

      “Good idea,” I said as thanks, towing Lily along with me.

      “That was close,” Lily whispered when we were far enough away that Elizabeth wouldn’t hear us.

      “Tell me about it,” I muttered. My “enhanced senses” were a shitty excuse at best. How many more people were going to start asking about me—and, more importantly, how long could I hold them off?
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      “Selena!” Tori shrieked and ran to give me a hug. “Where’s Amber?” Her lively gaze looked over the unpacked clothes lying on our roommate’s bed.

      “She left a while ago.” I shrugged.

      “Oh, okay. How was your break?” she asked, throwing her bag down.

      “Good. Yours?” I was getting better at small talk.

      “Great!” she said. “We went ridin’, I got to bake, and see Alec!”

      “Who’s Alec?”

      “My brother—the blond one on the Christmas card.” She pointed across the room at my wall.

      “Oh. Why don’t you get to see him usually?” I asked while digging for gym clothes.

      “He graduated last year and now he works at the Court.” She sounded disappointed.

      “Really?” Now that piqued my curiosity. “What does he do there?” It wasn’t uncommon for stronger or more influential Supernaturals to work with the Council, but at Court you had to have some serious magic tricks.

      “He has a certain ability they find . . . favorable.” She hesitated. “He can make others see what he wants them to.”

      “Cheater,” I muttered.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” I glanced at the clock. Bright red numbers read 4:59. Crap, I was late. I pulled my hair back into a ponytail and tied my running shoes. “I have a meeting to go to, but we can talk more when I get back,” I called over my shoulder as I walked out the door.

      The hall was crowded with girls coming back from holiday. It must’ve been nice to have a family. Don’t even go there, I scolded myself.

      The second I was outside, I raced for the gym, dodging people and their luggage. I burst through the gym doors and continued to the last door on the right. Twenty pairs of eyes turned to me as I took my seat on the edge of the ring.

      “You’re late,” Coach Avery said.

      “You’re observant,” I retorted.

      “Don’t let it happen again,” he said before turning back to the group. “We have one more match coming up in the middle of March, and if we win, we’ll be invited to the Council for championships. I don’t know how many I can take, but if you don’t win in March, you’re not going. End of story.

      “Now, if you’re failing or on probation, I’ve been informed that you won’t be allowed to participate in March, so if you need to, you can come see me during practice today and we’ll figure something out. Selena and Lucas, I want you in the ring.” He turned away before I could talk to him alone.

      “Actually, can I have a word with you?” I interrupted, getting up from my seat.

      “What, Foster?” I could almost hear the eye-roll, but he returned to hear me out.

      “Can you please inform this school that I am female? I’m tired of my opponents laughing at me.” I crossed my arms and raised an eyebrow.

      “You’ve actually earned a nickname after the last match. I think their coach gave it to you.” There was amusement in his voice.

      “What?”

      “Heartbreaker.”

      “You have got to be kidding me,” I groaned and turned away. “Forget I asked,” I called over my shoulder as I stepped into the ring.

      He was still laughing at me.

      “Heartbreaker, hmmm . . .  I think it fits,” Lucas commented with great amusement.

      I elbowed him in the ribs as I walked across the ring. “What did I say about readi—”

      “Not yours. His.” He motioned to coach as the whistle rang shrilly in my ears.

      “Stalker,” I muttered under my breath so he couldn’t hear me.

      “How was your break?” he grunted, aiming for my stomach.

      “Okay.” I paused to step sideways. “I read up a lot on the Court.”

      “Sounds boring,” he said, but he stiffened at my words. Hmmm . . . .

      “Oh, and I heard about your cheater brother,” I said with nonchalance. I aimed for his abs, taking advantage of his surprise.

      “What about him?” he growled as my hand slammed into his rock-hard body.

      Interesting . . .

      “Oh, nothing in particular . . . ” I cringed as he took my hand and pinned it behind my back. His foot swept mine out from under me. I dropped to the floor.

      “So you heard about his . . . talent.” It wasn’t a question.

      “Why do you hesitate when I mention him?” I brought myself into a crouch, and he moved closer to keep his hold on me.

      “He’s dangerous,” he whispered in my ear.

      “So am I,” I said and brought my free arm up to flip him. He hit the ground with a thud as I stood.

      “I know,” he groaned, but I had a feeling he meant it in more ways than one.

      “So why does he bother you so much?” I said.

      “It’s different. He’s not you.” His face had taken on a sharper, much older look. He was completely serious, but why?

      “You should keep in mind that there’s still a lot you don’t know about me.” I cut myself off before I could say more, and turned away to get some water.

      I could feel his eyes following me. Lucas knew I had secrets. He just didn’t know how many, or how deep the lies ran. If he had, he never would’ve accepted me. I didn’t think I could handle him walking away now—even if I had to lie to keep him.
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      “It’s the first official day back, which means your break is over.” Vonlowsky was beginning his class much like the rest of our teachers, by trying to calm everyone down. I sat back and relaxed as I waited for whatever speech he was going to deliver today.

      “To start off the new semester, I’d like to give some people second chances to prove themselves and raise their grade.” He sounded downright gleeful. Fuck me.

      “Hunter and Foster, go inside the simulator.” Fuck him.

      “Which one?” Lily asked, but I already knew.

      “Selena.”

      I got to my feet and walked to the front, where Tori was waiting.

      The bare minimum, that’s all you have to do. Take her down and walk away.

      “Professor, I really don’t—”

      “Ms. Foster, I really don’t care,” he said coldly.

      “And what if I refuse to fight?” I came across as bold and insubordinate, but inside I was scrambling for a foothold on a wall made of glass.

      “Let me be clear, Ms. Foster. If you do not fight, I will fail you. If I’m correct, that would mean your chances of going to the championships would be zero.” He held the door open while I stood there, debating.

      This is Tori, your friend, and Lucas’s sister. You must only do the bare minimum. I walked through the door and turned to face her.

      “I can’t fight you,” I said under my breath.

      “We don’t have a choice,” she said.

      The door shut behind me, locking us in.

      “If one or both of you chooses not to fight, I will fail you both,” Vonlowsky said over the intercom.

      I had no choice.

      End this quickly.

      I swept my foot under her in a flash. She fell back and vanished into thin air. Shit, I’d forgotten she was a teleporter. The next second, I felt myself being pulled back by my hair.

      I grunted. “Do not grab my hair.”

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t fail this class,” she whispered as she brought me into a headlock.

      “Neither can I.” I reached up to grab the back of her neck then squeezed tightly, putting pressure on it until she let go.

      I was moving to flip her over my shoulder when a void enveloped me, sucking me through a vortex. I found myself lying flat on my back with Tori pinning me.

      “How—” Then realization dawned.

      “I just teleported with you.”

      I don’t know why I did it. Maybe I just got caught up in the moment, but I actually punched her. I didn’t really get that I’d hit her until she fell back, clutching her stomach. She rolled off me and onto her side as she vomited.

      “I-I didn’t mean to,” I stuttered. What could I say?

      “It’s fine,” she gasped but started vomiting again.

      Blood.

      Shit.

      I knelt over and held her hair back as she finished throwing up.

      “Take her to Love. Try to get the vomiting to stop,” Vonlowsky said, and Aaron appeared in my line of sight.

      He reached down and picked her up like she weighed next to nothing. The door closed, and yet Vonlowsky was still there, and I was still staring at my hands, wondering why the hell I was even born.

      “I’ve dismissed class early. I think we need to have a talk,” he said from behind me.

      “I have nothing to say to you.” I got up from the ground and walked toward the door.

      “Don’t even think about walking out of that door. I’m not one of your silly little peers who you can ignore. I’m your professor, and you will treat me like it.”

      “Maybe you should act like it,” I turned and shouted at him.

      “You’re angry. That’s good.” He nodded, watching me with cold calculation.

      “No, it’s not.” I gritted my teeth.

      “Anger is power. That’s one reason you’re so good at boxing.” He motioned to the blood and vomit.

      “Don’t you dare talk to me about boxing,” I spat. I put my hands on my hips to try to control how badly they were shaking.

      “It’s true.”

      “Anger does not equate to power. It’s terrible. Anger causes death and destruction. Nothing good comes from it.” I knew from experience. I turned away from him, fighting the flashbacks threatening to make their way to the surface.

      “That’s where you’re wrong. It all depends on how you use that power.” He made a tsk sound, and I realized that I wanted to kill him. For what he’d made me do. For feeding my demons. I wanted to destroy him because he was right.

      “Get to the point—I have somewhere to be,” I snapped.

      “You’re powerful yet weak. Why do you refuse to use your ability? They say you have enhanced senses, but I know better. I see through you, Foster.”

      My blood ran cold, and I knew I needed to shut this down now. “Why do you care? In fact, why does anyone care? It’s my ability, my choice, and my life, why can’t you butt out—”

      “Because you’re making a mistake. You could be great.”

      I couldn’t believe I was actually listening to this. “But it’s my choice! You might be my teacher, but you don’t have that right. It’s one thing that you make me fight, but this is none of your business!”

      “Why are you so scared of yourself?”

      His analysis was too close. This needed to end. “What?” I asked, both exasperated and desperate. I hoped he couldn’t tell.

      “You’re scared. I have no idea why, but it’s the reason you won’t fight—not really. The reason you refuse to use your ability.”

      “Let’s just get this straight. You know nothing about me. Stay the hell away if you know what’s good for you.” He thought he saw potential in me. A prodigy in the making. What he didn’t realize was that if he wasn’t careful, he would find out just how powerful I was.

      “You’ll regret this,” he called after me.

      I stopped dead and turned my head to the side. “I’ve had regrets in my life, but I can promise you this won’t be one of them.”

      Lock it up and throw away the key. The anger. The resentment. He can never know the truth. No one can. If they knew . . .  they would come for us. They would fear us. Then they would kill us.

      With a look as cold as the weather, I left to seek the blessed heat of blood and sweat on a gym mat.
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      “Ugh!” I grunted as I lashed out.

      The air left his lungs as he grasped his throat.

      I turned and swung again, this time breaking his nose

      Aaron groaned. “Can you not control yourself?” he snapped, clutching his bleeding nose.

      “Can you not fight better?” I retorted angrily as I stormed out of the ring.

      I grabbed a bottle of water from the cooler and downed it in two gulps. I was burning, and my heart felt like it was going to beat out of my chest. I still hadn’t cooled off from my confrontation with Vonlowsky.

      I dropped the bottle in the trash and pressed my palms to my temples; the headache wasn’t going away.

      “Selena, what’s the deal today? You just broke Aaron’s nose, and that’s only fifteen minutes after you fractured Michael’s shoulder,” Coach Avery said from behind me.

      “Nothing. I’m fine,” I lied.

      “Foster, something happened. Is there anything I can do?” He was offering to help me, but I was well aware that he was also trying to push me to talk to him.

      “No, there’s nothing you can do, so I don’t see the point in talking about it.” I started to walk to the bench.

      “What happened?” He put a hand on my shoulder to stop me.

      I took a deep breath and turned to him. “Vonlowsky won’t stay out of my business, and to make me fight, he’s threatening to fail me,” I said quietly, trying to keep Aaron from hearing.

      “Why won’t you fight without him having to threaten you?” Avery asked.

      “I am, but he doesn’t think it’s enough unless I destroy them like I do in here. It’s not like boxing, and honestly, I don’t think he has a right to ask me to do that to a bunch of inexperienced sixteen-year-olds.” My voice was rising again, and Aaron had most definitely heard me—along with half the gym. I closed my eyes, massaging my temples in a vain attempt to calm down.

      “I’ll make sure it doesn’t happen again,” he said.

      My eyes snapped open. “You can do that?” I asked in disbelief. I didn’t think he had that kind of sway with other teachers.

      “Selena, you have a real reason for being pissed with him, and he knows better . . . hell yes, I can do that,” he said and left me.

      I sighed and positioned myself on the bench.

      “What was all that about?” Lucas asked, coming up to the side and doing pushups.

      “Just some stuff I needed to sort out,” I said, pressing the one hundred- and forty-five-pound bar.

      “Did it have to do with you breaking Aaron’s nose?” I could hear the grin in his voice. Nosy bastard.

      “Maybe.” I smirked despite myself. I still didn’t like Aaron, even if I felt sorry for him.

      “And did it have to do with you fracturing Michael’s shoulder?” he continued.

      “Maybe,” I repeated, less enthused.

      “So he was asking you about your aggression issues?”

      I outright laughed at that. “If you already know what happened, why ask?”

      “I actually wasn’t paying attention. It’s your constant anger that’s sending off flares in my mind.” His voice was deeper and more gruff than usual; must’ve been the pushups.

      “Oh . . .”

      “We need to go running,” he said suddenly, getting up from the floor.

      “I just started bench pressing,” I argued.

      He took the bar out of my hands and put it on the rack. “Too bad.” He started for the door. I bounded after him. “What has you in such a bad mood today?” His tone was husky as he led the way out.

      “You mean you can tell the difference between my usual heartlessness and bad days?” I mocked.

      He glared at me as he held the gym door open. “Usually.”

      We walked in silence for a few minutes while I decided what exactly to tell him. “I got into an argument with Vonlowsky today,” I finally conceded.

      “About?”

      “I refuse to dismember my classmates, but he insists on threatening me so that I will. Which is ridiculous, because it’s not like I’m not fighting at all, I just want them to be able to walk when class is over. Is that really so bad?” I threw my hands up in frustration as I paced. I needed to run—to burn this energy off. I turned and took off down the wall.

      “No, I don’t think it is,” Lucas said quietly, matching pace with me.

      “I hurt Tori today.” I told him, not able to let it weigh on me any longer. “I didn’t mean to, but it was instinct. She teleported, and I flipped. I punched her in the stomach, and she started vomiting blood.”

      Lucas was quiet for a minute. A whisper of panic moved through me. I couldn’t lose him. Not over this. She would be okay. She had to be, because not only had I punched one of my only friends, she also happened to be my best friend’s sister. Ouch. Karma’s a bitch.

      “Is she okay?” His voice was concerned but not angry.

      “Aaron took her to Love’s right away,” I assured him.

      “You shouldn’t be fighting sophomores. You’re too far above them. Maybe if they move you up to a more advanced class, it wouldn’t be as hard to hold back?”

      “Maybe,” I said. I didn’t want to fight in class at all; there was no reason for it. Boxing had a reason—suppress the insanity, feed the demons, control the killing gene.

      Battle Simulation was to prepare lesser Supernaturals for the killing that comes with being one of my kind.

      “I know it sucks right now, but as you get older, it changes from one-on-one. They do teams or use the Simulator.” He was sweating despite the cold, and his ragged breathing made him sound gruffer.

      “I’m more upset because he thinks being my teacher means that anything’s up for discussion and that’s definitely not the case. I don’t even like seeing him on a daily basis.” I think I was talking more to myself than Lucas.

      “Did he say anything else to you?” He panted.

      “No,” I lied.

      Lucas thought my ability was my enhanced senses and strength, but Vonlowsky knew better. I couldn’t mention the part about me never using my ability. It would invite too many questions, which meant even more lies to keep up with, and I just couldn’t afford that right now. Not if I wanted to stay dormant.
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      “Selena, it’s time to open presents,” Daddy called.

      I dropped my baby doll and ran to the door where my father was waiting. He scooped me up in his massive arms and kissed me on the forehead.

      “How old are you turning today, my big girl?”

      “Five!” I shouted in glee, smiling from ear to ear.

      “So how many presents are you getting?” he prompted.

      “Five,” I repeated, holding up my hand to show all five fingers.

      He set me down inside the dining room where our presents were scattered on the table.

      “Honey, can I see you in the kitchen real quick?” Mommy said from the door.

      “Be good, girls,” he said as he left with her.

      “I’m gonna open this one,” Alexandra announced, holding up a big box wrapped in pink.

      “And I’m going to open this one,” I declared, holding up a box just as big in purple.

      “Wait for Mommy and Daddy,” Lily commanded.

      Alexandra and I giggled. Why wait? We ripped open our presents to find two almost identical dresses in different colors.

      “Ooooh, I’m telling Mommy,” Lily yelled as she ran out of the room.

      “I like yours better.” Alexandra pouted. She was looking at my pretty purple dress; hers was black.

      “So do I,” I gloated.

      “I wanna trade,” she whined.

      “No.”

      “Yes!” she yelled and tried to take it from me.

      “Mommy said you’re both in big trouble,” Lily yelled but stopped walking toward the table.

      “I said no!” I shouted and stamped my foot as I pushed her. She went flying straight through the wall, and my anger evaporated.

      “Alexandra?” I asked in a small voice.

      She didn’t answer.

      “Alexandra?” I screamed.

      I turned back to the door to see my Mother’s face white as the cake that now lay at her feet. I trembled. The room was moving.

      “Daddy?” I fainted.

      I woke up with the picture of my father’s face imprinted in my mind. The moment it had happened, the moment he knew what I was. The first time I ever saw fear.

      I tried to calm my breathing as I looked over at the clock. 3:07. I sighed and closed my eyes, trying to forget.
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      I wanted to cry and that was saying something for me. As I hit the bag, all I could think of was them. The two people whose lives I’d stolen.

      I swallowed my pain and continued with my training. That was what he would’ve wanted. I hit it over and over again as bruises slowly formed then turned red and bloody. My knuckles hurt. My hands hurt. I couldn’t stop. It was the only thing getting me through today.

      “Selena, stop,” Lucas commanded. It was eight o’clock already, and the gym was empty apart from us.

      “I can’t,” I breathed and smashed my fist into it again.

      “Stop.” He grabbed my hand as I swung.

      “I can’t.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      I stopped fighting and turned to him. “My parents died on February twenty-third, six years ago.” I hung my head in despair. I was anything but rational today.

      “Come with me.” He took my hand and led me out of the gym.

      “Where?” I asked, but it really didn’t matter. Nothing would for a few more days when, hopefully, I’d start to feel like me again.

      “Just on a walk.” We veered off the path and toward the wall where we ran.

      I didn’t say anything; I didn’t feel like saying anything. It was cold outside, and the tank top and shorts didn’t help much. Even when I started shivering, I said nothing.

      “Are you cold?”

      I nodded.

      He took off his sweatshirt and handed it me. I slipped it on without protest.

      “What happened to your parents?”

      There it was. The question had been between us for so long now; never the first thought, but always close behind. Just one of the many secrets I kept.

      Why not today?

      “Six years ago, my parents left us with a babysitter while they went out. It wasn’t until the next morning when I woke and answered the door that I found out what had happened. They’d died in a car crash on the way back from their date. Somehow, the car swerved, and they went off a two hundred-foot cliff. After that, we were shipped off to the first of the relatives.”

      I didn’t remember much of my parents’ deaths. I was young. My aunt took care of the funeral arrangements. We buried them right outside our yellow walls, inside my mother’s beloved white picket fence. I hadn’t been back to that house since the funeral, even though I technically owned it. Well, my sisters and I owned it.

      “I’m . . . sorry.”

      “Why? It’s not like you killed them. I did that on my own.” And there was the crux of the matter.

      “You just said they died in a car crash.” I could see his confusion in the way his eyebrows knit together, the slight frown, earnest eyes. He didn’t understand, and I couldn’t blame him. It was only ever half-truths with me.

      “They did.” I sighed. I couldn’t completely tell him how it was my fault; he would never understand that I could’ve saved them.

      “Then how did you kill them?” Our voices we barely above a whisper, and the wind howled in our ears.

      I stared down at the glistening snow in silence. “Before my parents left that night, I’d been getting headaches because I just had this feeling. I knew something was going to happen, I just didn’t know what, and when they asked me about it . . . I said nothing.” My hands clenched into fists as I remembered. “I said nothing . . . ” I whispered.

      “Selena, you didn’t kill your parents. They died in a car crash. It wasn’t your fault.”

      He didn’t understand. No one did.

      “It’s not just the feeling, Lucas. I don’t know how, and I know it doesn’t make sense, but in my heart—I know I killed them.” It was like I was forgetting something; I just didn’t know what. I was the greatest murderer in history—even I didn’t know how I’d done it.

      I stiffened when he hugged me. The smell of the outdoors and him overwhelmed my senses. Easing the pain I’d felt on this day for six years. It felt . . . right. I wasn’t alone, and for once, I needed that. I closed my eyes and leaned against him, wrapping my arms around his firm waist.

      “You’re not alone. Never again.”
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      “It all comes down to today. Everything we’ve worked for this year depends on today. This is the hardest school we’ve faced yet, but if we win, we’ll be invited to the championships.” Coach Avery was finishing up his usual pep talk before the big match.

      “First match boxers to the ring. I repeat, first match boxers to the ring.”

      I started to get up when Avery stopped me. “We switched up the order. You’ll be going last today instead of first.”

      He hadn’t thought to tell me this before now? “Why?”

      “Because I requested it. I’m the coach. End of story.”

      Asshole.

      As the next couple of hours passed, I paced back and forth, waiting anxiously. The room emptied one by one, and when it was finally Lucas’s turn, I went out with him, turning the light off as I left. I wished him luck as he entered the ring and wasn’t surprised when, ten minutes later, he’d won.

      “Selena, it’s all on you. This match will decide if we go to the championships. Don’t let me down,” Coach Avery said, clapping me on the back.

      “No pressure,” I muttered, but it really didn’t bother me.

      As I stood inside the ring, I waited for the other boxer to get in, rubbing the calluses on my knuckles out of boredom. I glanced over at the corner to see a boy around six feet tall talking to an older man, who I assumed was their coach.

      “So, this is the Heartbreaker you were talking about?” he said to his coach, not even trying to pretend he wasn’t outright staring at me.

      Oh god, that fucking name. I wanted to kill him already.

      “That’s her.”

      “Consider it done,” he said with misplaced confidence, and he climbed into the ring.

      The intercom came on, and I stepped up to fight. Pulling my fists up into fighting position, I took one single deep breath, and the bell rang.

      “Look, I don’t want to hurt you. Why don’t you just withdraw, and I’ll take you out for ice cream?”

      Same old bullshit. My eyes narrowed. I threw a punch at his side, but he jumped out of reach.

      “Feisty. I like it.” His blue eyes roamed over me with interest.

      I sent one straight for his head, and he caught my hand.

      “You really don’t want to fight,” he said in a deeply seductive voice. His eye twitched, and something weird came over me.

      “Selena! Selena!” Tori yelled from the side of the ring.

      I blinked and snapped out of it. “What?” I yelled, not taking my eyes off him.

      “It’s Lily. She’s going to kill her!”

      Without a word or glance, I turned away from him. He grabbed my arm, and I turned back.

      “Withdraw,” he persisted, and I decked him—one single punch, thrown at him with everything I had, straight into his face.

      I didn’t even stick around long enough to see him fall. I ran and jumped clear over the ropes and out of the ring, sprinting behind Tori. I didn’t have to go far. I found her right outside the gym.

      The crowd parted to let me through. It was completely the opposite of what I’d expected. Lily had April pinned against the brick wall, holding her by her neck.

      April’s face was already blue and purple from lack of oxygen, and she looked like she was losing consciousness. Her skin was ashen, unnaturally pale, and she scrabbled weakly at Lily’s hand.

      The most shocking part was Lily; she looked radiant. Her normally kind brown eyes were almost black. Power came off her in waves. She was draining the life from April and into herself. That was when I knew. She had the killing gene.

      I strode forward and grabbed Lily’s arm, trying to pull it off the girl’s throat. She held tight, and April gave a strangled cry.

      “Lily, let go of her. Now,” I commanded.

      She didn’t listen to me; it was almost like she couldn’t. There wasn’t even the slightest recognition in her eyes. April didn’t look like she had much time left. I had to stop this.

      I tried to pry her fingers from the dying girl’s throat, but the effort was wasted. She gave me no choice. Grabbing her wrist and locking her arm before she could push me away, I struck down hard on her elbow and felt it give as I snapped it in two.

      She instantly released April as she stepped back, rage clouding her lovely features. April drooped to the ground, unconscious. I reached down and pressed two fingers to her neck, sighing in short-lived relief when I found a pulse—faint, but there.

      “What the hell was that?” My voice was razor sharp, and my sister flinched ever-so-slightly. She knew to be afraid. She knew what I was. The real question here: what was she?

      “Just a fight. What does it matter to you?” Her eyes were watering, not unreasonable considering the bones in her arm were sticking out awkwardly and her blood ran free.

      “What’s it matter to me? Who do you think you are, talking to me like that? I just had to leave my match to pry you off some chick, so when I ask you a question, you answer it.” I let my voice rise and advanced on her. “So, let’s try this again. What the hell was that?” I saw a look in her eye, one I hadn’t seen in months. Unease crept up my spine.

      “A fight. What do you want me to tell you? She was talking crap about you, and I had your back. You should be grateful,” she spat at me.

      “My back? You think that’s having my back? Well, you are sorely mistaken, then. I’m a grown woman. I can take care of myself—something you obviously still don’t know how to do. And since when can you fight? Because if I remember correctly, I told you no.” I wished now that I’d told her why. I wished she knew. I wished I’d done a lot of things differently with her.

      By this point, she looked like she was going to cry. Out of pain or anger, I couldn’t tell.

      “You’re not my parent, Selena. When are you going to get that through your thick skull? I don’t have to listen to you, and I’m not going to, because I’m stronger now.”

      I watched in sick fascination as the tendrils that had been leaching April of life reknit her bones and healed her like she’d done for so many others. I was torn between the part of me that saw this as a way for her to finally protect herself, and what it truly meant—whatever monster lived inside me had a twin inside her.

      “You call that strength? You know nothing. Lily, you almost killed her, do you understand that? Can you actually grasp the idea that you almost ended someone’s life? Because I don’t think you can. I don’t think you understand the guilt that would haunt you until the day you died. It would consume you.”

      “No, I don’t think you understand. This is my power now. I’ve evolved. So why deny it? I’m stronger than the rest of them, and now they know it.” She motioned to the crowd gathered around us, sweeping her arms wide as she cackled. “One person. That’s all it takes to make a point. Why don’t you just accept that I can take care of myself? I don’t need you anymore.”

      My heart sank. I was sorry for her—for what she was going through. I knew how it worked, and pushing her would do no good. Until she could see the difference between her and the monster, she would be controlled by it. I only had one choice; one chance to bring her back to me.

      “You know what? You’re right. I’m done with you.”

      “What do you mean you’re done with me?” She sneered, but underneath her anger, she flinched. She was on her own now. I hoped I was making the right decision.

      “I mean exactly what I said.”

      Even though it killed me, I turned and walked away, leaving her to suffer in her own dark glory.
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      “Hey . . .  I saw what happened,” Lucas said from the door.

      I stood in the middle of the ring, pacing back and forth. Thinking. I felt him come closer. “Of course you did.” The words were mostly to myself; I knew he didn’t expect an answer. He didn’t make me bother with the normal social conventions that frustrated me.

      “I know you’re upset, but I think you did the right thing.”

      Did he see the monster when he looked at her? Did he see the way it snarled? The way it smiled? Did he see that in me?

      “I don’t know.” I sighed. I was so confused right now. Nothing made sense.

      “What are you talking about? You saved a girl’s life, and you saved your sister from the guilt of killing someone.”

      “But where did I go wrong? I always taught her to be herself. I taught her morals, and I was there with her when she manifested. I’ve gotten her through everything up until now. Where did it all go wrong?” The truth was: I knew where it had gone wrong, and it wasn’t Lily’s or my fault. Not really. Much like me, she was born this way. Inheriting our mother’s sickness.

      “I don’t know what to tell you, but I think you should focus on the championships right now and not your sister. I get that you love her, but you have your own life to worry about, and she’ll be here when you get back. It’s only two weeks.”

      I didn’t have a choice. Today wasn’t enough to suppress me through the summer, and if I was going to have any chance of helping her, I needed to have my insanity on a leash. Even if it meant leaving her for a short while. The only thing worse than one monster was two.

      “You’re right. I need to worry about me.” He didn’t know the half of it.
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      “Are you ready?” Tori asked me.

      “Almost,” I said, pulling a Daizlei sweatshirt on over my head. I reached down and grabbed my duffel bag while Tori opened the door.

      “Good luck. I’ll keep an eye on Lily for you.” She hugged me.

      “Thanks. Have fun in California.” I walked out the door.

      The dorm was silent; no one was up this early on a Sunday.

      When I got outside, I was disappointed to see the snow had melted, leaving damp green grass in places. The fountain had also defrosted, and water was running smoothly from the arrow mounted on the angel’s bow. As I neared the landing area, I didn’t expect to see flaming red hair and a pair of brown eyes searching for me.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked her.

      “I decided to see you off,” she said, yawning.

      “Oh, well, thank you,” I said awkwardly, taking in her pink fuzzy slippers, pajama pants, and hot pink tank top.

      “So are you ready?”

      “Always. I never lose,” I said, remembering how my last match had ended. I should’ve been disqualified, but extenuating circumstances and all that . . .

      “Okay, what’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” I twirled a strand of my hair.

      “It’s Lily, isn’t it?”

      “I just worry.” I sighed, when suddenly the feeling came over me. Something was going to happen. I just didn’t know what.

      Breathe, I reminded myself. She’ll be all right. You have people watching her. Tori, Alexandra, even Amber . . .  There’s no way she’ll get past them.

      “Don’t. I’ll watch her, and Elizabeth’s helping me. She won’t leave our sight,” Alexandra assured me.

      “I know.” I looked away.

      See? my subconscious chided me, even Elizabeth is helping. She’ll be fine.

      “It’s the feeling again, isn’t it?” she said.

      I nodded. “I would just feel better if it were me watching her.” I finally bolted to the trashcan about five yards away and hurled.

      “Are you okay?” Alexandra yelled, running over to me.

      “Fine,” I gasped, wiping my mouth and hoping the jet would get here soon so I could brush my teeth again.

      “Selena, she’ll be fine. I promise. We both know why you need to go on this trip.” She gave me a knowing look.

      I nodded again and sagged against the trashcan.

      “You missed some.” She pointed to the corner of her mouth.

      I grimaced and reached up to wipe it away. “Thanks.”

      “Did I tell you I broke up with Michael?” Well, that was a change of subject. She was watching something over my shoulder.

      “No.”

      “I got a new boyfriend.” She smiled.

      “Who?” I was only half-interested.

      “Aaron White.”

      That got my attention. “You’re joking.” Word around the gym was he hadn’t dated since his ex had dumped him back in August. I wondered what had changed.

      “No, and he’s, like, really fine.” She wiggled her eyebrows, and rolled the last word on her tongue.

      I wanted to gag again. “Alexandra, he’s a terrible boyfriend.”

      “Why? How would you know? You haven’t dated him,” she said.

      I sighed. “Whatever. Do what want, just keep an eye on Lily, please?” I didn’t need to deal with this right now, not on top of everything else.

      “I will.” She rolled her eyes just as the jet came into view.

      “It’s about damn time,” I muttered, looking at the time on my phone.

      “Okay, have a good trip. I’ll text you,” she called as she went to give her new boyfriend a hug.

      I didn’t even bother trying to respond.

      Aaron only kissed her on the cheek before boarding. She looked sour, and I was pretty sure she’d also noticed.

      Good, I thought, climbing onto the jet after him. Keep your hands off my sister if you know what’s good for you. I took a seat and sat back, closing my eyes while the feeling washed over me for what I hoped was the final time.

      “You okay?” Lucas’s deep voice rumbled next to me.

      “Fine,” I lied as the plane doors closed and we took off.

      The only thing worse than one monster is two, I reminded myself.

      I looked out the window one last time and tried to push all thoughts of Lily from my mind.
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      “We’re almost there,” Lucas said, waking me from my dreamless sleep.

      The trip was about ten hours from Montana all the way to the Alps in northern Italy. I glanced at my watch. It was a little past eight in the evening, local time.

      “How far away are we?” I asked groggily, leaning back in my chair again.

      “You can see it if you look out the window.”

      Spires of onyx jutted out against the lush green landscape of Italy. Perhaps more even elaborate than Versailles, these were the homes of the Council, and they had been for centuries. They were bigger and older than Daizlei, but I could see where my school’s architecture came from. There was no gate for protection, but from what I’d heard about the members of the Council and their servants, I doubted they really needed one.

      “It’s beautiful,” I whispered, feeling a strange sense of déjà vu.

      “I’ve seen better.” He shrugged. The tone in his voice made me want to ask, but something told me to leave it—that I might not want to know the answer.

      “Have you been here before?”

      “Twice. I’ve gone to championships the last two years, but never won.”

      “I really feel like I’ve been here before.” The words popped out suddenly as we got closer.

      “That’s unlikely. Unless—” He stopped mid-phrase, looking at me with concern.

      “What?”

      “Unless your parents took you here,” he said.

      I stayed silent for a moment, and he looked away.

      “You do realize I’m not going to break down and cry every time someone mentions them?” He was trying to be considerate, but I couldn’t help being annoyed by the implication that I wasn’t strong enough to talk about them.

      “I know that, but I also know you don’t like to talk about them.” The ice in my voice hadn’t even phased him.

      “Not always,” I murmured as the plane came closer to the Council.

      “Are you nervous?”

      I followed his eyes to where my fingers where tapping impatiently. “More of a mix between tired and excited.” The jet touched down.

      “About?”

      “I’m going to the Council, a place I’ve only read about in books. I’m going to meet and see the most powerful beings that walk the earth. It’s . . . gratifying, even if I am walking into a lion’s den. I’m tired of being on this plane, and I really need a shower.” Meanwhile, my brain was replaying two words over and over: we’re here. I felt like I was on the precipice of something.

      “I understand completely,” he said as we stood to leave.

      As I stepped off the plane, I immediately felt out of place. Tall buildings towered over me, stuck in their ancient beauty. The cool breeze lifted my hair, and the setting sun heated my pale skin. Directly ahead of me stood a garden—the smell of roses overwhelmed me, bringing me back to my childhood home and mother’s garden. I was going to have to take a walk very soon.

      “I see that you find my home resplendent, Ms. Foster. I’m happy to say that your beauty alone can compare.” Aldric Fortescue came striding up, and I was struck by the assuredness that radiated from him. Such confidence—so like my own. He came from the ruling family; a Head of Council, and Member of Court—I was just a wolf in sheep’s clothing.

      I glanced down at my thinning tank top and baggy sweatpants. “Thank you, but on the contrary, your home is much more magnificent than any beauty I possess,” I purred, allowing myself to take on a very formal tone. I hated having to bother with pleasantries, but I knew it would go a long way here.

      “You are quite refined for someone so young. I commend you.” Such lovely words in such a dangerous place. The Supernatural Council was known for being even more brutal than I was when it came to our enemies, or those who displeased them.

      “I do not believe my attire is exactly what you would call refined.” I laughed a sophisticated laugh, such a lilting sound. I hated it.

      Fortescue smiled as Coach Avery came walking off the plane with Aaron.

      “Mr. Fortescue, it is an honor. To what do I owe the pleasure?” Avery’s tone had also changed, and that never happened. The Fortescues were the equivalent of royalty. They’d been the ruling family for as long as anyone can remember.

      “Ah, Christian Avery, I simply came to welcome you and your students to my home. My servants can escort you to your rooms. Before I leave, however, I would like to make it known to you three that wandering the buildings is not advised. I’m sure you all understand what I mean.” His smile was too cunning, too kind. It wasn’t real, and all I heard was the threat in his words.

      “Thank you for reminding them. I’m positive they’ll heed your warning,” Coach Avery assured him, casting a sideways glance at the three of us.

      “I have business to attend to, and I am sure you would all like to put your things down. Marcus, please show our guests where they will be staying,” he ordered the younger man next to him. With a final nod goodbye to Avery, he strode away, leaving a beautiful, tall, dark-skinned man in his place.

      “Follow me,” he rumbled and began walking.

      I fell into step next to Lucas as we came into the courtyard just outside the garden. I studied the servant with his lithe body and glowing golden eyes. Was he of my species, or another? Many of the Council members had servants that were acquired for their ability. The way I had read it, slave felt like a more accurate term.

      “You’re quite charming when you want to be,” Lucas said.

      “Charm is easier to fake than sincerity,” I countered.

      “Always the realist.” He seemed satisfied by my answer in some way.

      “Of course. What else would I be?”

      A half-smile formed on his lips as he contemplated his answer. “Haven’t you ever had dreams or imagined you could do the impossible?”

      “I did once, a very long time ago. Then life happened, and I had no choice but to see the reality of things. Besides, there’s no point in imagining things when I can already do the impossible,” I said with my own sad half-smile.

      Marcus had led us around the outskirts of the garden and onto a pathway. The legendary Fortescue mansion loomed in front of us, and, oh, what a mansion it was. Spires so tall I had trouble seeing their tops looked dark and foreboding in their onyx encasement. It was the dark castle, plucked straight from a Grimm fairytale.

      “The Fortescues have graciously put aside three rooms for your stay,” Marcus announced as we walked through the double doors. He had such a thick, smooth foreign accent. Lovely. His voice was too lovely. I kept my distance.

      Inside, I found a place of luxury with famous paintings, Persian rugs, and antiques. Despite all the riches, this place felt cold. How many of these beautiful priceless things were stolen from those they’d conquered?

      “This is your room, Ms. Foster,” Marcus said, holding open a door to reveal a bedroom fit for a king.

      “Thank you.” I dismissed them with a nod.

      As I looked around the room, I thought about Aldric’s words. Wandering the buildings is not advised. I’m sure you all understand what I mean . . .  An almost eerie feeling came over me as I thought about what kind of secrets this place must be harboring. I was the master deceiver; the murderer who couldn’t remember. As far as I was concerned, it was a toss-up on who would come crashing down first.
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      I stepped out of the shower and wrapped a silk robe around myself. I grabbed a brush and ran it through my hair as I entered the room.

      On my bed was a dress bag with shoes and jewelry, along with a note that read:

      

      You have an hour to get ready for a dinner party. Lucas will pick you up at 7.

      P.S. You’re being watched.

      

      I groaned internally, but gathered everything and dropped it on the bathroom counter. I began transforming myself into the respectable socialite I needed to be. I started by blow-drying my hair, then bumped up the back half and used a silver headband to keep it in place. I kept the makeup light—I’d never liked it anyway—and put on the matching black diamond jewelry. The undergarments were the perfect size, and I didn’t want to think about how any of them knew. Turning from the mirror, I eyed the Louboutin pumps. That heel was steep, but I’d worn worse. I slipped my feet into them, and found they were surprisingly easy to walk in, and the height difference was staggering. I had to be near six feet now.

      There was a knock at the bedroom door.

      “Come in,” I called.

      The door opened and closed. “Selena, you ready?” Lucas asked. He was in the bedroom, but I heard him like he was right beside me.

      “One minute,” I murmured and turned to the dress.

      It was strapless, short, and black. I slipped it off the hanger and shimmied into it. When it was all the way up and positioned perfectly, it was still too loose. I felt for the back zipper to see if I’d forgotten to zip it, but all I found were lacings. I turned around and looked at my back in the mirror. The entire waist had to be laced-up.

      “Lucas, can you do me a—”

      He opened the bathroom door. I turned to see him standing there in a black tux with the corners of his mouth turned up in an amused smile.

      “Turn around,” he said, walking toward me.

      I placed a hand on the counter to steady myself and used the other to keep my dress in place while he pulled and tightened my dress.

      After a few moments of silence, I decided to speak. “Thank you,” I whispered, thinking back on this last year. So much had changed.

      “For what?” he asked.

      “Being there for me . . .  putting up with me. I know I’m usually not the best company,” I said. I saw his half-smile over my head in the mirror as he pulled the back tighter.

      “You should give yourself more credit.”

      “No, I know who I am.”

      He sighed as he gave a final tug on my laces and tied them in a bow. I pulled my shoulders back, standing straight with my head held high. The dress did fit me perfectly.

      “How do I look?” I asked, turning to face him.

      “Beautiful,” he murmured, looking me up and down. He sounded like he was talking more to himself than me. He held the door open, motioning for me to go through.

      “What a gentleman,” I teased, walking into my room. I went over to the nightstand and picked my phone up. I only had two messages—one from Alexandra and the other from Tori wishing me luck. I clicked my phone on silent and put it in my bra as we were walking out.

      He took my arm as he escorted me. “Such a lady,” he countered, amused smile still in place.

      I smiled a little uneasily as a vision from my past came to me. I was only four or five and dancing in a hallway that looked oddly familiar. I was dressed in a gown, laughing and playing with my sisters. My parents were following behind, and when I saw them, I stopped. I heard the words “such a lady” come from my father’s lips, and the vision faded.

      “But aren’t I?” I whispered. He gave me a curious look, and I laughed once. “I forget, there’s still so much you don’t know about me,” I said bitterly, wishing things could be different. No need to go into that tonight.

      “All the more fun when I unravel you,” he murmured, and we laughed as he opened a door.

      “Such a gentleman,” I repeated, walking into the dining room.

      There was only one table, and while it was sprawling, we very clearly had a private audience with the ruling family for the night. An archaic chandelier similar to my aunt’s hung low, probably to showcase its fine details. I didn’t recoil as I’d done so many months ago. I kept my gaze roaming.

      I only got two feet before I stopped in my tracks. The easy smile I wore faded, and my eyes narrowed slightly. She was sitting at the table with a knowing smile, but rose and came to me as we got closer.

      She had creamy skin, high cheekbones, and almost every feature, angle, and color on her was mine. Except for her curly hair and stormy blue eyes, I was practically looking in a mirror.

      “So it is true,” she murmured, taking as much interest in me as I was in her. “I am Anastasia Fortescue, Member of the Council,” she announced, offering her hand.

      “Selena Foster, Daizlei boxer,” I challenged, taking it.

      “And you are?” She turned to my escort.

      “Lucas Hunter,” he said, his voice stiff as they shook hands. His posture was closed, and he eyed her aggressively. She was not welcome, which pleased me. I frowned.

      Not good, Selena. Not good.

      “Why don’t we all take our seats.” She phrased it as a suggestion, but I was well aware it was an order.

      I started to follow Lucas when she touched my arm and motioned for me to sit next to her. I had to restrain myself from physically removing her hand. After following her around the table, I took the seat on her right. We weren’t the only ones here. Coach Avery, Aaron, Professor Vonlowsky, and several others I didn’t recognize filled the seats closest to us. The words from Coach Avery’s note replayed in my mind:

      You’re being watched.

      I took a deep breath. My gaze caught Lucas’s, and he gave me a questioning look, asking if I was okay. I nodded once.

      “Yes, quite interesting, isn’t it?” Anastasia mused beside me.

      “Hmm?” I asked politely.

      “How much you and I look alike.” She was goading me. Watching. Waiting.

      “And why do you think that is?” I returned the subtle prod.

      “Oh, I have no idea. Must be a trick of nature.” She watched me intently, looking for a reaction. Something about her statement bothered me, and I realized she was lying.

      “So, I hear you’re the only girl boxer in the tournament.”

      “That’s right,” I agreed, pushing my salad around the plate.

      “Why are you good at it?” she asked.

      Pushy, much?

      “I started when I was young and took a liking to it,” I said casually. I had to play this cool. Get the attention off me and my past.

      “Oh, come now. There must be a reason you’re the only girl in the championships. What makes you so good?” The way she licked her lips made me uneasy.

      I needed to respond. I thought for a second about the many reasons I was good, but it really came down to one thing.

      “I’m merciless,” I declared with an edge to my voice.

      She smiled, obviously hearing the warning in my words. My doppelgänger was treading too closely. Like the lioness I was, I showed my claws.

      “That’s good. So many Supernaturals have gone soft, and that’s why we’re dying.” Her voice was sad, but her eyes were hard; cruel. She was talking about the building tension between Supernaturals and Vampires in the Court, but our supposed softness wasn’t the reason for the tension at all. Her family had a very interesting history with the Court from what I’d read, and some of its methods weren’t exactly . . . humane. I supposed you didn’t stay in power by being humane.

      Merciless. The word rang through the air as clearly as if she’d spoken it.

      Telepathy. I slammed the door shut on my mind, and her eyes narrowed ever so slightly. Judging by Lucas’s blatant stare, he must’ve heard it as well.

      “That’s one theory,” I said in response to her original comment, working hard to keep my voice neutral.

      She studied me for a second. “So, tell me about your family, since you seem to know so much about mine.”

      I ignored her comment, and tried not to let the tension show. Across the table, Lucas’s eyes widened, and the rest of the table had gone quiet. “There’s not much to tell. I have two sisters,” I said.

      She saw what I didn’t say, and things took a turn for the worse. “And your parents?”

      “Gone.” My tone made it clear this topic wasn’t preferred discussion. There was no hesitation, emotion, or room for weakness in my voice.

      “How’d they die?” she continued, taking a bite of salad. She spoke to me so casually, you would’ve thought we were old friends.

      “Car crash.” I hated playing along, but I had no choice.

      “Really? That’s strange, unless they were . . . weak.”

      My jaw locked. “My parents were not weak.”

      “Selena,” Lucas warned from across the table. I could feel him monitoring my mind, and I shut him out immediately. He flinched, and even she did a double take. Every telepath at the table probably felt my mind slam shut this time. I was struggling to keep the shield with her prying. This was not good. I was not good.

      “You’re protective of your family, I like that. So if your parents weren’t weak, what could they do?” She’d stopped the nonchalant act, setting her fork down and turning to face me head on.

      “My mother was a necromancer, and my father . . . my father was a telepath.” I immediately averted my eyes from the table. Lucas and I had talked about my parents before, but never this deeply. I was keeping secrets—secrets that affected him.

      “Interesting . . . ” she murmured, lost in thought.

      “Ms. Fortescue, may I have this dance?” Aaron interjected, cutting into our conversation.

      “You may.” She smiled and rose from the table.

      They strode out to the dance floor and danced leisurely to the music playing.

      Professor Vonlowsky followed, leading a woman I didn’t know, and I found myself wondering why he was even here. Aldric Fortescue danced with an older-looking woman I assumed was Mrs. Fortescue, and another couple I didn’t recognize followed. Most of the dancers seemed clumsy compared to Anastasia and Aldric.

      I used to dance. Only a year ago, I was still taking classes—pop, ballet, jazz, ballroom, modern, even a little Latin. Then I came to Daizlei and everything changed, but I still loved to dance.

      “Would you like to dance?” Lucas asked me.

      “How many times have I told you not to read my mind?”

      “I wasn’t,” he countered, but he still sounded pleased.

      I turned to him. “Can you dance?”

      You’re playing with fire. I welcomed the flames.

      “A little.” He smirked.

      I sighed and rose from my chair.

      He held out his arm, and I took it as he led us to the dance floor. The music changed just as he pulled me by the waist, close to his body, and a tango began. He slid his hand down to my lower back as we started to dance. I glided through the steps, moving swiftly across the floor.

      “I never took you for a dancer.” His eyes twinkled in the candlelight cast by the damned antique chandelier.

      “There’s a lot you don’t know about me,” I repeated my mantra as he moved me backward. My heels clicked. This was the perfect dress for this. Short enough to let me move, and modest enough to keep it from looking scandalous. What better to tango in?

      “Oh really? I think I know you better than you assume.” He let go, and I went spinning across the floor. My legs moved swiftly, carrying me as I fell into the heat of the moment. I stopped before there was too much distance, my arms at my sides and head high. I smiled to myself as we crossed the floor, meeting again. He wrapped his arms around my waist as he held me close. I tried to ignore the smell of his skin, the way his hand felt on my back, and how he was ever so slowly caressing my skin with his thumb. We’d been close to each other all year, but this felt different.

      “Oh, is that so?” I dipped.

      “Yes.” He grinned and whirled me around.

      “What’s my favorite food?” I asked, amused by this little game. I was well aware I was flirting with him now, but it felt so good. I didn’t stop.

      “Double cheeseburger.”

      “Color?” I asked.

      “Black—”

      “Hah!” I cut him off as he backed me up again.

      “—looks best on you, but purple’s your favorite.”

      When I didn’t say anything, he gave me a smug look.

      “What’s my middle name?” I smiled. I so had him.

      “Analysa,” he murmured, looking at me in a way that would’ve made a lesser woman blush. He should’ve known better.

      “How do you know that?” I knew for a fact that only two people at that school knew my middle name. I’d never told anyone. It was my mother’s name, but—as good as he was—I highly doubted he knew that.

      “I have my secrets,” he replied, a ghost of a smirk on his lips. That bastard. Quoting me? Fuck him.

      “There’s a lot more to me than a silly color and some food,” I said haughtily and let go of him on the twirl, causing me to go spiraling across the floor. His mouthed popped open as he watched me.

      “Oh, I know.” He laughed taking me back into our tango, which was coming to a close. “We’ll have to do this again sometime.” His voice held a promise as he pulled me in for the end.

      “Maybe.” I drew my leg up, wrapping it around his waist as he picked me up.

      The music stopped, and he looked down at me for a second before putting me down.

      Bad Selena, I reprimanded myself. Oh, I was in so much trouble. I should not have done that because now I would dream about the smell of him for weeks.

      The room broke into applause, and I turned to see that everyone had stopped dancing to watch us. I smiled as I walked around to take my seat back at the table.

      “Thank you,” I mouthed to Lucas.

      Smirking, he nodded once.

      “You’re quite light on your feet, Ms. Foster. I’ve rarely seen such grace,” Aldric Fortescue complimented me.

      “Thank you, but I’m a boxer. I have to be light on my feet. If I’m not, well . . . I shouldn’t be boxing.” I faked joviality as I sipped my wine, and the waiters set plates of food in front of us.

      “That’s very true. A girl your size could be killed in the ring if not careful,” Aldric agreed.

      “I suppose, but I don’t think I’ll have to worry about that anytime soon,” I said vaguely, taking another bite of my salad. I was completely aware of Anastasia watching me with peculiar interest.

      “Why is that?” His dark brown eyes locked on mine.

      “I’ve never lost, and I don’t plan on starting now,” I declared with the confidence I’d always had. Fighting came naturally to me. It was second nature. I could tell he didn’t quite understand this.

      “You’ve never lost. That’s quite a feat. Let us toast to victory and the many more to come,” he announced, raising his glass.

      “To victory,” I murmured, touching my glass to Lucas’s and Anastasia’s. A smile found its way to my lips as I sipped the wine. I could still feel the heat of the tango, the feel of his hands, and I knew deep down that I’d crossed a line I couldn’t come back from.
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      “You made quite an impression on the Council tonight,” Lucas noted. We were strolling through the garden and I felt strangely at ease.

      “Yes, I did, didn’t I? I think part of that’s because of Anastasia.” My mind was still reeling from dinner. My heels clicked lightly as I walked, and I occasionally smelled a flower here and there.

      “She looks a lot like you. If you curled your hair and wore contacts, you could almost be twins.”

      I turned and looked at him, my eyes narrowed. “Almost is the key word there, because we are not twins.” My voice was indifferent, but my gaze told him everything.

      “Only in looks. Past that, you’re very different.” His green eyes glowed in the moonlight, and his black hair was as dark as the tux he wore.

      “Can you read her mind?” I inquired.

      “No. They had several shields there blocking all the Members of Council. It’s customary. They know too much.” He didn’t need to say that she’d communicated with me through them. I was aware of how powerful these beings were. I’d never had so much trouble maintaining my mental barrier as I did tonight. She was the strongest telepath I’d ever encountered.

      “Interesting . . . ” I murmured and turned away. I knew what was coming; what he’d been waiting to talk to me about.

      “You never told me your father was a telepath.”

      “I have my reasons.” It was all I could bring myself to say.

      “You always have your reasons, Selena, so please enlighten me. What were they this time?” His voice was cold, almost heartless.

      I didn’t flinch, but I knew then that I’d made a mistake in not telling him. But I’d done it for him. “When I learned you were a telepath, I immediately thought of my father, and I was always comparing you to him. But I soon learned that you fell short of the man he was. You haven’t quite figured out all the tricks of the trade. If I told you about him, you’d want to know more. You’d start to rely on me to explain things, and you would never grow. He got to where he was because of the struggle. I wanted you to get there too. So, no, Lucas, I didn’t tell you. In time, maybe I would have, but more than likely not.”

      He paced back and forth, and I started to leave. This was a mistake.

      “You did it because you care,” he concluded.

      I stopped walking and turned back to him. His green eyes were alive and fiery. “Some things you need to learn on your own. If I told you, I would become your crutch, and when you left after next year, what would you do? So yes, I suppose . . . I care.”

      “How did you know I was a telepath the day we met?” The last time he’d asked me that, the only response I’d given was, I’m observant.

      “Your eyes,” I answered begrudgingly.

      “What about them?” He was completely clueless.

      “You glazed over and didn’t watch my hands. When I saw that, I knew immediately what you were. I blocked you, and you were stunned. I beat you that day because you’ve allowed yourself to be crippled by your ability.” I took a seat on the edge of the marble fountain and looked up into the sky.

      “Crippled by my ability . . . ” he murmured the words aloud to himself.

      I kept my eyes on the sky, watching the stars, even when Lucas sat next to me.

      “Thank you. I still wish you’d trusted me, but thank you,” he said.

      “It didn’t have to do with trust. It had to do with what I thought was best.” I was amazed by how far I’d come. How much I’d done. I couldn’t help the unease when it came to Lily and how far she’d fallen.

      “I wish my sisters were as understanding as you.” We’d had so many arguments in the last year alone, and things just kept getting worse with Lily.

      “You worry too much.” His shoulder bumped mine, and I laughed once.

      “You sound like Alexandra,” I glanced at him, grinning.

      “She must be pretty smart, then,” he laughed.

      “Shut up.” I elbowed him, laughing. I lost my balance, and before I realized it, I was falling backward into the fountain.

      Just when I knew I was going to hit the water, he wrapped a strong arm around my waist, pulling me back up. We were close. Very close. I kept my gaze on his chest, broad arms, and full lips. I couldn’t look at his eyes. I shouldn’t look at his lips either because then I was tempted to do something I shouldn’t. It was just so much, too much . . . him. His smell, his warmth, the callouses on his hands—I felt it all. Again, I reminded myself of the line. I waited for him to move back, but he didn’t. My heart pounded in my ears, and when I heard another heartbeat match it, I looked up, finally, into his eyes. I wasn’t ready for what I saw there. He stepped back, and I took an unsteady breath.

      “You’re welcome,” he tried to joke, but there was a strain behind it.

      “I was going to say thank you until you said that,” I said.

      “I could have let you fall.”

      “A little water never hurt anyone.” I smiled, more comfortable with the easy banter than the proximity that was screwing with my mind.

      “Really?” His smile was smug.

      “Really,” I challenged.

      When he came at me like I’d expected, I jumped to my feet while pushing back on his shoulder. He hit the water with a crash, and I covered my mouth as I laughed.

      “I thought a little water never hurt anyone?” He got to his feet, drenched from head to toe.

      “What are you looking at me for? You had it coming.”

      He cocked his head to the side as if he couldn’t believe I’d just said that. He climbed out of the fountain and walked toward me.

      “What are you doing?” I asked sharply. I backed up as he got closer.

      “Nothing,” he lied. Grinning, he darted forward to grab me. I was trapped between him and the bush as he snatched me up, cradling me in his arms while I squirmed.

      “Let me go. You’re all wet!” I complained, trying to push him away. The water soaked through my black dress, turning the pleasant breeze chilly.

      He finally let me go—in the fountain. I went under and squeezed my eyes shut, holding my breath. Gasping for air when I reached the surface, I tried to stand, but my dress seemed to weigh a hundred pounds.

      “Need help?” Lucas snickered at me.

      “Sure,” I agreed, taking his hand. As he pulled me up, I pulled him down, and he went over the edge. I stepped carefully over the side, trying not to slip in my heels.

      Lucas had tugged his jacket off and was unbuttoning his shirt. Water droplets clung to his tanned skin, and he shook his hair like a wet dog.

      “That’s the last time I help you,” he said and laughed, running a hand through his wet hair.

      “I didn’t need your help.” I pulled my shoulders back and held my head higher in a show of dignity.

      “I’ll remember that.” He clambered out of the pool.

      “We should start heading back,” I said. We walked in silence until I reached my door.

      “I had a good time tonight,” Lucas said.

      “Me too.” My voice had lost all its playfulness in the five-minute walk as cold and fatigue took its place.

      “You look beautiful,” he said.

      “Thank you.” My hair was a soaked mess, my dress ruined, and my makeup smeared, so clearly he was just being kind. I needed to get inside before he realized I’d crossed that invisible barrier.

      “Selena.” He paused.

      “Hmm?” I asked, without even looking at him.

      “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “Caring.”

      I stayed silent for a moment before turning to him. “Goodnight, Lucas,” I whispered as I closed the door behind me.

      His whisper followed me all the way to bed that night. “Goodnight, Selena.”
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      After the dinner party, it was four days of fighting filled with sweat and blood. I would finish one match only to have another opponent ten minutes later. I was tired and sore, but I’d fought my way to the top through forty-eight men. Now, as I stood in the Gathering Hall, I had one final opponent. One person stood between me and victory. Had this been a team-based sport, this wouldn’t have been possible, but it wasn’t. No matter which team won, someone had to be crowned the victor. The champion.

      It just so happened that my opponent was the one person who knew me better than anybody, and the only person who actually had a chance of winning against me. Lucas didn’t underestimate me. I could see it in his green eyes as I watched him now.

      His shirt was off, and his muscles looked tight. Already sweating, his skin gleamed and you could see the defined ridges of his abs. He had complete focus on sparring, but I was sure he knew I was watching.

      I turned away to stretch. The cheering of the crowd was deafening. Thousands of Supernaturals had come to see who would win. On the second floor, there were balconies where only members of the Council and their friends sat. Every seat was filled.

      Someone told Coach Avery that it was time. Standing, I blocked out the noise and walked toward my coach, awaiting whatever advice he had to give.

      “I don’t know what to tell either of you. This has never happened before. No matter who wins and loses in that ring, I’m proud of both of you and how far you’ve come, and I’m proud to be your coach.” His words were touching but lost effect when a buzzer rang to hurry us along. “Good luck, both of you.”

      Lucas and I turned away, getting into the ring for the last time this year. How fitting that both my first and last fight of the year were with him, my best friend.

      “I haven’t actually fought you in almost a year. I hope you’re ready.”

      “You’re a sophomore, girl, what makes you think I’ll lose so easily? I’m a year older than you and twice as big.”

      I laughed. We both knew that meant nothing with me. “Remember that when you’re looking up at me from the mat,” I called across the ring.

      “We’ll see about that,” he said in a teasing voice, turning to wrap his hands.

      This was it. Boxing was the only thing I was passionate about. I didn’t know what I would do in the future, but right now this was what kept me going. My earlier fights had left me feeling rejuvenating and in control. I had the killing gene locked down. He would walk away when this was done, and nothing would change. We would not change.

      The crowd went silent as an announcer came on to introduce us one last time. I took a deep breath, and closed my eyes. A buzzer sounded, and they snapped open.

      Good timing too, because Lucas had already crossed the space and thrown a punch at me, which I narrowly dodged. We continued to exchange punches for what seemed like hours, but neither of us could get a leg up. After the last year of training together, we knew each other’s moves as well as our own. We were equals, and whoever won this fight wasn’t necessarily better. Just the one who didn’t make a mistake first. It would be me.

      As time went on, I noticed that he was falling back on his only flaw: telepathy. It was his gift and his curse; that much we had in common. His eyes started to glaze over, and he was losing focus. He was intent on not only winning this, but also getting in my head.

      How many times do I have to tell him?

      Not this time. We were in the middle of the most important fight of the year.

      I would wait until he was completely under before striking. I had to do something different. He knew my usual targets: face, throat, gut. I needed a different target, one that was unexpected but could take him down.

      Then it hit me, and I knew exactly what to do. Without wasting any more time, I put my plan into action. I stepped in closer to him and—for a fraction of a second—dropped all my shields as I aimed for his face. His eyes narrowed, and he went to block my hand. While he was focusing on the expected, I threw my shields back up and changed direction, right into his sternum. As my fist made contact, the urge to hurl hit me; he’d punched me in the stomach. Before the pain could consume me, I managed to put everything I had into that one punch.

      He stared, eyes open, as he fell. I was clutching my stomach as if it would hold back the unbearable pain. Around me, the crowd erupted into applause. I looked down at Lucas. He wasn’t moving. How could that be? Shock filled me, and I dropped to my knees next to him.

      “Lucas,” I managed to say despite the throbbing.

      He didn’t respond and his face was starting to turn blue.

      “Lucas.” I hit him in the arm, but there was no reaction.

      “Lucas,” I yelled and slapped him in the face. His eyes were vacant, wide and staring, unseeing.

      “No,” I whispered, shaking my head. “No. No. Not you too.”

      Others were entering the ring now, and I tried one last time, slamming my hand down on his chest. I opened my mouth to call for help, but he jerked. He blinked once, and there was recognition in his eyes when he looked at me. He sucked in a breath of air and slowly exhaled. He was all right. I hadn’t killed him.

      I took a deep breath and sank onto the floor. “Are you okay?” I whispered.

      “Fine,” he grunted, sitting up.

      “Why did you look like you were dead, then?” I stuttered on the word dead.

      “You stopped my heart when you punched me, and you started it when you hit me again.” His words were husky, and he was breathing harder than normal.

      “Oh . . .” I said, not able to find the words.

      “Selena! Ms. Foster!” People were calling as they crowded around me, completely oblivious to what had just happened. I pulled my knees up and wrapped my arms around them. I really did not want to deal with all of this right now.

      “Hey, y’all need to leave. You’re not supposed to be up here,” Lucas spoke up, noticing my discomfort.

      As the crowd cleared from the ring, others entered, replacing them, and these people couldn’t be sent away.

      “Ms. Foster, that was quite a fight. One hour, thirteen minutes, and fifty-two seconds,” Aldric Fortescue said as he approached me with his arrogant granddaughter. He stared at me with peculiar fascination.

      “It felt longer,” I said. I was tired, physically and mentally.

      This was the Council, and appearance was everything. Despite the nausea and stomach cramps, I got to my feet and faced them like the champion I was.

      “I imagine it did. That reminds me.” He looked at Lucas. “How is your . . . ” He motioned to his chest.

      “Fine.” Lucas’s voice was deep and unemotional. I could tell he didn’t want to talk about it.

      “Good, good . . . ” Aldric murmured. “Well, I just wanted to congratulate you on your victory. We will see you both tomorrow at the awards banquet.” He turned to leave along with Anastasia, who’d stayed unnaturally quiet throughout the conversation.

      I glanced over at Lucas, who was looking away, and sighed.

      “You used telepathy to beat me,” he said. I was expecting that.

      “Yes.”

      “I knew you would do that. That’s why I hit you in the stomach. I just didn’t expect to have the wind knocked out of me.” He chuckled, and his deep voice rumbled around me.

      “What’s funny?”

      “You. You beguile me. You fascinate me. You’re beautiful, and yet you have a brain. You’re not afraid to think for yourself, and your smart mouth gets you into trouble more often than not. You’re not a stupid teenage girl with her head stuck in the clouds. You see things how they are.” He turned to me, staring into my eyes with such conviction. “There are just so many things about you that you wouldn’t expect. You’re perfect. I don’t know how you do it.” His voice was distant, as if he were talking to himself. He was looking at me in a way that demanded a response. I couldn’t ignore him.

      The sincerity behind his statement rocked me to my core. Not because he actually thought this about me, but because he saw what no one else could see. I wouldn’t let them, and yet, he saw it. I’d given him the only thing I had left to give, and he knew it. This moment was so intense and so fleeting. My fight or flight instincts kicked in, but I was done fighting him.

      “You’re wrong. I’m far from perfect.” That was all I could say as thoughts of my constant struggle for sanity surfaced . . . and my failing grades, Lily, my parents, the other me . . .

      As we stood there in silence, I became aware of my surroundings. The crowd was cheering ecstatically, and reporters were calling out my name in hopes of getting an interview. Outside the ring, Coach Avery was beaming as he spoke with Aldric. In all this chaos, I was standing silently with Lucas, and the conversation had taken an awkward turn.

      “You should go,” he said, motioning to the reporters.

      “Yeah . . . ” I walked over to the edge of the ring and ducked under one of the ropes. After slipping through, I jumped off the edge and hit the floor with a thud.

      “Selena! Ms. Foster! Could you please answer a few questions?” People shouted to me from across the single rope that separated us.

      I looked back at Lucas once before turning to the reporters. He was watching me with his usual mysterious half-smile, and for once, I found myself wondering what he was thinking.
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      Today was my last day at the Council, and as beautiful as it was, I hoped not to be back anytime soon. I took my time admiring the garden as I made my way to the Gathering Hall for the ceremony. I strode in through the double doors and was pleasantly surprised that the paparazzi and most of the fans were gone, as was the ring, and everything else boxing-related. Instead, they’d been replaced by the finer things in life—classical musicians, tablecloths, and silver cutlery. There were only a few hundred people here today, and I instantly felt more at ease away from prying eyes.

      “Ah, Ms. Foster, just the girl I was looking for. Please, join us.” Mr. Fortescue’s voice was just audible above the music and I turned to the group of people. “Dimitri tells me that you’re moving into an Advanced Battle Simulation class.” I turned and saw that Dimitri was my very own Professor Vonlowsky. I still didn’t know why he was here, but it wasn’t my place to ask.

      “Yes, and both her sisters as well. They are all very gifted.” There was a sarcastic note in his voice, but Aldric appeared not to have noticed.

      “Really? Is that so? What are their gifts?” he turned to ask me.

      “Alexandra’s a fire user, and Lily . . . she was a healer until recently. We’re not entirely sure what she is at the moment.” I didn’t want to go into Lily’s condition. Even thinking of Lily now made me get the feeling like something was going to happen.

      “That’s quite interesting—” Aldric started, but a servant carrying champagne interrupted.

      “Sir, it’s six o’clock,” he reported.

      I reached over and took a glass of champagne, sipping it.

      “Thank you for reminding me, Henri.” He paused and turned to the rest of us. “You must excuse me. Awards do have to be given. We can continue this conversation another time.” He walked away.

      The music stopped as he went to stand behind a podium. “Good evening, everyone . . . ”

      I didn’t pay attention to the rest because my cellphone vibrated. I quickly reached down my dress and pulled it out. Lily. I glanced up to see everyone engrossed in whatever Aldric was saying, except for Lucas. He was watching me.

      “What are you doing?” he mouthed.

      “I need to take this. I’ll be right back,” I whispered and walked out the door. “Hey,” I answered the phone once I was outside.

      “Selena?” she whispered, and there was fear in her voice.

      “Lily, what’s wrong?” Panic instantly struck me.

      “I’m so sorry, Selena. I didn’t mean to— I didn’t realize—” She broke into a sob.

      “What are you talking about?” Something had happened.

      “Their eyes are so black,” she continued. “Elizabeth, she didn’t know . . . they took us.” There was a long silence. “I’m scared, Selena.” This girl was nothing like the power-hungry killer I’d seen three weeks ago.

      “Lily! Focus. What’s wrong? What happened?” I could hear the desperation in my own voice as I paced back and forth. When I turned, I came face-to-face with Lucas.

      “What’s going on?” There was a spark in his eyes. He knew something was up.

      Over the phone, Lily was whimpering. Then, so quietly I could barely hear it, she spoke one word. “Demons.”

      The line went dead.

      My stomach dropped. The blood drained from my face. My phone slipped from my hand, but I didn’t care.

      “What is it? What happened?” Grabbing my upper arms, he took my weight to keep me from crashing to the ground.

      “Lily. She’s in trouble . . . ” I reached down and grabbed my phone from the pavement. “I have to go.”

      “What?” He shook me, making me focus on his face. “Go where? You’re almost seven thousand miles away from school. How are you going to get there?” He undoubtedly thought he was being reasonable, but all I saw was someone standing in my way.

      They come first.

      “The jet. It’s already waiting for us.” A plan was coming together in my head.

      “That’s insane, Selena. What will I tell Coach Avery? And when you get there, what are you going to be able to do? Do you even know what kind of trouble she’s in?”

      They come first.

      “Lucas, I have to go. Lily needs me, and you are not going to stop me. Nobody is. You and I both know those are all trivial things, so are you going to help me or not?” I demanded.

      The look on his face told me I’d won this fight. “Fine,” he agreed.

      “I need you to go back in there and pretend like nothing’s wrong while I get on that plane back to Daizlei. Can you do that?” I knew this went against every fiber of his being. He wanted to be there. He wanted to go with me or stop me, but letting me go by myself was not on his agenda.

      Please don’t make this any harder, I begged silently.

      He didn’t hear me. I couldn’t let him, because if he heard me, Anastasia probably would too.

      “What are you going to do when you get back to Daizlei?”

      “Find Lily.”

      “Do you even know what kind of trouble she’s in, Selena?”

      I studied his eyes for a moment, deciding whether or not to tell him the truth. “No.” I looked away.

      “Goddammit, Selena, I heard her on the phone. You just lied to my face.”

      I flinched, but he didn’t move.

      “How can I trust you’re not just going to do something stupid when you do find her?”

      Truthfully, it was smarter for him to come with me; to fight with me. I knew the real reason I didn’t want him with me. It was selfish, so selfish when it was Lily’s life on the line.

      “I guess you’ll have to trust me.” I returned the glare. I needed to go.

      “You just lied to me,” he repeated.

      “Because I’m trying to protect you!” I needed to keep my voice down. This was wasting time.

      His eyes softened, and I turned away. “Wait.” He grabbed my arm.

      “Lucas, I have to go. My sister needs me. You’re going to help me, or you aren’t, but I don’t have time to console you and make you feel better about this. Are you with me?” I looked into his eyes, not knowing how to say goodbye.

      He was with me. He always had been, and he always would be. This hurt him, and if I came out of this, we were going to have a lot to talk about.

      “Yes,” he whispered.

      I pulled away from his grasp and started walking.

      They come first.

      “Selena!”

      “What?”

      “What am I going to tell Avery?” He was stalling, and we both knew it.

      “You’ll figure it out,” I said flatly and started walking again.

      “Selena,” he called again.

      “What?” I growled. I turned one last time; this was his last chance to say whatever he had to say. This was it.

      “Come back to me.”

      His voice was soft and enticing. Oh, how I wished things were different.

      They come first.

      I nodded once because it was all I could do. I’d never understood goodbyes. I’d never liked them. So much easier to just disappear and be a ghost. As I turned my back on him, I saw his final resigned look, and the way his bright green eyes became guarded once again.

      I will come back and fix things, I promise.

      Lily had called me three minutes ago. The clock was ticking. I didn’t have any more time to waste.
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      Power coursed through my veins, just waiting to be released. The day was coming when I wouldn’t be able to be dormant anymore, and I was fighting it, though my body screamed to let it go. After eleven years, my walls were about to fall—the only question was when.

      I glanced out of the window and saw nothing but white clouds.

      How much longer?

      The question nagged at me, and it was taking all my will not to ask the pilot every ten minutes. I’d basically threatened to kill him if he didn’t take me back to Daizlei. I’d been expecting a fight, but he knew who I was. After the plane left, I’d tried to call Lily back, but I’d only gotten her usual happy-go-lucky voicemail telling me to leave a message and have a great day. After leaving five of them with no response, it was clear I was just wasting my time. Then I’d tried to call Alexandra, but got her voicemail too.

      Now I was staring down at the same picture I’d been looking at for the last nine hours. Demons. Attractive men and women with raven hair and eyes so dark and cruel that only fire from the pits of hell could match them. I looked at the words I’d already read twenty times and read them again.

      

      Demons are creatures that come straight from Hell itself. They are here to collect souls and wreak havoc. As creatures of fire, they cannot conjure it, but are not affected by it either. They travel in shadows with inhuman speed and strength. They are nearly indestructible. There are only three ways to kill a demon, each as effective as the last. The first is decapitation—the head must be removed completely, or they will heal. The second method, and usually the easiest, is to stab them in the heart. The last way to kill one is to drown them. This last is said to be the most difficult, but all require you to get close enough; a rather tricky feat to pull off without dying.

      

      Right as I was finishing the paragraph, the pilot came on to tell me we were landing in five minutes. I hurriedly stashed the book in my bag. Soon the school came into view, getting closer every second. When we were only feet from the ground, I got up and walked to the door. I had no time to spare.

      It was already dusk here. I took off down the pathway in search of Alexandra. If Lily was missing, she was my best chance of finding her. The wind whipped my hair around, and I shivered, wishing I’d changed out of the dress I wore for the banquet.

      I opened Alexandra’s door, hoping by some miracle Lily was here and this was a joke.

      Alexandra was sitting cross-legged on the bed, painting her nails, and there was confusion in her brown eyes. “I thought I wasn’t going to see you until tomorrow—”

      “Where’s Lily?”

      “I don’t know. Why?” I saw red. She was supposed to be watching her. She’d promised.

      “Have you seen her since you got back to Daizlei?” I gritted my teeth and fought the heat that wanted to consume me—and what was left of my heart.

      She’s your sister. They both are. Calm yourself.

      “No . . . she’s probably with Bella. Selena, what’s going on?” She stood and capped the nail polish, but I was already on my way out the door.

      “Selena!” She ran after me.

      “She’s missing, Alexandra. Gone. I got a call from her ten hours ago, and she’s in trouble. I have to find her.”

      “But I saw her yesterday,” Alexandra said in disbelief.

      “Well, she’s gone. I knew I shouldn’t have left,” I muttered grimly as I barged into Lily’s room. Both her roommates were talking and laughing, but she wasn’t there.

      “Bella,” I barked.

      The girl with big, brown, Bambi eyes jumped. “Yes?”

      “Where’s Lily?”

      “I . . . I don’t know.” She looked away; her discomfort was obvious.

      “Where did you see her last?” I demanded, my patience running thin.

      “In California.” She stared at her hands, unmoving. She was hiding something.

      I wasn’t afraid to resort to more effective, and less humane, methods if need be. “Was she with anyone?”

      “Blair and another girl. She was tall with brown hair and really gray eyes.”

      I knew exactly who she was describing. “Elizabeth,” I muttered. Lily had mentioned her on the phone in the middle of her hysterical babble.

      “Where were they going?”

      “Toward some . . . warehouse, I think,” she said meekly.

      “What did it look like?” I was starting to crack, but I had to keep myself from lashing out.

      “Big and metal, with sliding doors and graffiti painted on it.” Her eyebrows bunched together as she tried to remember.

      “What color was it?”

      “Black,” she answered, nodding as if to reassure herself.

      “Do you know what they were doing there?” It was my final question, and by the way she stared at everything but me, this was what she was lying about.

      “No . . . ” she said, her voice unsteady.

      “Are you sure you have no idea?” Last chance. I had to go whether she told me the truth or not.

      “All I know is that the brown-haired girl was leading them, but I think she’s in trouble.”

      Without another word, I turned and left the room with Alexandra on my heels. I didn’t have time to hear more.

      “So Elizabeth took her and Blair into a warehouse, but we don’t know what for. Okay, and you know that Lily’s in trouble because she called you, but you don’t know where from. This makes no sense.” Alexandra frowned in frustration.

      “Maybe not, but I still have to find her.” I stopped at my door.

      “I’m going too,” she declared.

      How did I know this would happen? “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s dangerous, Alexandra. I already have to save her, and I don’t need you there getting in the way.” It sounded harsh, but it was the truth. Alexandra was a liability, and I didn’t need another one.

      “I can take care of myself,” she said, clearly offended.

      I shook my head. “No, I need you stay here. Please, Alexandra. I might already be too late, but I don’t want to put you in danger too.” I wanted her to understand, but if she didn’t give soon, it really didn’t matter. I wasn’t taking her, no matter what.

      “I can help you, though.”

      “Not this time.” I shook my head.

      “You know what kind of trouble she’s in, don’t you?” Her eyes were as accusing as her voice.

      “Yes.” I didn’t even bother lying.

      “Then why can’t I go? It won’t be like we’re going in blind, okay? We can, like, make a plan and—”

      I held up my hand to silence her. “No. End of story.” I went into my room and closed the door, not even waiting for a response.

      My roommates were plopped on Tori’s bed, watching a movie. I flipped on the light, ignoring their protests as I rummaged through my suitcase for clothes.

      “Selena, we weren’t expectin’ you back till tomorrow!” Tori exclaimed, getting up.

      “Change of plans,” I muttered, stripping off my dress. Modesty wasn’t exactly my priority.

      “Why are you back so early?” she asked, throwing herself on my bed.

      “Lily’s missing.” I tugged on black skinny jeans.

      “What? How? I saw her—”

      “Yesterday,” I finished for her. I yanked my black tank top over my head and shimmied into it.

      “What happened?”

      “Not entirely sure, but she’s in trouble. I need your help.” Flopping down next to her, I picked up my black boots and hurriedly jammed my feet into them.

      “Of course! Anythin’—”

      “I need you to teleport me to California.”

      After a moment of silence, she said, “I’ve never done it over such a big distance before, and I’m not the prodigy Lucas is—”

      “Please, Tori. I could already be too late,” I begged, lacing my boots up.

      “I guess I can try . . . ” She nodded. She wanted to do this, and I needed her to.

      “Thank you,” I said while I grabbed my leather jacket. I reached into my nightstand and pulled out a six-inch knife wrapped in a leather case.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Amber demanded.

      “Yep.” I slid it down my pants in the middle of my back.

      “How long have you had a knife—” she yelled.

      “I have several, and I’ve had them all year.” I quickly ducked under my bed and pulled out another two. The longer one with the armband, I strapped to my left arm and put my jacket on to cover it.

      “Exactly what kind of trouble is your sister in?” Tori asked with a nervous waver in her voice.

      “Demons,” I answered, sliding the last knife into my boot. There was no point trying to keep it from them—and it wasn’t like they would try to stop me.

      The room went silent, apart from the movie still playing. I unclipped the barrette in my hair and let it fall, only to pull it back into a tight ponytail.

      “Ready?” I asked, breaking the silence. I looked expectantly at Tori, and she nodded, feebly holding her hands out. I took them in mine and held my breath.

      “Close your eyes, and don’t hold your breath,” she warned.

      I took one breath, and the feeling of being sucked through a vortex returned. This time it was longer. When I felt the ground beneath my feet again, I cautiously opened one eye.

      We weren’t in the room anymore, but it definitely wasn’t California.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “Idaho,” she breathed. “We’re goin’ to have to do this in smaller distances. I can’t make it all the way to California in one shot.”

      My stomach dropped, but I didn’t protest. This was still a million times faster than a plane. I closed my eyes and slowed my breathing.

      In an instant, the feeling returned. Her hands tightened on mine, and I knew she was struggling. I hit the ground hard. Tori landed on top of me in a tangle of limbs. This was hell on both of us, but we were closer.

      “Where are we now?” I grunted, and she rolled off me.

      “Border between California and Nevada . . . I’ve only got energy left for one more, Selena. Where exactly are you tryin’ to go?” She wheezed, trying to sit up.

      “A warehouse. You guys were near it yesterday when Lily disappeared. Do you remember anything like that?” I should’ve cleared this up before we left Montana.

      “There was a big black one near the coast,” she said.

      “Was it metal with a lot of graffiti?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s it,” I said, getting to my feet.

      Tori’s knees were shaking, and I offered her a hand to help her up. Under other circumstances I wouldn’t have asked her to keep going, but I had no choice. I closed my eyes one last time and took a deep breath. Tori squeezed my hands, and the feeling of teleportation kicked in.

      I opened my eyes, just for a second. Blackness swirled around us like a tornado enclosing us. My claustrophobia reared its ugly head, and nausea came in waves. Tori’s face was tight with tension, and her tan had disappeared, leaving her skin unnaturally white. Her eyes were closed, and dark circles surrounded them. Her energy was dwindling.

      We hit the ground with a bang, but luckily we landed in the grass. I opened my eyes to see a dark sky with the lights of L.A. twinkling beautifully in the distance. Music boomed out of a building down the street. The place was alive.

      Next to me, Tori moaned, and I looked over to see her scrunched in a ball.

      “Tori?”

      When her green eyes opened, the whites were marred by several burst veins. She needed sleep.

      “I’m fine. Go to your sister,” she insisted weakly.

      I wasn’t going to leave her in the middle of L.A in this condition. I scooped her into my arms and cradled her. Across the street, there was a little diner with a sign reading 24-hour-service. I walked in and laid her in a booth, setting my cellphone on her lap.

      “Excuse me—” A waitress tapped me on the shoulder.

      I dug through my pocket, pulled out a fifty, and put it in her hand. “Let her sleep, and when she wakes up, give her food. You can keep the change.”

      She nodded once, and I walked out onto the sidewalk. Not even a hundred yards from where we’d landed was a warehouse, just like the one Bella had described.
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      The metal was cold as ice. I placed my hands on the edge and pulled, and the door creaked open. I stepped into the warehouse. Darkness enveloped me, apart from a lamp in the corner.

      “Lily,” I called out. I knew that wasn’t the best idea, but how else was I going to find her?

      I took another step into the warehouse before I saw them. The picture in the book didn’t do them justice. Their hair was just as black, and they were every bit as attractive as the picture showed, but their beauty was cruel and seductive; their eyes fathomless.

      I pulled my shoulders back, narrowing my eyes. I never got the chance to get closer. Pain exploded in my head, and my vision faded as I fell to the ground. I never found out if I hit it because the blackness closed in.

      Well, damn.

      
        
        ~.~.~

      

      

      When I woke, images were blurry, and I could only vaguely hear voices. After a few seconds, things became clearer, and I remembered what had happened. Without thinking, I shot up, only to hit something. I rubbed my forehead and bit back the urge to hurl as the nausea overwhelmed me.

      “Ow,’’ Lily complained, clutching her head.

      “You’re alive,” I breathed and crushed her to me. Her face was smeared with grime, and her brown eyes were exhausted, but she seemed unharmed. “What’s going on?”

      “Shhh,” someone else whispered.

      I looked across the small room to see Elizabeth sitting against the wall.

      “They can hear us,” Lily whispered very quietly in my ear.

      I nodded slowly then looked around the room. If it weren’t for my Supernatural vision, I wouldn’t have been able to see anything. The room was small and dark, with no windows and only the shattered remnants of a light bulb above. On the far side, Elizabeth sat next to the metal door. A wooden desk was pushed up against the wall where Blair sat, watching. It was unnaturally warm—the only thing even vaguely cool was the concrete floor. We were trapped.

      “I need you to explain what’s going on,” I whispered against her ear.

      She nodded, trying to hold back tears. When she leaned close and tried to talk, mainly sobs came out, and the few words she managed were far too loud.

      I quickly placed a hand over her mouth. “Shhh . . . shhh . . . it’s okay now. I’m here. I won’t let anything happen to you, I promise,” I whispered. She clung to me like a frightened child, and I held her, rocking back and forth until she fell asleep.

      I slowly removed my arms from around her and unclasped her hands from my waist. Without waking her, I leaned her against the wall and silently slipped over to Blair, who looked the most stable of the three.

      I bent my head and whispered to her, “How long have you guys been in here?”

      “Almost fifteen hours,” she rattled off without glancing at her watch.

      “Do you have any idea what they plan on doing with us?” I asked.

      “Nope. We can’t hear anything through the door,” she answered.

      “Well, whatever it is, it’s going to happen soon,” I said.

      “How do you know?” She shot me a sideways glance.

      “Just a feeling,” I muttered, rubbing my stomach to keep the nausea down.

      She looked skeptical.

      “Look, I’m not your favorite person. I get it. The feeling’s mutual. But we’re trapped in a warehouse with some of the most dangerous creatures known to our world. If we want to get out alive, I’m going to need your help, so you can drop the tough girl act because this isn’t a movie. This is real, and our lives are at stake.” I laid it out for her because I didn’t have time for bullshit. “Do you want to die?”

      “No,” she murmured, her icy composure breaking just enough to let me in.

      “Okay, so work with me,” I said.

      She thought for a second before nodding.

      “I need to know everything you know,” I whispered.

      “There are seven demons, all male. The leader’s the tallest, and the other six do everything he says.” She spoke so softly that I had to read her lips.

      “Is that all?” I mouthed.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know if this helps, but they were looking for someone. A girl. I don’t know who.”

      Interesting.

      “How did you guys even get here?” Their story was choppy. Someone was lying, and I had a feeling it was going to get a lot worse.

      Just as Blair was starting to answer, the door unlocked with a quiet click. Before they opened it, I shot across the room to Lily. I didn’t know what to expect at this point, but I was not leaving her on her own.

      The door flew open, and one of them strode in. He glanced around the room, then his eyes rested on me.

      “Get up.” His voice was deep and far too lovely.

      I started to get to my feet, but Lily tugged at me.

      “Don’t go,” she cried. The sound of the door hitting the wall must’ve woken her.

      “I have to,” I told her, pulling away as she screamed at me to stay.

      I pulled my hand free, but that didn’t stop the demon from slapping her.

      “Stop,” I yelled at him.

      He laughed wickedly. “Come with me,” he said with a sadistic smile. He wrapped a strong hand around my arm and dragged me out of the room. I went freely, not wanting them to hurt Lily anymore.

      Wooden crates were scattered randomly throughout the room, and a single oil lamp sat on a crate near the metal door I’d come through. Blair was right; there were seven. Most of them were shirtless, sporting scars and tattoos, and the smile they wore told me what was coming would not be pleasant. The tallest one wore black slacks and a white button-down shirt. His hair, long by modern standards, was worn in a low ponytail. He watched me with interest.

      The demon gripping my arm stopped a short distance in front of their leader. The others closed in as well, ruling out escape as an option. The leader walked toward me and took my chin, moving my face from one side to the other while he examined me. I kept my eyes on his every second. I would not show fear. I would not bow to these beings. I would conquer.

      “What’s your name?” His voice was deep with a slight accent I couldn’t place.

      I didn’t answer.

      “What is your name?” He studied me.

      Again, I didn’t answer, and his eyes flicked to the side for a second.

      The demon behind me removed his hand from my arm and pulled off my jacket. I tried to stop him, but he was much stronger than me.

      “Interesting,” the leader murmured, eyeing the long knife strapped to my arm. “I’m only going to ask you one more time. If you don’t answer, there will be consequences.”

      Behind him, one of the demons held up something shiny. A knife.

      “What is your name?”

      “What’s yours?” I spat. He was going to threaten me with knives? Please. He wouldn’t do it. He wanted something from me.

      That didn’t stop the demon from walking up to him and offering him one. Instead of taking it, he reached up and slid the one on my arm out of its sheath. He stepped closer until I could feel his breath on my face. Then, in a gentle, almost caressing way, he ran the tip of the knife over my skin.

      “Do not test me, child. I have been around far longer than you.” He whispered the words in my ear so tenderly, like a kiss. His closeness scared me more than the blade.

      “Selena Foster,” I said. My voice was calm and gave away nothing.

      “Good.” I could hear the smile in his voice. He moved his face back so that he could see my eyes. “What are you doing here, Selena?” He said my name lovingly, like a term of endearment. What was he playing at?

      “I don’t know. Why don’t you tell me?” I answered sarcastically.

      He smiled slightly, clearly amused by my defiance. He took a step back and grasped my hand as if he was going to hold it. Instead, he buried the knifepoint in my skin. Starting at my shoulder, he dragged the knife down my arm. When he got to my bicep, he let it wind around my skin, encircling it down to my wrist. It hurt, but I’d endured worse over the years.

      “Now, what are you doing here?” he repeated calmly as though we were friends and he wasn’t torturing me.

      I didn’t give in.

      He ran his fingers across my skin and down to my other hand then repeated the carving with perfect precision on my other arm. The pain was excruciating, and he wasn’t going to stop. I had to drag this out and hope that Lucas was coming for me.

      “For Lily,” I said through gritted teeth, still refusing to show weakness.

      “Lily? Who is Lily?” He ran the knife across my throat, barely touching my skin.

      I didn’t answer. Unfortunately, someone else did. “One of the blondes begged me not to take this one. That must be the girl,” he supplied, far too proud of himself.

      I will kill you.

      “Is that true, Selena?” the leader asked me.

      I refused to look at him.

      “Ahh, yes. So, who is this Lily?”  He pressed the knife to my throat.

      “My sister,” I answered icily.

      “Sister . . .  interesting. That would make you the brunette’s cousin. You’re the one . . .” he announced with obvious delight.

      “What do you know about that?” I said, stalling for time.

      He laughed cruelly. “So you know? Then tell me, why do they want you?”

      “Why does who want me?” I demanded, but he only laughed.

      “I’m the one asking questions here. What makes you so special? You’re beautiful, yes, but that’s not a reason. You must be a Supernatural, which makes me wonder if they want you for what you can do . . . ” He pondered this, examining my face. “What’s your gift?”

      This time there was no budging. I didn’t have room to haggle.

      “No answer? Fine, let me show you something.” He unbuttoned his shirt and dropped it to the floor. “Many years ago, when the world was still very aware of our existence, I was hunted. They caught me once. They trapped me and tortured me for information, trying to break me. One of the many things they did was this.”

      He turned and showed me his back. In between his shoulder blades, a giant six-pointed star had been carved into his skin.

      “I never gave in. When I escaped, I murdered every single one of them. We’re going to see just how strong you are, little one, and I can promise you that when I’m done, you will wish you were dead.”

      He snapped his fingers once, and someone lifted my shirt. I watched him walk behind me, and in seconds, the blade of my own knife was pressed against my skin. Slowly, oh so slowly, he carved, and I was his canvas.

      There has to be a way out of here.

      The thought vanished as he continued. The pain was so acute, so raw . . . and blood ran down my back and arms. I wanted to scream, but I wouldn’t give in. I went to a place in my mind where there was nothing but rage. Nothing but power. He was going to pay for this. I focused on that power until he stopped carving into me and walked back around to face me.

      “My dear, are you ready to talk now?” His voice was gentle, but the threat behind it was clear.

      I didn’t say a word.

      He took my hand and carved another hexagram on my palm, connecting the tip of the star to the cuts on my already bleeding arms. When he finished it, instead of asking me again, he just began on my other palm.

      I tried to fight it, but his grip was so strong.

      “There’s fire in you, Selena. I like that. It’s a shame I have to kill you.” He ran his fingertips down my cheek. “You really are lovely.”

      I didn’t flinch. I held my ground. I refused to let him see fear.

      “Just answer me, little one. What are you? Why do they want you?” His voice caressed my bleeding skin, the tingle of his breath soft on the wounds.

      “Bite me,” I spat.

      Flames consumed his eyes, and he wrapped his fingers around my throat. He tilted my head back and sliced through the skin just below the hollow of my throat. When he was finished, he released me, but the anger hadn’t left him.

      “You will tell me, Selena, even if others have to suffer. I’m going to make you beg. I’m going to break you. And before you die, you’re going watch me kill the others one by one, starting with you sister.”

      “No,” I gasped, but they were already dragging them out.

      “Selena,” Lily whimpered.

      “So, you weren’t lying . . . good to know,” he murmured. He left me to examine Lily. “No knives. Not for this one.” I saw the wheels turning behind his devil eyes. He grinned at me. No, he had a whole other method of torture for her. He set the bloody knife on the crate.

      “Hold her.” He pointed at me.

      Two of the demons moved forward, each taking an arm.

      Slowly, he ran his fingers along her arms and neck like he was looking for something. Then—faster than I would’ve thought possible—he struck. Grabbing her hand, he extended her arm and used his palm to snap it in half at the elbow.

      Her scream pierced my ears. It was the same arm I’d broken three weeks ago.

      “No,” I shouted, anger rolling off me in waves. My heartbeat had skyrocketed. Heat. I felt heat, as if I were standing on the surface of the sun.

      He picked her up by the hair and threw her against the wall. Her body crumpled, and she moaned. I had to stop this.

      “Last time. Why do they want you?” he demanded.

      “I don’t know,” I answered in truth.

      He laughed wickedly, but I had no idea whether he believed me.

      “This is it, Selena, and I want you to know that I’ve enjoyed every second of this.” His voice echoed in the warehouse. He picked her up by the neck. “I’m getting excited just thinking of the reward I’ll get for her soul. She’s going to burn for all eternity. Because of you.” He laughed.

      I snapped.
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      My control was gone in an instant, replaced by cold fury. Power exploded from me, and I let my wrath rain down on them. The warehouse shook as everything was thrown away from me. Glass shattered. The door ripped off the warehouse, revealing the lights of L.A. It didn’t take me time to recover. I had the upper hand now.

      I pulled the knife that was tucked into my waistband and stabbed the demon closest to me. He hissed and his eyes flared before he dissipated into black smoke. I turned to see another approaching me. His eyes were wicked, and he smiled cruelly. Death was too kind for them, but my body was not strong enough to take my time. I needed to kill them before I passed out from blood loss.

      The knife from my boot came to my hand with a thought. Letting my instincts take over, I threw. It landed with deadly accuracy, and he disappeared.

      Three others were closing in on me. I slammed two back against the wall and faced the remaining one. He went for my neck with his hand, and I slit his wrist. He hissed in pain, but didn’t back down. He grabbed at me with the other hand, and I sidestepped so that I could snap his arm. The wound only distracted him for a moment, but it was all I needed to decapitate him with one swipe.

      As he disappeared, the other two were already on me. I wasn’t as quick this time. The blood loss was weighing on me; my energy was waning with every passing minute. There was a sharp pain in my thigh, and I glanced down to see a knife planted in it. One of them had thrown it. I swore under my breath and wrenched it from my leg as it bled profusely.

      Bad idea.

      I needed to end this soon.

      I summoned another dagger to my hand and threw both of them at once. Before I saw if they’d hit their targets, another five knives were flying at me. I dropped onto all fours, and they narrowly missed me. When I looked up, the black smoke told me that my attackers were dead.

      I turned on the last two demons, immediately going after the lesser—I was saving the leader for last. The demon grabbed me around the neck in an attempt to suffocate me but realized too late that he’d gotten too close. I lunged and bit his nose, clawing into his eyes. He tried to push me away, and I took his eyeballs out altogether. Stumbling, I kicked him in the sternum hard enough to send him flying back, and a knife appeared in his chest. Ash. His skin turned gray and dry as he left the world. The body hit the wall, leaving only smoke.

      The leader watched me at a distance as I killed all six of his companions in my rage. There was more than just interest in his eyes—but no fear.

      “Telekinesis,” he said.

      This was the first time someone outside the family had named my gift. It was telekinesis, in a way. I could move things with my mind, but at its core, I could do so much more. I could control matter itself, manipulating anything and everything to my will.

      “Yes.”

      “I understand now. Yes . . . you are far more special than I thought.” He smiled.

      “What are you talking about?” I demanded, closing the distance between us. He couldn’t move; I had ensured that. But did he have to look so fucking cocky?

      “I’m curious to see how this plays out. You’re the first telekinetic in a thousand years. Of course, that’s why they want you.”

      A thousand years . . . why did that ring a bell? I shook my head, dismissing the thought. He was screwing with me.

      “Who wants me?” I demanded. I needed to make sure this never happened again. No one was ever taken again.

      “You really don’t know. Hmmm . . .  everything will become clear in due time.” He cackled, and the wicked gleam in his eye was both knowing and insane. I couldn’t trust a word he said.

      “You’re crazy. And you know what else? You won’t be keeping your promise because I have several of my own to keep. Starting with your death.” I aimed for his heart.

      His hand closed around the knife. “You are strong, like me. You are beautiful and clever, yet you have no idea what you are capable of.” He motioned to the ash that covered the floor with a lazy grin. “I bet you struggle with your sanity, don’t you?”

      He shouldn’t have known that. Maybe he wasn’t so insane . . .  My vision was getting blurrier by the second. The fatigue weighed on me.

      End this, my mind whispered.

      I threw him back against the wall with my mind. Bending down, I picked up the fallen blade and stepped closer to him.

      “Last chance. Who’s after me?”

      There was silence in the room. With his assailants dead and my companions unconscious from the blast of my reawakening, that left only us.

      “Everything will become clear very soon; that I can guarantee.”

      I was sick of the riddles and games. His time was up.

      With my last bit of strength, I beheaded the bastard.

      I was going to end this—even if it killed me.
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      Pain consumed me. It covered me with its bloodstained hands. My bloodstained hands. My cuts were still bleeding, and my head throbbed. Someone was carrying me. With a jolt, I managed to pry my eyes open.

      Lucas. The sun was shining, and he was carrying me. But where? How? I tried to say something. Anything. I couldn’t find the words. Couldn’t find the strength.

      The sunlight disappeared as he hurried me somewhere . . . but Lily . . . I had to know what had happened to her. I had to know. Somewhere in me, I found my voice, but only one word would come out.

      “Lily,” I whispered.

      He looked down at me, and the world went still. His eyes—always so careful, so guarded—were filled with emotions that swirled and raged. He said something, but the blackness was already closing in. And then I was gone . . .

      
        
        ~.~.~

      

      

      First, death claimed my vision, and then my body, and finally my mind. For once, I knew true pain and fear. I saw my parents, and I knew I would never see my sisters again.

      My parents were dressed the same as they’d been the night they died, and I couldn’t help but try to run to them. Something held me back. I tore my eyes away from them and looked behind me. A hole appeared in the blackness. Beautiful, brilliant white light flooded in, filled with images of the living. Images of people I cared about.

      I turned back and looked at my parents. They were reaching for me. My father called my name, and I ran toward them, but my feet were slow and dragging.

      Something tugged at me. Something I had to remember. These were my parents. My parents needed me. They’d always needed me. It was my fault they were dead . . .

      Dead.

      I was . . . dead. Dying. It was my fault they’d died, and now they’d come to claim me in return. If I had to go, it was only right. Only fair for taking their lives.

      I felt another tug.

      When I turned around, my heart broke. My sisters were standing over me. Alexandra was screaming and crying, and Lily . . .  white glowed from her hands. She was trying to heal me.

      “It won’t work,” the shadows whispered in my subconscious.

      They were right. She could try all she wanted, but Lily wasn’t strong enough. Even with all her power, she couldn’t bring me back. The world of the dead was here to claim me. It was my fault my parents had died, and now I’d stolen Lily’s life right out from under them when I’d rescued her and the others at the warehouse, and they were not happy.

      My sisters faded as the dark closed around me.

      “This is it,” I whispered.

      Only blackness remained. My parents welcomed me with open arms, but they were different. They were laughing—cackling. My resolve faltered.

      It wasn’t them. It was the world of the dead trying to trick me into not fighting. Into giving up.

      “You’re not a quitter, Selena. Keep fighting. For me,” Lucas said softly.

      His voice was the only thing that made sense here. When another tug came, I turned around before the world of the shadows consumed me. One image had remained when the rest faded. Lucas stood over me, and I could see it in his eyes. He knew I was looking at him.

      I had to leave. Run. This was a trick. It all was a trick.

      I ran, trying to flee the darkness, but it followed me. It grabbed my arms and legs so that I couldn’t move. I struggled, trying anything to get away. But he was fading. His voice was fading. I was going to die.

      I lashed out with everything I had. My final shot at escape. Everything disappeared.

      My eyes flew open.

      I was in a white room. It was chaos. My sisters were there with Coach Avery, Professor Vonlowsky, and Lucas. When I’d lashed out, I must’ve thrown them, because bodies littered the floor. Heavy leather restraints bit into my wrists and ankles, but I wasn’t lying on the bed—I was suspended a few feet over it. Purple-black energy surrounded around me. Encased me. My arms swayed at my sides, and my black hair swirled around me like the sticky tendrils of death.

      I took in a single breath of air, and fell. Everything was black.

      
        
        ~.~.~

      

      

      This time when the darkness came for me, it wasn’t death, but a dreamless sleep. For that I was thankful. I didn’t have it in me to fight death again. My body pieced itself back together ever-so-slowly as the darkness kept me safe. I didn’t want to go back. I needed to go back. Death was easy, and life would be hard, but I had promises to keep, and miles to go before I could sleep . . .

      
        
        ~.~.~

      

      

      My eyes fluttered open. The white room was in darkness. Nighttime. I was alone, apart from Ms. Love, the school’s resident healer. She was standing next to me, taking my temperature.

      I looked up at her with questioning eyes.

      She sighed. “Welcome back to the world of the living,” she said.

      I stayed quiet, not knowing where to start. What questions to ask first.

      “You gave us all quite a scare, you know . . .”

      I looked down at my wrists, remembering the last time I awoke. The restraints had been removed, leaving them red and raw.

      “You look confused. Would you like to talk?” she asked, offering me the little push I needed.

      “Where is everyone?” I stumbled over the words. After not talking for so long, my voice was scratchy and broken.

      “Your sisters went back to their rooms about an hour ago. I agreed to get them if you woke up.” She started changing the IV bags filled with mysterious liquid I could only assume were keeping me both hydrated and alive.

      “What about—” I tried to ask.

      “Lucas?” she guessed. A knowing smile ghosted across her face. “He left a few moments ago. I told him to get some fresh air. He’ll be back soon, I’m sure,” she said.

      I nodded. “What happened?”

      “Well, three days ago, they rushed you out of the plane and into here. For a while you seemed to be doing better, but then you suddenly crashed. None of us thought you’d make it. Lily tried healing you, but you started fighting back. We tried to restrain you, but it became so bad that you broke away. That was when you woke up the first time.”

      Her gaze avoided mine. I could guess what was troubling her.

      “You fainted, but we kept you hooked up in case you had a relapse. You continued sleeping peacefully for the rest of the day. Professor Vonlowsky left with Headmaster Daizlei after I told them you were stable. You’re going to be okay.”

      That probably would’ve been reassuring to any other patient. For me, it meant only one thing. My secret was out.

      I was back.

      “I shouldn’t be alive,” I whispered.

      “No, you shouldn’t. Your cuts were too deep, and you’d lost so much blood before they even got you back here. If it weren’t for your sister, I don’t know if you’d be here right now.”

      I sighed. We sat in silence for a while. She didn’t know the real reason I’d lived, but I did. Lily couldn’t have saved me on her own. It was because of Lucas that I was here.

      “What’s going to happen?” I asked her. My voice was getting stronger by the minute.

      “I don’t know, my dear.” We stayed silent for a few more minutes before there was a knock at the door.

      “Come in,” she called.

      I knew who it was before he opened the door.

      “I’ll leave you two to talk.” She gathered her things and left the room.

      He walked toward me, almost hesitantly. I gave him a weak smile and he took a seat in the chair next to mine. We didn’t speak, but I could see the questions in his eyes. I was on shaky ground.

      “Ask,” I said. Not that I was in any place to be telling him what to do.

      “I don’t know where to start,” he murmured.

      “I lied to you, I’m telekinetic, I’m dangerous . . . the list goes on and on. Take your pick,” I said, feeling hopeless. I couldn’t hold his gaze anymore. I had to look away. This was the thing I’d been so scared of, right here in this room. I would lose my best friend because of what I was.

      “Yes, you lied to me, but I’m not angry. I know you’re telekinetic, but I’m not scared. And you’ve always been dangerous, but not to me.” His voice was gentle, and he took my chin, turning my face back toward him so that I had to look. “Those weren’t my questions; they were your fears.” He spoke so quietly, yet he was the only thing I could hear.

      “What’s going to happen now?” I whispered.

      “I can’t tell you for sure, but they’re probably going to have questions only you can answer. There’s going to be a lot happening here in the next few days while they try to straighten this out.” He sighed, and ran his thumb over my cheek ever so softly.

      “Lily!” I exclaimed in a panic, ashamed that I’d only just remembered to ask about her.

      “She’s fine. They fixed her arm, and her concussion wasn’t that bad. She’s even back in school,” he assured me.

      Silence filled the room, but it wasn’t awkward or strange. We understood each other, and he knew the truth now. Strangely enough, he didn’t hate me. I was relieved; a weight was lifted from my shoulders that had been there too long.

      My eyes watered, and for the first time in over six years, a single tear ran down my cheek.

      “It’s okay. Everything has a way of working itself out,” he whispered, wiping away the tear and taking my hand. He trailed his fingers lightly across my scars, and I released his hand. I’d forgotten about those.

      “What is it?” He sounded concerned.

      “I need a mirror. I have to see something,” I insisted as I slipped out of bed.

      Once I was on my feet, I stumbled and started falling into the IV stand. He came around and grabbed my arm, keeping me steady. I started to walk toward the bathroom, wheeling the stand with me. When I flipped the light on, I sucked in a breath.

      My hair and face were pretty normal, and someone had wiped the blood and grime from me. For whatever reason, they’d kept me in the same clothes they’d found me in. I was going to need a shower ASAP. My scars stood out stark against my skin. A sickly red line wound around my arms. When I held my palms out, they sported identical hexagrams. I turned to see my back and swept my hair aside. The tank top had been cut off and now hung from my arms by the tiny straps, leaving my back bare. In between my shoulder blades was a giant, red, six-pointed star that matched the ones on my palms. If it hadn’t been so gruesome, it would’ve been beautiful—in a cruel way. I turned around to see the smallest star just below the hollow of my throat. These scars . . . they were the markings of a warrior. I flinched when remembering how I’d gotten them, but I wasn’t going to live in fear of my own body. Things were changing, and these were just the start of it. Someone was after me. Let these scars serve as a reminder of what happened to those who crossed me.

      “Lily was able to take you out of danger, but she wasn’t strong enough to heal it all the way.” His eyes didn’t leave the scars.

      “Do they bother you?” I asked.

      “No. They make you look . . . exotic.” He ran his hands lightly over my arms, following the scars. I shivered under his touch, but it wasn’t from pain.

      “How’d you get them?” He must’ve heard about the demons from the others, but they’d missed a lot of it. That was a question I wasn’t ready to go into detail over, not yet. But I owed him an explanation for giving me more kindness than I’d deserved.

      “They questioned me, and when I wouldn’t give them any answers, they used other means to get them. The pain was excruciating.” I flinched, remembering. It would take a long time to dull the pain of that knife in my memory. “I didn’t give in; not until I had no other choice.”

      I saw the leader who’d marked me; the malice in his smile. He’d been smiling even as his head fell to the floor and turned to ash. I would never forget.

      “Lily told me they took her and forced you to watch while they tried to kill her.” He grimaced.

      “Yes, that came after these. When I didn’t give in, they tried to kill her, and I lost it. There were seven, and then there was just me. I killed them all.”

      “Does it bother you?” I could tell he wanted to say more, to know more, but I was only willing to share so much. I had changed. I was tortured. Now, I was different.

      “No, it only made me stronger.”

      I wasn’t dormant anymore, and my power was returning at an alarming rate. I not only had my curse back, but I was stronger, faster, sharper. Whether I liked it or not, my ability was a part of me. I had forced it away for years, but even if I’d wanted to, I wouldn’t be able to do it again. Besides, everyone already knew about it now. The damage was done.

      “You gave up being dormant to save your sister.”

      “Yes.”

      I looked at his eyes, the very essence that had brought me to life a year ago when I first saw them. I’d given up being dormant for my sister. Only he knew that even for saving her I wouldn’t endanger him. I hadn’t let him come because I cared too much. If I’d given up being dormant for her, I didn’t want to think about what I would do for him.

      “Now what are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to deal with it. Whatever happens from here, I’ll take care of it. I’m not hiding anymore. That didn’t get me very far last time,” I said.

      Only then did I realize he hadn’t spoken. My shield was in tatters, and despite that, I sighed in contentment, leaning against him. He was safe, my sisters were safe, and I was alive. For the first time since my parents died, I was glad of it.

      In fighting death, I’d realized how much I wanted to live.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 54

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ms. Foster, we would like to have a chat with you.” Vonlowsky barged into the room without even knocking, and Headmaster Daizlei followed. This must be the backlash I was waiting for.

      “What do you want?” I sighed.

      For some reason, Vonlowsky always put me on edge. Perhaps because he’d known long before anyone else that I wasn’t using my true ability. Aside from that, the man lacked manners. I didn’t understand how he was able to get along with members of the Council.

      “You recently hijacked a jet from the Council without permission, threatened its pilot, left campus to hunt down demons, and only narrowly escaped with your life. I don’t believe you’re in a position to have an attitude, Ms. Foster,” he snarled.

      “And I don’t believe you’re in a position to be questioning me, but here you are,” I said icily.

      His gaze narrowed.

      “We’re not here to question you, Ms. Foster, we would just like to talk,” Headmaster Daizlei said as he tried to smooth things over. The man was several hundred years old and had mastered the act of choosing one’s battles wisely.

      “About?” I asked.

      “A number of things . . . ” He glanced around the room as if he were interested in it, but I knew the meaning behind his words.

      “My ability,” I summed up for them.

      “Of course—”

      “Among other things,” Daizlei assured me, cutting Vonlowsky off.

      “Well, can you cut to the chase? My sisters are going to be here soon,” I said with a certain distaste.

      “It’s been brought to my attention that we have a prodigy in our midst. I’ve been asked to move you up to a senior Advanced Battle Simulation class. How do you feel about this?”

      I considered his proposition. With my ability back, I was even further above my peers. My sisters were also being moved up, which would allow me to keep an eye on them, and I was going to need to perfect my self-control and learn how to use my ability. If there was one thing I’d learned from the demons, it was that this was only the beginning. Someone was looking for me. Someone knew the truth. I needed to be able to protect my sisters—and myself—until I could hunt them down.

      “I’ll do it, but with the understanding that you don’t control me. If I say no, I mean it.”

      Vonlowsky’s face flamed with outrage. “Why, you insolent—”

      “Understood.” Daizlei again overrode Vonlowsky’s insult and agreed to my condition.

      “She is a child! I will not take commands from children, no matter how gifted they may be!” His gaze went between the headmaster and me.

      “I haven’t been a child in a long time. I grew up. Maybe you should do the same.” I shifted out of bed so that I was standing. Without the IVs, the process was so much easier. “I’ve been taking care of my sisters since I was ten years old. I got them through everything. Where were you guys when we manifested? When I had to cover up our abilities over and over again? When we moved from house to house because we weren’t wanted, and trouble followed us everywhere we went? My point: you weren’t there. None of you were, and now you suddenly think you’re in a position to make demands?”

      I didn’t raise my voice as I strode up to him. In the bare hospital gown I wore, my scars were very visible. His eyes went to my arms as I advanced.

      “In fact, where were you when three students disappeared on a trip you people took them on? I’ve been watching them for six years on my own, and I never once let them get into danger like that. You weren’t there. I had time to leave the Council—halfway across the world, let me remind you—and I still got there before anyone knew what had happened. I was the one who took the risk.” I paused, looking at my palms. “I was the one who was tortured.” His eyes flashed to my open palms as I ran my fingers over the scars. “I was the one who killed every single one of them. And I lived.” I clenched my hands into fists, and turned a hard glare on him. “Not you. We were surviving without you, so before you go assuming yourself superior to me just because of your age, think again.” I was directly in front of him now, and out of breath.

      He looked down at me, a ghost of a smirk crossed his lips, and I waited for the fire and brimstone. “I’m sorry. I owe you an apology.” There was no trace of mockery on his face.

      “What?” I stammered.

      “You’re right. You’ve been through more than the rest of your peers. You’re not naïve, and you’re not a little girl. You did take care of your sisters all those years, and you did save your sister—killing a number of demons in the process, not only dangerous but a nearly impossible feat.” He looked at Headmaster Daizlei before continuing. “I owe you an apology because you’re not a child, and though your actions were impulsive—and quite frankly, stupid—you still did what no one else could’ve done.”

      I stared at him, not able to make sense of the words coming out of his mouth. This arrogant asshole actually knew when someone had bested him. Who would’ve thought?

      “This doesn’t change anything.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” he agreed. “But I respect you, Selena, despite your flaws and insufferable attitude.”

      There was a knock at the door that had to be my sisters. I went and sat back on the metal hospital bed I was growing to hate.

      “Ms. Foster, I know there’ve been problems in the past, and that you don’t agree with everything that goes on here, but you’ve become part of this school. I don’t know if this counts for anything, but we’re proud to have you. You’ve exhibited courage I haven’t seen in a very long time, and I’ve been around a while.” He paused when there was another knock at the door.

      “Come in,” I called.

      The latch opened, and Alexandra peeked around the door.

      “We were just finishing up,” I told her.

      The door opened the rest of the way, and she and Lily walked in. Vonlowsky left silently with the headmaster following him once again. He paused at the door.

      “Have a good summer, ladies. I look forward to seeing all of you next year.”

      He was right. We would be back next year, because oddly enough, Daizlei Academy had become home.
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      “I’m sorry, Selena. This is my fault.” Lily ran her fingers over my scars.

      I shrugged. “You didn’t take the knife to me. Besides, they’ve kind of grown on me.” I attempted the half-smile that Lucas always made look so easy. When Lily cracked a smile at me, I knew I’d failed. Alexandra laughed tightly; it was too strained. As much as I wanted to ease Lily’s burden, it was hers to bear.

      “I know you’re trying to make me feel better.”

      “Is it working?” I smiled.

      She tried to laugh, but there was sadness in it. “I need to tell you something,” she said.

      “I’m listening.”

      “Do you remember back when I asked you to teach me how to fight?”

      I nodded.

      “When you two refused to teach me, I was mad. So mad that I went to Elizabeth, and she agreed. All the bruises and times I was missing were because she was teaching me how to fight. She always said, ‘be aggressive,’ and, ‘pain is for wimps.’ I thought about backing out and quitting a couple times, but she always talked me back into it.” Tears slowly streamed down her face. The guilt was consuming her. Someone had to pay.

      “Somewhere along the way, I changed. My powers changed. I was always so angry and exhausted. One day when I was fighting her, it happened. I learned that I could take energy just like I could give it. After that, I started to get power hungry.” The killing gene . . . I was going to need to address that with her very soon. The sooner she knew, the sooner she would realize there was hope—in self-control.

      “When we were in California, she told me to go with her. I didn’t really question it because it was Elizabeth, and we’d been fighting for months and never got caught. I didn’t think anything bad would happen, and then . . . and then it did. She told me she just had to take care of something, and that she needed my help. Then the demons came, and I panicked. I called you when they threw us in the room, but they caught me and smashed my phone. I’m so sorry . . . ” She broke down into sobs, and I held her.

      “It’s okay now. It’s all over, Lily,” I whispered.

      One thing had become very clear: Elizabeth had betrayed my trust, and that was not okay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 56

          

        

      

    

    
      I knocked lightly on her door.

      “It’s open,” her sharp voice said.

      I clicked the latch and walked in, closing the door behind me. In an all-too-familiar metal bed was my blond-haired, gray-eyed cousin, Blair. When I’d lost it on the demons in the warehouse, they hadn’t been the only ones affected. Blair had been thrown through a double-paned window and landed on the glass. Now her body was covered in scars, and although they hadn’t been inflicted the same way as mine, she too wore hers with pride. We had survived.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Could be worse,” she said. She eyed my bare arms, but I didn’t flinch or move to cover myself.

      “When are they going to release you?” I walked around her bed to sit in the vacant chair.

      “Three days. Love says my ribs should be healed enough to walk by then.” She groaned, and the words “I’m sorry” came to my lips. It was my fault, after all, but it was also my doing that we were alive, and for that alone I think she forgave me.

      “I have to ask you about someone,” I said seriously, ditching the idle chitchat.

      “Elizabeth.”

      “Yes, I need to know exactly how you ended up in that warehouse.” I didn’t say it, but in the last week, these two sisters had switched in mind. For once, I actually admired Blair; the girl not only had strength, but spirit. The spirit of a survivor. Elizabeth, however, had made my shit list.

      “If I tell you, I want you to do me a favor because I can’t do it myself right now.” There was anger in her voice—a deadly anger that held promise.

      “Agreed.” I didn’t bother to ask. I had to know, and whatever her condition, it was worth it.

      “A while back, my dearly beloved sister went on a trip to the black market in Vegas. Where she happened to run into some very wicked people.”

      “Demons.” Realization dawned on me—the book from all those months ago; the first sign of her betrayal.

      A shadow of rage moved behind her eyes, but the physical pain she was in kept it at bay. While her wounds might not have been quite as severe as my own, I was much stronger. I healed faster, and I had Lily. No one had healed Blair because they’d had me to deal with. Now I could walk, and probably even run, but she was confined to this metal prison. I understood the frustration.

      “She stumbled onto a conversation, and even though she didn’t understand what she’d overheard, they said all knowledge has a price. Her price was her life. So she made a deal with them to save her own ass. Three souls for hers. Instead of doing the right thing and telling someone, she decided to handle it by herself. She claimed it was because they said they’d kill her if she went to anyone. The catch is that you can only trade blood relatives.”

      “Lily . . .” I murmured.

      “Oh, I’m not even at the good part yet. She’d already agreed to train your sister to fight, but she needed two others.” She paused as if considering how to say the next thing.

      “Wait . . . if Lily was the first—”

      “During your final match before the championships, she started the fight between Lily and April. Then she told Tori about it, because she knew you would come if there was any chance Lily was in trouble, and you would forfeit. Meaning you wouldn’t go to the championships and you’d be in California with the rest of us.”

      Oh my god.

      “How did she know you would go?” I whispered.

      “I’m her sister, for god’s sake, Selena. Do you really think I’m so apathetic that when my sister told me she needed me that I wouldn’t go? She’s my sister . . . and she’s a coward. She told us she needed our help and to go with her. She tried to get Alexandra to go, but your sister was smarter than the rest of us. The second we were inside the warehouse, they grabbed us and threw us into the room. All of us. She knew she needed one more person, so she told Lily to call you, that you were the only one who could help.”

      I had trusted her, and she’d not only betrayed my trust but also tried to kill me.

      “She took us there to die.” Her voice was stone-cold.

      “Who told you this?” I asked, getting up.

      “The infamous Elizabeth herself.” She smiled a bitter smile.

      “Why would she tell you all this?”

      It couldn’t be true . . . she wasn’t that stupid.

      “Because when she found out you were alive, she knew you would start asking questions and eventually come for her. She came to me for advice because she thought I would forgive her, and protect her.”

      I stared, openmouthed, but only for a moment.

      I was pissed.

      I was at the door, ready to leave. “Selena,” she said, stopping me.

      “What?”

      “My favor . . .” she murmured. “I didn’t forgive her, and I never will. I want revenge, and I know you can take it for me even when I can’t.” She spoke so softly, and her words sealed Elizabeth’s death warrant.

      I turned to her. “Consider it done. You didn’t even have to ask.”

      Blair and I understood each other. We’d never been friends, but she was my equal. One of the few.

      When I got to elevator, I mashed the button over and over. I couldn’t get up to the ground level fast enough. As the doors opened, I slipped out silently and walked down the hall to the double doors that led outside.

      Above me, the giant glass clock chimed, and I headed for the cafeteria. Dinner was over, and Elizabeth was there.

      People stared openly as I passed. I still technically hadn’t been released by Ms. Love, and this was the first time anyone had seen me in while. I was faintly aware that my scars tingled in the fresh air, but all thoughts disappeared as Elizabeth came strolling out of the cafeteria. I stopped and let her keep walking for a few feet. She was playing on her phone and didn’t notice me. Until she ran smack into me.

      “Excuse you—” She glanced up. Her eyes widened, and I heard that coward heart skip a beat as it drummed in her chest. I grabbed her cell and tossed it over my shoulder. She took a step back, but I advanced on her.

      “You stupid, lying bitch!” I swung at her face, and red clouded my vision. She didn’t have time to react. “You didn’t actually think you’d get away with it, did you?”

      “I’m sorry!” she screamed. Blood, snot, and tears ran down her face.

      “Liar,” I shouted. Using my mind, I threw her back thirty feet and straight through the glass doors of the cafeteria. It was only fitting she had scars to match ours—her victims.

      I mentally dragged her back across the concrete to me. Bloody scrapes and gashes covered her body, and she was trembling.

      I picked her up by her hair. “This is for lying to me.” I punched her.

      She dropped to the ground, unconscious, but I picked her up again—this time by her neck.

      “This is for Blair.” I hit her again.

      I threw her down with a thud and kicked her mercilessly. A crowd had gathered around me, and people were trying to pull me off her. No one was strong enough.

      “And this, this is for what you did to Lily!” I dropped on top of her. I punched her again, and again, and again. My anger refused to fade.

      “Selena!” Alexandra yelled in the distance.

      Someone else was trying to pull me off her—and they were succeeding.

      That can’t be right . . .

      “Selena, stop this,” Lucas murmured in my ear.

      I ignored him.

      “Selena, you’re killing her.” His voice was urgent, and he placed his hands over mine, pulling me back.

      “Get her out of here,” Alexandra instructed from somewhere, but my head was spinning with rage.

      I fought and struggled with him as he dragged me into a building and then a room. I wanted to kill her, and the rage within was urging me on. It told me it wouldn’t be satisfied until she was dead. I was more than willing to comply, except that Lucas had me pinned to a wall inside a dorm room I’d never seen before.
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      “Selena, stop it.”

      “No.” I grunted, trying to shove him off me and get to the door.

      “Selena.” He shook me, hard enough to rattle my teeth.

      “Stop. Why do you even care? Stay out of it.” I lashed out, struggling with him.

      “This isn’t you. Snap out of it.” He shook me harder.

      “Stop!” I pushed him across the room, both with my body and mind.

      He hit the wall and fell to the ground.

      I blinked, and my heart sank. “No . . . ” I whispered and ran to him, only to stop a foot away. I reached for him, but stopped myself. I’d done enough.

      He groaned and started to get to his feet.

      I backed away. I’d done it again, the exact thing I’d worried I would do. My temper and my ability were a deadly combination.

      “Are you okay now?” I could hear the concern in his voice.

      I only shook my head; I was still fuming. Power bubbled just beneath my surface, wanting to go off like an atomic bomb.

      He walked toward me.

      “Don’t,” I said, holding my hands up.

      “I’m not afraid of you, Selena.”

      “Well, you should be. You all should be! Lucas, I just threw you into the wall with my mind. I’m not safe yet. Stay back.” I was somewhere between arguing and pleading. I turned away from him to the wall and slammed my fist against it. A sound like thunder shot through the room, and a crack appeared in the wall. My throat closed as I tried to keep my panic under control.

      My strength . . .

      “You need to leave,” I said between ragged breaths. I wasn’t sure of myself, even with him . . . I had to get things under control.

      “I’m not leaving you.”

      He put his hands on my shoulders. He tried to soothe me. But he was too close.

      “You need to relax,” he said calmly.

      “I can’t,” I whispered.

      “Let me show you . . . ” Something had changed in his eyes, as if he’d made up his mind about something.

      He brushed his lips over mine, unsure. A spark inside me caught, and the burning spread. I reached for him, running my fingers through his raven hair as I reeled him in. Nothing could have prepared me for the feel of his mouth, hot and ready against my own. There was no hesitation, and all the pressure I’d felt just . . . vanished. He slipped his tongue between my lips, tasting me, testing the boundary. If I thought I’d crossed the line in the past, I’d obliterated it completely this time. I let my tongue meet his, stroke for stroke, as he slid a hand into my hair, gently knotting his fingers through, tilting my head back.

      He wanted more.

      I let him take it.

      I hit the wall roughly, and a groan escaped my lips. His scent. His touch. I couldn’t get enough. I inhaled him greedily. God, did he smell good. He broke free, only to run his lips up my jaw. I tilted back, giving him better access. His kisses weren’t sweet, and I gasped when he nipped my ear. A shudder ran through me as I surrendered to him.

      “Selena.” He murmured my name like a prayer. A question.

      Yes. Yes. Yes.

      He groaned, pressing me into him. He moved his hands to my hips and brushed his fingers against the skin just beneath my shirt. My back arched, and his hands slipped lower, lifting me as he pinned me to the wall. I wrapped my legs around his waist, and my blood heated when I felt him pressed against me.

      Oh god, yes.

      “Say it, Selena. Say you want me.” His voice was rough. His breath made me shiver. He wanted this.

      My eyes opened.

      But it wasn’t his eyes I saw first.

      My gaze drifted over the room, which was destroyed. That pressure hadn’t disappeared; it had exploded. I just hadn’t realized it. Everything had been thrown away from me—the door wasn’t even on its hinges.

      I cringed. The heat left me as realization set in.

      I’d never consciously made the decision to be with him. I didn’t know if I wanted this, but I didn’t know if I didn’t want it either.

      “Selena,” he murmured. He sensed it; the change in me. His voice was almost a growl as it brought my attention back to him. To us.

      This had to stop.

      I pulled away, pushing him back.

      My feet hit the ground with a thud, and he stumbled.

      Lucas was gorgeous. Six-foot-two with a tan and smoldering green eyes. There was no denying it. He was smart. Athletic. Kind. Understanding. He knew me. Lucas knew everything about me, and he was perfect.

      But I couldn’t. Too much could happen when I lost control, and I now knew just how easy that would be with him. No, Lucas and I could never be anything.

      It was too dangerous.

      Relationships were messy. They required commitments. People were expected to act a certain way. Being more than friends would just mess everything up, and I did not want that. It was perfect like this; as friends. Nothing more, because then I’d lose him forever.

      “We can’t do this.”

      “Yes, we can. Listen to me, Selena.” There was a hint of desperation to his voice.

      No. I shook my head.

      “You think this is going to get any easier? You think people are going to forget about you? Nothing is going to be the same again. I can be there for you. I can be your rock. Stop backing away from me.” He reached out, but I was already too far gone.

      “You have to stop this, Lucas. You have to forget it ever happened.” I was guarded, already closed off from the possibility of anything with him.

      “What are you so scared of?” he asked in disbelief. Hadn’t he looked around?

      I wasn’t a damsel in distress.

      I was the dragon.

      “Everything,” I whispered.

      Without looking at him, I walked straight to the door. Just when I thought I had everything figured out, he came along and sprang this on me.

      How dare he?

      “Don’t walk away from me, Selena. You can’t just ignore me like you do everyone else.” Oh, he was angry. I couldn’t tell if it was at me, or himself. He should’ve actually considered what I might’ve felt before he did this. This was not on me.

      “But I can,” I said, kicking the fragments of wood out of my way as I stepped through the door.

      “Where are you going?” I could hear the hurt in his voice as he tried to come after me. He was scrambling, looking for anything to say to keep me with him.

      “I’m leaving.” Despite myself, I couldn’t walk away without taking one last look at him. I had to stop this. I only knew one way to do that, and he wasn’t going to like it. My gaze was cold, stopping him in his tracks.

      He searched my eyes, looking for any sign of warmth, but all he found was indifference. The only thing worse than hate was never caring at all. He had to believe I’d never cared. More than that, I had to believe it.
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      “When do you leave?”

      “Lucas told me he’d come get me when it was time to go.” Tori shrugged.

      I hadn’t seen Lucas since we’d kissed. It wasn’t like it was his fault. I was the one avoiding him. Of course, he would come by to get her. I had no time to avoid him now.

      “You have to come visit me in Tennessee this summer,” she insisted.

      “I will,” I agreed, zipping my bag shut. Finally, I had everything packed.

      “You know, if you wanted, you could come in a few weeks and stay all summer. Since Elizabeth’s goin’ to be at your aunt’s and all,” she suggested.

      “I might take you up on that. Is that okay with your parents?”

      “Yeah . . . they won’t mind—I’m sure.” She smiled, and I couldn’t help laughing. “I’m goin’ to miss you, Selena,” she said suddenly, hugging me goodbye.

      “I’m going to miss you too.” I hugged her back.

      I looked over Tori’s shoulder to see the one person I couldn’t stop thinking about. His eyes locked with mine, and I looked away. He sighed, confirming my suspicions. He was here to see me, and getting Tori was just the excuse.

      “Your brother’s here.”

      “My brother . . . you make it sound so formal, Selena. Like you don’t know him.” She laughed, but then, she didn’t know how close to the mark she was.

      “Ready to go?” he asked her, but his eyes were on me.

      “Almost,” she said, running to the bathroom, leaving us alone.

      I crossed my arms, keeping my demeanor cold.

      “Selena . . .” he murmured.

      I shook my head without glancing at him, and walked to the bathroom. “You need any help?” I offered.

      “Nah, I got it.” She walked out of the bathroom with a single toothbrush. If it weren’t for the tension I couldn’t push away, I would’ve laughed.

      “Bye, I’ll text you.”

      “Bye.” I looked up as she left.

      Lucas just stood there, and for second he caught my gaze again before following her. I sat in silence looking over my now empty room for I don’t know how long. Eventually, I couldn’t take it anymore. I had to do something to keep my mind off him. Off whatever this was.

      I started walking, intending to let my mind wander over anything but him. When I ended up next to the boxing gym, I knew my mind had plans of its own. I was turning to walk away when voices caught my ear.

      “Are you certain Selena’s the one?” Headmaster Daizlei’s voice drifted to me.

      “Yes. She looks just like him. I’m certain it’s her,” Vonlowsky said.

      “This is one of the biggest secrets in our history, Vonlowsky. I’m going to need more than looks.”

      “I’ve talked to him. We’re certain it’s her. The age is right, the look, her personality . . .  if you look at her past, the timeline adds up.”

      What the hell? The demon had said I was the one too. But what does it mean?

      That was the only thing I’d left out in my retelling of what happened—the real reason they’d tortured me.

      My phone buzzed, and I jumped. Alexandra’s name lit up the screen.

      “Hey,” I answered in a hushed tone.

      “The plane’s leaving. Like, where are you?”

      “Coming.” I dropped the call.

      I didn’t have any more time to listen to their conversation. I sprinted out the door without looking back and was at the jet in seconds.

      “Nice of you to make it,” Alexandra said sarcastically.

      I ignored her and took a seat next to the window. As we left the ground behind, I thought about what they could’ve meant. As Daizlei disappeared, and thoughts of Lucas, Elizabeth, and the summer ahead took its place, I decided it could wait. After all, we would have next year, and the year after . . .

      Then again, everything could wait. For once, I was going to enjoy this small peace of mind—because as soon as this plane landed, the reality was going to set in. I would have to sit next to the girl who’d agreed to trade my soul to demons—and try not to kill her.

      Again.
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      Pain had always brought me release—specifically, causing someone else’s pain. In the past, it had always brought clarity, but now…I didn’t know what was wrong with me. The killing in the warehouse hadn’t sated my demons for long, nor had almost ending Elizabeth in a fit of rage. It didn’t matter that I’d kept my distance after our altercation on Daizlei’s campus. Nothing would quell the monster that had woken inside me, and I think Mariana saw that when she decided to push me away. She didn’t kick me out, not really. But when she booked Lily’s ticket to Bella, she didn’t hide that she wanted me gone too.

      It wasn’t unexpected given what bad shape Elizabeth was in. Alexandra had caused third-degree burns two days before she’d left for Milan. But I only had to glare in her direction, and the girl went into an all-out panic attack. I wasn’t the one she needed to fear, though. Blair’s icy wrath was far worse than any pain I would inflict on her—and I had bigger problems anyway. People to hunt. Monsters to kill.

      Months had passed, and nothing had changed. No one had come for me, or my sisters. I never forgot, though, the real reason we’d ended up in that warehouse. The reason the demons had even sought Elizabeth out in the first place, despite how easy it was to blame her for everything. Someone was hunting me.

      But in this game of cat and mouse, I’d become the lion. I would find them, and they would pay for the pain they’d caused. For the scars they’d given me.

      It was only a matter of time.
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      Eyes were watching me as the bus pulled up to my final stop.

      Nashville—home to the man who plagued my dreams, and his unrelenting little sister. Three months had passed, and I had bigger things to worry about, yet it was my green-eyed partner that kept me from peace. After everything that had happened, I should’ve been free. Not being dormant should’ve released me from what had been haunting me for years.

      I wasn’t free.

      I turned to look out my window, swallowing the frustration like a bitter pill. Tori’s crop of blond hair and bright green eyes greeted me from the sidewalk.

      This is it.

      I forced a smiled as I moved to get off the bus. The summer had passed, and during that time, Lucas had managed to call me every single day, even though I never answered. Never responded to his texts. I danced around the subject when Tori asked what was wrong with him, because I didn’t know. I could guess, though.

      I cared about him. I could finally admit it to myself. But that didn’t change my decision. He was my friend, and a stolen kiss at the wrong moment didn’t make him more. No matter how attractive he was. I didn’t really know what we were now, and showing up at his house after so long…well, it would be interesting, to say the least.

      I stretched slowly, a stir near the front catching my attention. A man had risen, his features slightly obscured by the hat and trench coat he wore. He moved lithely, but slowly. As if he were waiting for something. For a moment, my mind flashed to the warehouse, and the demons that had hunted me. My pulse slowed, and the beating in my chest brought a sickening panic as the pressure behind my eyes built to a searing heat.

      I needed to think. To act.

      I glanced sideways. Another man was approaching Tori, dressed much the same.

      Fuck.

      This was an ambush.

      My training overrode the panic as I grabbed my bag and swung it over my shoulder, slipping the knife I always kept on me out of my boot. I moved to get off the bus, but the first guy blocked my way.

      Big mistake.

      He reached for me faster than I’d expected, but not fast enough. I clutched the knife, blade pointed up as I yanked it through the air. He hissed, revealing fangs. Black blood splattered, and his hand fell between us. I was moving to get past him when a scream pierced my ears.

      Tori.

      I wanted to go to her, to help her, but my pursuer was relentless, even without his hand. All around me, panic rose as the humans started to recognize the monsters in their midst. I had to end this, and get to her.

      I stepped back and slammed my foot into his chest when he attempted to lunge forward. His eyes widened at the last second, but he couldn’t move fast enough to avoid me in these close quarters—not that there was anywhere to go but out. He flew through the windshield and onto his ass on the street. Face-up on the pavement, where the Tennessee sun would weaken his senses just enough that I had a chance of winning this fight.

      Another scream ripped through the air, and it didn’t take me long to find the source. Scraped and bruised, Tori was on her knees before the damn bloodsucker. He gripped her hair tightly, revealing a tanned patch of flesh he probably found appetizing. Her fear was palpable in the sweat that slicked her skin and trailed down that precious artery pumping blood like a battle drum. Her eyes were glassy.

      “Come with us or the girl dies.” His voice was quiet. No human could’ve heard him. I almost wished I hadn’t, the way that unnatural voice slithered over me. Like a taint I couldn’t cleanse.

      “Who sent you?” I demanded through gritted teeth. The last thing I needed was a showdown in front of humans, but they’d crossed a line, and I would make them pay. The air tasted stale, and dirty blood filled my nostrils with a stench I couldn’t ignore. It was the blood of the something long dead, even though they’d never been alive.

      “You’ll find out soon enough.” He smirked, revealing blood-tipped fangs, and I realized Tori was already bleeding from a bite wound on her arm.

      My blood boiled, matching the tempo of the exposed artery on her neck.

      He had touched her. Defiled her.

      “I’d rather send a message,” I spat. My ability rose like a tidal wave I couldn’t contain. A fire so hot it could’ve scorched the sun.

      He froze, but not out of fear. He was no longer in control of himself—of his own body. He was a puppet now. My puppet.

      “Send another messenger after those I care for, and your masters will lose more than their minions.”

      I felt the Vampire behind me as he tried to move silently and get the drop on me.

      “Freeze,” I commanded, and he became a statue. There was fear in the eyes of the one who’d attacked Tori, and rightfully so. I raised my hand, palm open to reveal one of my many scars.

      “I was attacked by seven demons three months ago. What makes you think you’re any match for me?” I walked toward him, feeling Tori’s eyes on me as she steadily became more aware again. My blood called for vengeance. For death.

      I looked into the Vampire’s black-tinted eyes. “Break.”

      Their screams as every bone in their bodies snapped were music to my ears. I wanted to push harder, grind their bones until there was nothing left but dust. Turn their warbled screams into the most beautiful melody and dance to the lovely music they were making just for me. But Tori wasn’t looking so hot.

      I released my hold on them, and they crumpled to the ground. Not dead. Never alive. Nonetheless, they would heal, and we needed to be long gone when they did.

      I dropped to my knees in front of Tori. We only had one chance at escape.

      “Get us out of here.”
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      Blackness. I couldn’t escape. It followed me. Hunted me. I could say that the demons hadn’t affected me and the Vampires couldn’t hurt me all I wanted, but Tori could tear me apart. The ground rose under me in an instant, but I still clung to her. Wanting to silence the voices that screamed for me, at me.

      People were shouting. Running. They had followed us. I summoned a wall around us, and squeezed my eyes shut. Trying to escape my nightmare. I needed to wake up.

      “Selena,” Tori whispered.

      I didn’t respond. Couldn’t. Darkness was coming for me.

      “Selena, you have to stop. We’re safe,” she coaxed.

      Just enough for me to look up. Darkness. Purple and black energy encased us in a dome. Impenetrable. Unyielding. This wasn’t her, though. This was me. I had summoned power, and it bent to my will.

      “Selena!”

      The voice shook me to my core.

      My shield shattered.

      Lucas was here.

      We were safe.

      The power withdrew into me as I came back to my senses, taking in the world around me. The wind blew softly, gently kissing my cheeks, calming my thundering heart. And standing before me was the very man I’d avoided for three months.

      His hair was longer and his tan deeper, making his eyes seem brighter. Smoldering. Last time I saw him, we were both closed off and guarded, neither wanting to yield. This time, he was nothing but emotion. And I wanted him.

      He cocked his head to the side, and his eyes flared. Reality hit me, and I slammed down my walls, closing him out once more. I could deal with my traitorous body later. Tori’s blood dripped down my hand, and I turned my attention back to her, vaguely aware of the other Supernaturals surrounding us, who I could only assume were her parents. She shuddered and fell apart in my arms. I breathed in the smell of her hair and exhaled deeply. The scent of blood and fear wafted from her. She succumbed to tears as I rocked her.

      “What happened?” Mrs. Hunter asked.

      “We were attacked by vampires. One of them bit her before we escaped.” Someone was after me, and they were getting desperate. Today’s fight had been sloppy. Maybe they’d hoped I wouldn’t make a scene and just go with them, but sending Vampires after me in broad daylight was unwise.

      “Oh my god.” She stumbled toward us, reaching for her daughter, who I had no intention of releasing. I’d heard enough about this woman from Lucas and Tori that I didn’t trust her as far as I could throw her.

      “She’ll be okay. They didn’t kill her, which means she won’t transition as long as she lives.” I moved to inspect her bite. There were two somewhat large incisions on the inside of her upper arm. They continued to bleed, but it was slowing.

      “We need to get her inside. Tonight will be rough. Her body will begin the transition, but in a few days, she’ll be back to normal.” I stood, pulling her with me.

      Her shuddering was getting worse, though, and she teetered into me.

      “I can take her—” Her dad stepped forward, but I’d already scooped her up in my arms. She weighed almost nothing.

      “I got it. Where’s somewhere quiet with no windows?”

      “My room,” Lucas said instantly.

      His parents followed as he led me into their massive log cabin. I took note of the high-beamed ceilings and skylights as we descended into the darkness of a stairwell. His parents hung back as the light of the sun faded, giving way to dim lighting that was still more than enough for any Supernatural.

      Part of me wanted to see whatever secrets he hid down here—a part I kept shoving down because I wanted to hit her on the head for being a hormonal idiot. My attention needed to be elsewhere. Still, I had to focus on Tori to keep from gaping when the basement opened to a massive library—not of books, but music. Artists from every age lined the wall in front of me, all the way from Beethoven to the Beatles. I turned away to follow Lucas deeper into his room. Boxing equipment littered the floor, a more expected sight, really, given his commitment to the sport, and pride swelled in me. Misplaced pride. He wasn’t mine. I didn’t have a right to be proud of him. I cursed the attraction I was struggling to fight and forced myself forward.

      On the opposite wall from the albums was his bed. It was massive, yet simple. Black wood made up the frame and gray sheets adorned it. I laid Tori down, and my gaze skimmed over his couches for a heavier blanket. He appeared at my side, throwing one over his sister. Her shuddering eased, and she started to drift into sleep. I hoped for her sake that she stayed that way for the next two days. The transition wasn’t kind to the body, and with her being in shock, it was likely to be worse.

      I turned away from her, only to come face-to-face with Lucas. His eyes burned with emotion. I was on edge, though, and this wasn’t the time.

      “Lucas, I don’t have time for thi—”

      He stopped me, and my words fell short at the anguish in his eyes. His jaw was hard, set, and he was far too close. Thinking of him over the summer had been one thing, but being near him caused a constriction in my chest so sharp that I didn’t know how to respond when he grazed my cheek with his fingertips—scattering my sanity until I was only holding on by a thread. This wasn’t how I was supposed to act, but when he spoke, I couldn’t keep from being pulled in.

      “Do you know I’ve waited three months to hear you say my name?”

      I opened my mouth. Closed it. Now was when I ran. I had to run. I needed to. He wasn’t giving up so easily, though, and he reached out to stop me as I turned to leave.

      “I know what you did today. I know you’re struggling. You saved my sister from a fate worse than death. I can never repay that. Let me help you, Selena.” His touch on my wrist drove me crazy. This unexplainable urge to touch, to feel, overwhelmed me.

      I leaned into him, and the scent of the outdoors ensnared me. His scent.

      He inhaled sharply, and I cursed myself.

      “Stay away from me.” I threw up my walls and turned to flee. Back to safety, back to light, back to his parents who were waiting to hear what had happened to their daughter.

      “Anything but that,” he whispered.

      I heard it halfway up the stairs.
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      “Mr. and Mrs. Hunter, I’m Selena. I wish I was meeting you on better terms.” I extended my hand to them.

      I stood in the doorway to the main house, and the stairs creaked as Lucas followed me up. Mrs. Hunter stared at the scars I never bothered to cover. Scars from a demon blade wound down my arms, and a six-pointed star was etched into my skin just below the hollow of my throat—clearly more than she was comfortable with. I didn’t want to see how she would react to the one that covered my back.

      “Would you rather I put long sleeves on?”

      She looked taken aback that I was straightforward enough to address her very obvious aversion to my scars, but I wasn’t challenging her. As stiff as it was, this was my attempt at being cordial.

      Mr. Hunter stepped forward and quickly took my hand, since it was clear she had no intention of doing so. “I apologize for my wife. We’ve never dealt with something like this… Your scars—you aren’t what we expected.” He paused, drawing in a deep breath. “I’m sorry, but we need to know what happened.” His voice was compassionate, but I didn’t miss the suspicion rearing its head.

      “The Vampires ambushed them. Selena did everything in her power to protect Victoria. This isn’t her fault,” Lucas growled from behind me.

      His mother’s dark eyes narrowed as they flicked between us. Clearly, he’d read both her mind and mine, and she wasn’t pleased.

      That makes two of us.

      “Why don’t we take a seat,” Mr. Hunter quickly interjected before anyone else’s toes were stepped on. He steered Mrs. Hunter into the living room by the small of her back, while Lucas and I followed. This family dynamic seemed odd, and very unlike the one I’d known until it was ripped away from me. Lucas tensed, and I carefully masked my face as I shoved him from my mind. This day had already taken a strange turn, and I didn’t need to add to it.

      His parents took their places on the loveseat, and I made a beeline for one of the chairs, but that didn’t stop him from taking the one next to it, only separated from me by a small end table. I gritted my teeth and turned to his parents, ready for the suspicion in his mother’s eyes that wasn’t completely unfounded. Not like I was going to tell them that though.

      “My bus was pulling up to the stop when I saw Tori. As I made my way to the front, I noticed the first Vampire.” I kept eye contact with Mrs. Hunter. She seemed to be the steelier of the two, and her eyes narrowed at the mention of Vampires. Good. Even for a controlling bitch who pitted her sons against each other, she wasn’t stupid. She wasn’t so apathetic as not to care.

      “When I heard Tori scream, I took care of them, and she teleported us out. That’s all I know, but I promise you that whoever’s behind this is going to pay in blood when I find them.” Tearing my eyes away from the Hunters, I stared down at my palm. The six-pointed star forever sealed into my flesh. I clenched my fists.

      “And how did you ‘take care of them?’” Mrs. Hunter asked harshly.

      “I disabled them,” I murmured. “That’s all you need to know.”

      Her mouth pressed into a thin line, but as much as she didn’t like that answer, I wasn’t in a good place to go into every gory detail. I needed to replay it, and dissect it, and pull apart every scream, every glance, every word until I knew what I wanted to tell them and what was too important to give away. I needed time.

      “That’s my daughter downstairs. I want to know what you did—”

      “With all due respect, Mrs. Hunter, that is your daughter downstairs. You should be thankful she’s still breathing, and less concerned with how I dealt with the threat. She’s not the only one who was attacked, and I need to process what happened.” I was careful to keep the contempt out of my voice, masking it with shock.

      It should’ve been an easy enough sell, but something about her thinning lips and cold eyes said she wasn’t buying it.

      Mr. Hunter patted her knee, and something passed between them when their eyes met.

      Telepaths.

      Not good, but not entirely unexpected. No two gifts were ever the same, but almost all of them were passed through genes. The abilities that weren’t…they were more of a curse.

      “We can leave the how for another time. I want to know why they were there in the first place. Why attack?” Mr. Hunter said.

      All three pairs of eyes turned to me, and the lie was out of my mouth without hesitation.

      “I have no idea. I plan on finding out, though.” I shook my head in disgust at what they’d done to Tori. Biting a Supernatural was an act of war, and we were already on the brink of it.

      “Attacks have been happening all over the world in the last few months. Supernaturals are being attacked in their homes. On the streets. These are dangerous times,” Mr. Hunter said, seemingly lost in thought.

      Mariana hadn’t told us. “Do you think the Council will act?” I asked. My knowledge of my world’s inner politics was spotty at best.

      “I honestly don’t know how this is going to play out with everything else going on...” He paused, turning to his wife. “It’s time to bring Alec home, provided the Fortescues can spare him.”

      Lucas tensed next to me, but Mrs. Hunter only nodded.

      I sighed when she threw me one last disapproving look before leaving the room.

      “Do you really think that’s necessary?” Lucas said quietly to his father.

      “I understand your hesitation, but Victoria was bitten, and perhaps Alec can help us get justice for your sister. At the very least, he’ll likely be able to shed more light on what’s going on at Court to cause these attacks.” Mr. Hunter pinched the bridge of his nose and inhaled slowly.

      “What exactly has been happening? If Supernaturals are being attacked, why has the Council done nothing?” I asked, leaning forward and bracing my arms on my knees.

      “Every week or so for the last two months, we’ve been getting news of Supernaturals being attacked in their homes. Most killed, but some taken.” He paused, and a shiver went down my spine. Taken was a delicate way to say they’d either been turned or tortured. “The Council has been gridlocked. Some believe we need to respond with force, others want to form a coalition with the Vampires—a truce to end the killing. With Aldric stepping down soon, and Anastasia taking his place as heir…it seems very unlikely any truce will be made.”

      Lucas clenched his hands, no doubt remembering the invasive and aggressive heir to the Fortescue empire. “With the family member of one of the Fortescues’ own ambassadors being attacked, though…this could change things.” A crease formed between his eyebrows.

      Mrs. Hunter’s footsteps clicked sharply as she entered the room, a small smile on her lips. Lucas sighed, and I knew what was coming.

      “Alec will be here tomorrow afternoon. The Council is meeting tonight to come to a decision about Victoria. You’ll be asked to give testimony upon his arrival. Hopefully, nothing will be forgotten while you process.” She pinned me with her stare, waiting for a response.

      “Of course. I would expect nothing less.” I met her gaze, ignoring the latter comment.

      A wicked smirk painted her lips for a moment, and I clutched the arms of the chair, my confidence faltering.

      What did I just agree to?
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      Scalding hot water ran down my back. Only hours had passed since Mrs. Hunter told us that Alec would be returning. I’d hoped I would find peace here—that the demons that had plagued me for months would disappear. Here I was, though, with the people I’d missed most, only to find those demons come to life. Tori had been attacked because of me, and with her being in the transition, I couldn’t confirm what she knew. She’d gone into shock when she was bitten, and it was very likely she hadn’t been able to process what I was saying when I told them to send a message.

      Stupid.

      How could I have let my anger get the best of me? I could’ve taken them down without revealing anything, and yet I’d sent a message—that I wasn’t their prey, but their predator. My hands clenched.

      I gasped.

      Dropping the razor, I stared at the blood running through the water then examined the chunk in my ankle. It burned like a bitch for a moment, but the pain receded as my body healed. Not even thirty seconds later, the mark was gone. Vanished. That shouldn’t have been possible. Healing this quickly was beyond unheard of, even for my kind. The only time I’d ever seen anything close to this was last March, when my sister had fixed her broken arm with energy she’d stolen from April. This was…not good, but I couldn’t stop myself from testing it again.

      I picked up the razor and bit my lip as I brought it down on my open palm. Pain shot through me, bringing me back to the warehouse. Memories flooded me as I collapsed to the floor. The razor broke apart, the pieces disintegrating into nothing, and a pounding shook the door, reverberating through the bathroom.

      “Selena, open the door!”

      I turned the shower off and wrung out my hair before wrapping myself in a towel. Opening the door, I stared at Lucas.

      “What just happened?” His gaze roamed over me from head to toe, but my already healed palm gave nothing away.

      “Nothing, I just—”

      “What is that?” He was staring at the shower.

      Scarlet droplets were splattered where the water hadn’t washed away the evidence. I sighed.

      “Goddamnit, Selena. Have you learned nothing about lying to me?” He closed the already small distance between us. I stepped back, but he advanced.

      “I know you cut your hand.” My back hit the glass door, and I had nowhere to go. He was everywhere.

      “Get out of my fucking head.” I glared at him defiantly, but he only glared right back and made no move to leave.

      “How are you already healed?” His gaze flicked to my palm.

      I clenched my fist and debating decking him just to remind him who he was talking to. “Since when do you get to make demands?” I snapped, digging my nails into the palms of my hands.

      He snatched up the hand I’d cut and ran his fingers over the unblemished skin. I wanted to scream at him for being so pigheaded and nosy. Instead, I pulled away, hoping he wouldn’t see them tremble. He was too close.

      “Answer the question, Selena.”

      My control was slipping, and I was going to cross a line. Damn my body. Damn this reaction. Damn it all. That wasn’t what I said, though, because that would’ve given him too much satisfaction. Instead, I said, “Get out. I’ll talk to you when I’m dressed.”

      He cocked his head to the side, as if he’d only now realized how little I was wearing. He lunged forward, closer than before but still not touching.

      He leaned close, his lips at my ear. His breath was warm, and a shiver ran through me. “Oh, believe me, I noticed,” he whispered.

      My eyes narrowed. Phantom hands threw him out of the bathroom and slammed the door. I exhaled unsteadily, and cursed my body, which refused to listen to my mind. Friends. We were supposed to be friends. No more.

      So why do I have this reaction everytime he’s near me?

      I dressed slowly, taking the time to think of what I was going to say to him. My cotton shirt brushed my skin, almost painfully. Ever since the warehouse, it was like my body had awoken into a whole new level of chaos. Faster. Stronger. More volatile than ever, and without boxing to channel it for the summer. Fortunately, I wasn’t the only one who’d left that warehouse changed, and it was those changes that had brought me Blair. Three months ago, I wouldn’t have thought that possible. She’d been bedridden and damaged, rattled to the core by Elizabeth’s betrayal. She’d grown up, though, and become the ice that ran through her veins. And it had all begun on the plane ride back to Mariana.

      “I want you to train me,” she said, taking the seat next to me before one of my sisters could get to it.

      “You don’t know what you’re asking,” I said dismissively. While we might’ve been equals, I really didn’t believe she had it in her to survive me. Not then.

      “Actually, I do,” she said icily. She turned and swept her hair from her face, showing me the white scars that covered her skin like snow. She raised her head defiantly, not backing down, even though I was the one who’d given them to her. My power had lashed out, throwing her through a window. She didn’t cower, though, when I reached out, running my fingertips across her cheek. She didn’t flinch.

      “Why?” I had to know her reasons. She had to have reasons.

      Her eyes darkened. “I will never be trapped again. I don’t just want to learn to fight. I need to kill. I won’t spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder.” She enunciated her words clearly.

      I looked into her eyes and didn’t see the girl I’d once thought was there. I saw an apprentice. A warrior. “If you train with me, that’s all you do. Your old life is over.” I was asking too much, more than anyone would give, but I had to know how far she was willing to go.

      “My old life died when my sister traded her life for ours.”

      I gave her the smallest of smiles. In that moment, my cousin had sold her soul to someone darker than the devil.

      Me.

      Not once in these last three months had she disappointed me. Blair was strong, as strong as I had been. Both our powers were maturing, though, and while her strength made her a champion among our kind, mine made me a god.

      It wasn’t all it was cracked to be, though. I’d taken three doors off the hinges this summer by accident, and nearly caused an earthquake the one time Blair nearly beat me to a pulp. My sense of touch was heightened in all respects, and while clothing was mildly uncomfortable, getting pounded on by fists made of solid ice was nearly unbearable. I still hadn’t learned how not to feel so much, or become desensitized to everyday things—like clothes and temperature.

      Masking my discomfort with ambivalence, I opened the door again. Crisp air brushed my flesh, and I spotted Lucas outside on Tori’s balcony. Taking a steadying breath, I walked around the bed and onto the porch. Dusk was setting, casting shadows across the mountains and forests in every direction.

      “There’s only one way I figure it’s possible for your hand to have healed within seconds of cutting it.” His voice was low as he turned to me. His eyes were molten green, so vivid in contrast to the pink sunset. “You’re stronger than you’ve led everyone to believe. Killing the demons last spring was only the beginning.”

      I could’ve lied if I’d wanted to, but there was no point because he already knew. He wasn’t guessing. “Yes.”

      He nodded, taking it in stride. He walked toward me, but I went to the railing, closing the balcony door with a flick of my wrist.

      “Who’s after you?”

      I stilled. No one knew about that. No one was supposed to. Yet Lucas did. “What are you talking about?” I said, keeping my back to him. It was beginning to sound like my go-to line every time he caught me in a lie.

      “I knew the second you arrived, Selena. Tori was waiting for you. I saw the entire thing through her eyes. You knew someone was after you, and you said nothing. You didn’t tell me, and I can only assume you’ve known since last spring.” He paused, and my heartbeat kicked up a notch as I neither confirmed or denied his suspicions. The silence must’ve been a confirmation of its own, though, when he followed up with, “The demons weren’t a coincidence, were they?”

      “No, they weren’t.” I didn’t try to hide it. We weren’t around his parents, who’d only barely bought that lie, and Lucas knew me better than anyone.

      “Why have you never said anything?”

      I didn’t answer.

      “Why didn’t you tell me, Selena?” he whispered in my ear. He ran his fingertips along the small of my back, grazing my sensitive skin.

      I tensed. Screw him. He knew exactly what he was doing.

      “No one can know. If people find out, they’re going to want to know why they’re after me, and I don’t have answers. If it were just my ability, this would’ve ended in the spring. Whoever’s hunting me would’ve gotten the hint. Which leads me to believe that there’s more going on then either of us know.” I turned, brushing against his chest.

      If my lies wouldn’t keep him at bay, maybe the truth would. Maybe he would finally see that my life was too messed up to have room for him in it. Maybe he would let me go.

      “No, I won’t, because even though you keep pushing me away, I love you.”

      Or not.
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      I stilled, and my hair whipped around us. I wanted to ask how the hell it was possible for him to read my mind so clearly now, but even I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t bring myself to completely ignore his confession.

      “I don’t expect a response. Why would I when I called you hundreds of times with no answer?”

      I stared into his beautiful green eyes, torn by indecision. By his proximity, and the ever-quieter voice in my mind that said something wasn’t right here.

      He laughed, a wretched, awful sound. “I wish I could’ve waited, that I could’ve told you when you were ready. I need you to understand that I love you unconditionally, though, and that I’ll do anything for you. We don’t have to put a label on this.” He motioned between us. “Whatever it is right now. I don’t expect anything more from you than I did before.”

      I stood, lips parted, unable to form a response.

      “I need you to be honest with me, though, because I don’t think you realize the hellfire that’s coming for you when my brother arrives.” He paused, searching my face for something that I didn’t know how to give. “Is there anything else you aren’t telling me?”

      I stared at him for what felt like an eternity, unable to process his proclamation of love. Truth. He was asking for the truth, and all of it. He didn’t realize that what he’d asked for was impossible to give. I doubted even I knew half the secrets I kept.

      “No.”

      He blew out a breath, and brushed strands of hair from my face. He was vulnerable, but standing here, he seemed so strong and sure of himself that I couldn’t find it in me to move away.

      “Good. Now we need to figure out how we’re going to get around my mother. She has every intention of interrogating you tomorrow by forcing Alec’s hand. The Council’s going to want a firsthand account of what happened, without any of the bias that comes with recounting it. She’s going to want you to drop your shields so that she can enter your mind to see the entire thing, play-by-play.”

      “That’s not going to happen. She can kiss my ass.” My tongue seemed to have found itself again.

      He smiled. “Luckily for you, her ability is very different from mine, and I suspect she won’t be able to get around your shields. You’re going to need to be vigilant, though, especially if she touches you. She can pick through your mind and see anything she wants—something the Council’s found very useful lately.” His voice soured on the word useful.

      “My shields are still up, so how are you getting around them?”

      He caught a strand of my hair in his fingers and played with it. “Your hair is so soft,” he murmured. He ran a hand through it, knotting it so he could tilt my face up.

      I should’ve stopped him, but we hadn’t crossed any boundaries yet.

      It’s just hair.

      Yeah, just hair. Sure. We’d go with that.

      What it was was my restraint slipping. I needed to stay on point.

      “How, Lucas? You can’t ask for answers without giving them.” I batted his hand away, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “Do you really want to know?” He cocked his head, monitoring my reactions.

      “Yes.” I gritted my teeth. His closeness was messing with my head, and the fireflies starting to come out added to the already-too-romantic mood. I cared for him, yes, but it wasn’t love. It was being sixteen and stupid. I knew that. Intellectually. Just like I knew he was enjoying this, but his next words were too simple, too easy, to be anything but a lie.

      “You let me in.”

      “Liar.” I pushed him back, and as unyielding as he’d always been, he moved. His eyes widened, and I could only guess why. Maybe my sudden strength was too much, or maybe he’d been under the impression that I would believe such blasphemous statements.

      “I’m not lying to you. Why do you think I started to hear more and more as the year went on? And now I can hear every fascinating thought that runs through that mind of yours, when you aren’t actively blocking me.”

      Fascinating thought? Nope. Not going there right now. We had bigger things to deal with.

      He sighed.

      “Getting back on subject, what’s your mom’s problem anyway? She seems to have a serious case of being a bitch,” I deadpanned.

      His lips quirked up in a grin that fell short. Ghosts haunted his eyes. “She wasn’t always this way…but living in this world changes people. My mother envies those more powerful. I’m surprised Tori didn’t warn you…” He trailed off, but I got the distinct impression that there was a lot more to this story than he was letting on.

      “She mentioned it, but I’ve been a bit absentminded lately.”

      “I knew you would be,” he said. Lucas probably thought I was thinking of him, but my thoughts turned to the summer, and the shitstorm I’d been dealing with because of that warehouse.

      I’d stayed away in the beginning of the summer for many reasons. Lily was, and still remained, unstable at best. She was a mess, unable to cope with the guilt of nearly getting us killed—no matter how many times I told her it would take more than a warehouse of demons. That response seemed to work less and less as the days went on, though, and her moodswings got worse. Her anger was rapid and unrestrained. She would lash out, breaking doors, throwing lamps, occasionally sending a fist through a wall. It worried me how little it took to get her there, because I recognized the demon in her eyes. I saw it in my own.

      While her anger troubled me, though, it was her depression that terrified me. Just as rapidly as she could throw a fist, she could turn into a sobbing mess—or even worse, become so apathetic that she was unresponsive. It was crushing to see her in distress, because I didn’t know what to do. She didn’t want to be coddled, but she couldn’t seem to pull herself out of it. Hell, she’d almost killed Elizabeth again last week, and I’d finally had to make the call to send her away, against her wishes. She would remain with her best friend Bella until Daizlei started up again next month. Maybe being away from everything would heal her in a way I couldn’t. Maybe then I could finally help her.

      I’d come here to help myself work through things, without the craziness of living under one roof with Elizabeth. To give myself time to think. To plan. I hadn’t even set foot off the bus, though, before trouble found me again.

      “Tori knows,” I said. The subject change was abrupt, and nearly as uncomfortable as the conversation.

      “What?”

      “Even if your mother can’t get around me, it won’t matter. She can just go through Tori’s mind and a get a firsthand account of what happened.” I leaned back against the rails, wishing I could just bask in the dying sun for a quiet moment. My brain didn’t know how to shut down anymore, though, and being here with him was only making it worse.

      “I’ll take care of my sister.” He rested his elbows on the rail next to me as he stared out.

      “And what exactly does that mean?” I pushed, turning to him.

      He raised an eyebrow at me, and I glared. “Not even you know all my tricks.” He grinned, clearly amused by my lack of knowledge. “I’ll make you a deal, tit for tat. If you’re honest with me, I’ll be honest with you.”

      “I have been honest, you prick. What are you getting at?” I fumed, making the door fly open. I winced, refusing to look.

      He only gave me that knowing look. “You need me right now, and you know it. For multiple things.” There was that word again, need. What I needed was a straight answer. “When you’re ready to be honest about that, I’m ready. Until then, I’ll be waiting.” He gave me a smug half smile, and the glass door shattered.

      Goddamnit. Clamp it down, Selena. Hold the leash. Force the power back. I breathed slowly.

      “Feeling a little on edge?” he prodded, running his fingertips along my cheek, and tucking my hair behind my ear. His scent hit me as he brushed his lips ever so lightly across mine then kissed the corner of my mouth.

      I swayed a little, and started to lean in—only to have him pull back.

      “I can fix that. Whenever you’re ready.” I didn’t miss the restraint it took for him to step away, but I was livid with myself nonetheless.

      “You can share my bed with Tori tonight, and I’ll take her room. Hopefully, it won’t be too…overwhelming.” He winked at me and left the balcony, stepping around the glass.

      As pissed off as I was at him for playing me like a fucking fiddle, I knew he meant exactly what he’d said. He wouldn’t force a label on me, or change the way we were, even if that was what he wanted. He would become what I needed, simply to be with me. And…I knew damn well how easy it would be to play this game. When the mind games were over, though, I didn’t think he would like what would be left of us. What would be left of him, when the fire burned out, and his heart was nothing but ash.
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      I lay in bed well into the morning, with Tori snuggled into my side. Last night had been terrible, for more reasons than one. She was up all night moaning, and a cold sweat still covered her. I shifted her head to my chest, feeling her forehead. Cold. She was ice cold, and yet she’d sweated through her clothes. I’d taken them off, worrying that the damp clothes would only make her colder. I brushed her hair back from her face, and bright green eyes stared up intently.

      “How are you feeling?” I murmured.

      “Thirsty,” she rasped, trying to sit up.

      I eased her off me and into a sitting position against the headboard. She cringed when I opened the mini-fridge next to the bed and light flooded the basement. I quickly shut the fridge door and handed her a bottle of water. Tori fumbled with the cap until I mentally loosened it for her then watched as she drained the bottle.

      “More,” she urged. Her voice was slightly stronger.

      I gave her another, and then another, before I held up a hand. “That’s not what you’re thirsty for, and we both know it. If you keep drinking, you’re going to throw up, and I don’t think you want to deal with that on top of fighting the transition.” I covered her with the comforter.

      The transition was the only way to become one of the Made, one of the two breeds of Vampire that plagued this world. The Vampires we’d run into were the Born, with eyes tinted black like the demons I’d slain. It was only fitting, really, since they hailed from the same beasts that haunted my nightmares. What I didn’t know was why Vampires, or said demons, had hunted me in the first place. I glanced at Tori, her eyes wide as a child’s and dilated.

      “You saved me.”

      “Yes. Did you think I wouldn’t?” I asked, my lips twitching as I bit down on my grin.

      She cracked a smile. “Not really, but…I was worried you’d be too late.”

      I nodded, looking away. What I didn’t tell her was that I’d thought I would be too. The Born weren’t something to mess with. Luckily for us, there were only two, and it was daylight. They could walk in the sun, but it wasn’t kind to their senses. That was the only reason we’d gotten away so easily, relatively speaking.

      “You’re going to be okay. Just don’t die in the next twenty-four hours.” I couldn’t imagine what I would’ve done if she’d died, especially in the transition. That would’ve… The only message I would’ve sent to whoever was hunting me was their messenger’s heads on a pike. The thought was more appealing every time it crossed my mind.

      Tori’s shaking started again, and I moved to grab her a blanket, but she shot her hand out, grabbing mine with a surprising strength.

      “I know you’re keepin’ secrets again. Someone sent them after you. I was just the collateral damage.” I opened my mouth to refute it, but she didn’t give me the chance. “You saved my life, though, so we’re even. I’ll keep your secret.”

      I loosed a shaky breath and pulled her into a tight embrace. “I’m sorry about what happened to you. I’m going to find whoever’s doing this and put an end to it. I promise,” I whispered.

      She winced, and I instantly released her. “I didn’t know ‘sorry’ was in your vocabulary,” she teased with a weary smile and tired eyes.

      I appreciated her attempt to lighten the conversation but seeing the bite mark on her only fueled my anger. “I mean it, Tori. Someone’s going to pay for what they did to you.”

      She took my hand and traced the scars. “Make them pay, but not for me. Make them pay for what they did to you.” She looked up with startling intensity.

      I gripped her hand in mine, and nodded once. It wasn’t enough for all this girl had done for me, but it would have to do. For now.

      Quiet footsteps came from the stairs that I recognized as Lucas’s. “Help my sister get dressed and go upstairs. Alec is here,” he said from the bottom of the stairs. His voice sounded strained, but I didn’t ask.

      Tori squeaked and tried to climb around me.

      “Wait,” I ordered, forcing her to sit. I walked over to the long dresser and pulled drawers open. All the clothes were way too big for her, but I grabbed a pair of sweats with an elastic waistband and a baggy shirt. After rolling the sweats a few times, I gave up on getting them tight. At least she was covered.

      “Thanks,” she mumbled when I put an arm around her waist and leaned down to pick her up.

      “I got it,” Lucas said, coming around the corner.

      “It’s really no—”

      “I got it,” he repeated. Meeting my eyes, he scooped her up and cradled her to his chest. “After you,” he insisted, and waited for me to go first.

      Why’s he acting so bizarre this morning? I waited, staring at him suspiciously. What’s he playing at?

      He smiled smugly with that stupid half-grin on his face, while Tori hurried me along. “Selena, I want to see my brother. Hurry up!”

      I gave him a distrustful glare as I turned to the stairs. Light was coming from the top, and I could make out his parents’ voices.

      “I don’t know what’s taking so—”

      “Good morning, Mr. and Mrs. Hunter.” I smiled brightly, and turned to the blond-haired stranger. “You must be Alec. I’m Selena,” I said, but made no move to extend my hand.

      “I’ve heard so much about you. Speaking of which, where’s my darling sister?” His golden eyes assessed my closed posture and fake smile.

      There were footsteps behind me, and I moved out of the doorway to give them room. Alec’s expression lit up with actual joy when he saw Tori, but it was short-lived. When Lucas set her down, she stumbled two steps before Alec caught her.

      “I haven’t seen you since Christmas. What have you been doing?” Tori asked, sighing in contentment when he picked her up.

      “I’ve been busy, little sister. My mistress has had a lot on her plate these past few months, and so I’ve been sent to deal with the other Councils in the meantime.” His answer was both vague and intriguing.

      “But—”

      “Please, Victoria. I’ll be here for a few days, so we can catch up soon. I promise. Right now, I need to find out what happened yesterday. The Council sent me here to gather information, and we need to know how you survived.”

      She went still in his arms, as if it had only just occurred to her that he was here on Council business. “Of course,” she said sourly, pursing her lips.

      He sighed. “Why don’t we take a seat and get this figured out, and then I’m yours for the rest of my time here.” He made it sound like an offer, like she had a choice as he carried her into the living room. She huffed softly when he laid her down on the couch.

      “I’m not any happier about this than you, but the Council has forced my mistress’s hand, and I must obey.” His words were so formal for a brother reuniting with his sister. If this was the sibling who liked him, I could only imagine how strained it must be between him and Lucas. Something in what he said bothered me, though. I turned it over in my mind and picked up on the word obey. It was a word used for dogs and slaves. What the hell did he do for the Council?

      “Who exactly is your mistress?”

      “Anastasia Fortescue, Heir to the Fortescue name and Member of Court.”

      I’d known he served the Fortescues, but it didn’t stop the pen on the end table from rattling as I took a tight breath. “You serve Anastasia?”

      His gaze flicked to the pen. “Yes. Is that going to be a problem?”

      “Of course not,” I lied through gritted teeth.

      Mrs. Hunter smiled like a predator closing in on her prey. Alec took the chair next to me, and Lucas sat with his father on the loveseat, back straight as a board. Only when Mrs. Hunter took a seat at Tori’s feet did Alec begin.

      “Can you please tell me what happened yesterday afternoon?”

      I stared at him for a moment, knowing the part I had to play, the part I’d rehearsed when I’d sifted through it all late last night, and then I gave him the lie. I wove a beautiful, fast-paced story, complete with descriptions. I told him what they’d looked like, what they’d done, how I’d punished them. I offered every gory detail, down to the word “break.” I told him how their bones snapped, and that they’d been in too much pain to explain why they were sent, or by whom. I ended with realizing Tori had been bitten, and that her safety was the priority, not my revenge.

      Alec seemed bored, and he definitely didn’t revel in the gory details like I’d hoped he would when I chose how to spin this tale. What could he possibly do for the Fortescues that made torture boring? I had a feeling I didn’t want to find out.

      “Well, you have quite a spectacular memory for details. Very impressive. Most victims have difficulty recounting what happened and what their attackers looked like. My mistress will be very pleased, but…” He sighed.

      I knew what was coming, and braced myself.

      “I need to see everything that happened, and make sure your memory is as good as it seems to be.” He looked at his mother expectantly, and she leaped to her feet.

      “No.”

      “Excuse me?” Mrs. Hunter hissed.

      “Pardon me if that answer was too quick for you to catch. No. You may not enter my mind or touch me under any pretext.” Sarcasm dripped from my voice, but the venom was clear. They would not touch me.

      “Selena—”

      “It’s Ms. Foster to you. I don’t give a damn who your mistress is,” I spat. The lamp next to me shattered. My breath hissed through my teeth.

      Calm…calm yourself. My internal dialogue did nothing for me, as the shadows started to whisper amongst themselves.

      “Let me help you,” Alec said soothingly. There was a pressure against my shield, but nothing I couldn’t block. His intrusion only pissed me off more.

      “You all think you’re so clever. So powerful,” I said. My voice wasn’t entirely my own, though—something cold and unyielding had slipped in there. Or someone.

      “Selena, why don’t you—”

      “Why don’t I what, Lucas? Why don’t I show them real power?” I twisted a lock of my hair, smiling coldly into Alec’s gold eyes. “Now there’s an idea,” I mused. Whatever was inside me, it was both something of me and something entirely different. The room shifted, and the lights flickered. I was losing my shit, but in the most controlled way I ever had. The only problem was that it wasn’t me controlling it.

      “Selena.” The voice entered my mind without invitation. I whipped my head around to glare at Lucas, and the door to my mind slammed shut. He flinched, but didn’t back down.

      “I need to get her out of here.” The words registered, but I was so close to the edge, and power was welling up to greet me.

      Release. It wants release.

      Mrs. Hunter’s harpy screech brought my attention back to her. “This is an interrogation! You will not—” Her mouth snapped shut with a glance.

      She was abhorrent. She didn’t deserve to be a mother.

      “What the—” Mr. Hunter started, but Lucas silenced him.

      I stood, and cocked my head as I examined her. My gaze flicked to the ground, expectantly. Her knees hit the floor so hard it sent a crack through the air.

      Tori gasped, staring at me wide-eyed. None of them knew the darkness that lived among them like a friend. It was good at hiding, until it snapped.

      “Selena,” Lucas said again, with new urgency. He stood slowly, carefully. Like he knew just how far to push me before I either fled or killed someone. “She can’t hurt you, Selena. Let it go.” He took a step toward me, but I only watched, like a hunter examining its prey.

      “Selena, your eyes…” Tori whispered.

      My eyes? The shaking in her voice was enough to pull me forward. My body was my own again, but my mind was still trapped in some space in between. I numbly bent and picked up a piece of glass. Violet eyes stared back at me.

      The glass shattered.
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      My hands shook as I stumbled back.

      “No. This can’t be happening,” I murmured.

      I’m turning into her. The other. My other.

      The front door slammed open as if it knew what I sought. Out. I needed out. I needed release.

      Without a second thought, I bolted through the door.

      “Selena!” The cries followed me, but I was faster, and then I was gone.

      I raced out the front door and headed for the woods. The wind in my hair, I became a streak of black in the early afternoon light.

      “Selena!” The sound rattled through me, and I didn’t know whether it was spoken or if I only heard it in my mind. Lucas’s rage carried through the air with such clarity, but I wouldn’t slow. I needed to get out.

      I raced down the slope, gaining speed until my feet barely touched the grass. The glistening surface of the lake registered a moment too late. My feet planted in the dirt as I threw up a wall to stop my body from entering the murky water. I slammed into the wall of purple energy so tall it almost touched the top of the trees…and gasped when the energy collapsed, flooding back into me and leaving nothing behind.

      I walked to the edge of the murky brown water, my feet sinking into the cold dirt. They were bloodied and bruised from the impact of my stop, but healing rapidly. The wind tickled my midriff where my tank top had ridden up, and I sighed. I knew he was there before he spoke.

      “Look at me.”

      I did no such thing.

      I stopped at the water’s edge and peered down. Eyes as gray as the water looked back, surrounded by a mane of black hair and debris. I loosed a breath.

      “How bad did that look?”

      “We can fix it.” I didn’t like that answer.

      “We?” I asked. His smell hit me, pairing wonderfully with the outdoors. I ground my teeth, because I already saw where this train wreck was headed, and didn’t have the self control I needed to stop it. I was drawn to him by something inexplicably animalistic. It didn’t have a name, but I wouldn’t have called it love. Lucas was my friend, but he wanted to be more.

      “We.” He insisted, fingertips ghosting my lower back.

      Not this again…

      “You’re playing a dangerous game,” I said.

      “That’s the thing, Selena. This isn’t a game to me at all.”

      I maneuvered out of his range and started walking back through the forest. I needed to fix this, and playing with him in the woods wasn’t going to get me anywhere.

      He snatched me back by my arm, pinning me to a pine tree.

      “You do realize how easily I can take you down and walk away, don’t you?”

      His green eyes met mine, burning like the seventh circle of hell. He gripped my waist in a way that probably would’ve been painful to a lesser being. “You can, but I know you won’t, because if you’re being honest with yourself, this is exactly where you want to be.” His words sent a shiver down my spine.

      Damn him and those burning eyes. But maybe I did want to taste the fire. Just once.

      “What about your tit for tat, and talk of choices?” I said ruefully… I would’ve crossed my arms, but there wasn’t even room to breathe between us.

      He cocked his head and moved his hands from my waist to the tree stump on either side of me. “The choice is yours. It always has been, but after what just happened, you should think really hard about what you want and need right now.”

      The fog in my brain was getting worse, clouding over logic.

      He was so close.

      Too close.

      I closed the distance.

      Meeting his lips, I moved my hands to grip his arms as he wrapped them around me. Hard, corded muscle trembled beneath my fingertips, and I ran my nails down them. He groaned, pulling the end of my hair to tilt my head back further. A moment before, I’d wanted to kiss him until my lips bruised, but now… Something was off, and it wasn’t just a little voice inside my head anymore.

      He released my mouth and trailed his lips along my jaw. “What’s wrong?” he murmured, letting his teeth tug on my earlobe.

      I gasped in pleasure. Falling back into the moment, I leaned into him, but he stepped back and released me. I looked up to see him smirking as he stared down at me, hand extended. I rolled my eyes, wanting to forget the lapse in control more than anything.

      “Tit for tat. We need to talk.” He waited patiently for me to take his hand.

      I swatted his hand aside and started through the forest on my own. “And what would you like to talk about?” I said, maneuvering under the lower branches.

      “You.”

      “What about me?” I huffed, and threw a glare over my shoulder.

      He raised an eyebrow. “I have a list. What would you like to start with?” he said sarcastically.

      I sighed. “What are we going to do about your family? Your mom already hated me. Now Tori’s afraid of me, and I can only imagine what Alec’s already reported back to that bitch.” I clenched my fists at the thought of Anastasia Fortescue.

      “Leave my family to me. Tori will get over it. She’s seen worse,” he said vaguely, and I narrowed my eyes.

      “And your brother? It’s not like he’s going to forget about what he saw,” I snapped.

      Lucas came up to my side as I continued to trudge forward. The adrenaline was gone, leaving me all too aware of him, both intimately and not. I missed him as my best friend. They said distance made the heart grow fonder, but kissing him didn’t make me weak in the knees—it only confused things even more. Whatever I was craving, it wasn’t him. His hands were a Band-Aid on a bruise. They covered it, but didn’t fix it. Not really. Sure, he was attractive, and kissing him was nice, more than nice, even…but he wasn’t right, and all I wanted was my best friend back. I wanted the easy, careless touches, without being overwhelmed.

      I must’ve slipped farther into my mind than I realized, when his voice startled me back to the question at hand.

      “My mother already went through Victoria’s mind. Your story checks out, and the Council has no reason to continue their interrogation. Yes, Anastasia will hear about this, but they shouldn’t feel the need to prosecute you.” He eyes shifted guiltily.

      I lifted the branch in front of us with a wave of my hand. “What did you do?”

      He’d implied as much yesterday when he’d said he would take care of it. For my story to check out, though…

      “I wiped her memory and filled in the holes.”

      “You…can do that?” I stared at him, not sure whether to be thrilled or pissed.

      “You’re not the only one with secrets, Selena,” he said, glancing up at the suspended branch.

      I continued walking, and with a flick of my wrist, it came crashing down behind us. “Can all telepaths mess with people’s memories?” The thought of Anastasia being able to do that…

      “Powerful ones can,” he said.

      We fell into an awkward silence, as my mind drifted through the last year. How much my life had changed. This time a year ago I was dreading a plane trip to meet an aunt I didn’t know and expecting foster care at the next turn…and instead I’d had the craziest year of my life. The strange reality where I had friends I trusted and cared for enough to fight for, or in Lucas’s case, fight with. “A lot has changed in the past year,” I murmured to myself.

      “You have no idea,” he agreed.

      “It’ll never be as simple as it was again, will it?” I was asking so much in that one question, but if he knew it, his gaze gave away nothing.

      “Probably not. The world is on the brink of war, and with the first telekinetic in a millennium, people are scared. Desperate. Things are only going to get worse before they get better.”

      I appreciated his honesty. It was the reason we’d even been friends to begin with, before all…well, this.

      “I need you to know something, Lucas,” I said. Taking a deep breath, I launched into what I should’ve told him four months ago. “I lead a complicated life, and I can’t give you what you deserve. I can take, I’m very good at that, but I can’t promise you sweet nothings.” I glanced at him before I continued. “My demons are getting worse, and if I’m not battling one form of madness, it’s the other. I walk a tightrope, and anything you have with me…won’t be fair to you. Do you understand?” The house was in sight now, and any semblance of deep conversation was coming to an end.

      “I’m not asking for sweet nothings. I’m not asking for a promise of the future, or even your love. Whatever this is, I’m asking that we just go with it, because whenever you need something, I’ll be there. Whether it’s erasing someone’s memory, or taking the edge off—I want to be the person you go to for everything.”

      I stared at him, and shook my head in disbelief. “I’ve thought a lot about this. I want to be your friend, and I won’t lie that I’ve been confused, but for both our sakes, stop pushing this. Stop tempting me just because you can. I’m going through a lot right now, and I need to figure that out first.” He opened his mouth to say something, but I cut him off before he could get a word in. “I can’t even promise to tell you the truth most of the time. Asking for more…you’re going to get hurt. Do you get that?” Some part of me was attracted to him, that much was clear, but I had far too many commitments to add his undying love to my list of burdens.

      “I’m not scared of you,” he whispered.

      I shook my head, almost sadly. I wished I could reverse time. Go back to every stolen kiss and turn away. Never let anything grow. Never unleash my power. Never crave touch the same way I craved death.

      “Let it go, and give me time to figure my life out. That’s what I need right now.” My voice was too impassive to be anguished, but there was an undercurrent of desperation that I think spoke to him more than heated gazes or traveling hands.

      “Okay,” he finally said. “But will you promise me something?”

      “I’ll think about it,” I said. It was almost friendly, but there was a hint of finality to it on my part, because my mind was finally made up, and I wasn’t torn anymore. I’d thought about him for months, agonizing over whether what I’d done was right, and what I would do when this moment came. I shouldn’t have kissed him back last April, but that was a lesson learned on what it meant to get caught up in the moment.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” For the first time in three months, I heard playfulness in his voice again. He didn’t like it—his eyes were sad—but some part of him seemed to accept my answer, at least for now.

      “It depends on what you want.”

      He chuckled, and his hand brushed mine, but he made no attempt to take it. “Promise me that— Goddammit,” Lucas swore, stopping before we entered the house.

      “What?”

      He hesitated, his eyes growing harder by the second.

      “Will you spit it out already?”

      He swallowed hard, and I turned for the house. If he wouldn’t tell me, someone else would.

      “There’s been another attack,” he croaked. I went still as I waited for him to continue. “The Council has declared a state of emergency. We have to return to Daizlei.”

      My heart hammered in my chest. Sweat slicked my palms, and the sunny-morning mountain breeze turned cold.

      “Who?”

      “Aldric Fortescue is dead.”
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      Three phone calls, a cold shower, and forty-seven minutes later, Lucas, Alec, and I stood in a circle around Tori. She was still in the midst of the transition, but with no other teleporter at hand, we were out of options. All fake manners and real hostility were let go of temporarily as we made a reckless plan to get from one side of the country to the other. Tori had to get us to Denver International Airport in one shot, where we would take a plane for the final stretch to Daizlei. Never mind that she’d never teleported with this many people before, or this far.

      I tried not to let her cautious glances bother me too much. I was Selena Foster, after all, and she’d known what she was getting into before she chose to be my friend—in a way. That didn’t make it any easier, though. While her mom may’ve been a bitch and unworthy of her affection, that didn’t mean she’d wanted to see the other side of me lash out. She’d been giving me sad, almost scared looks for a little while now, and as much as I wanted to be unconcerned by it, I wasn’t.

      “We should talk. Get us through this, and maybe we’ll get a chance some time next year,” I said.

      Her lips twitched as she took my hand, but my joke fell flat. “I’ll get us there, one way or another.” She reached out, taking Alec’s hand in her other, and Lucas sealed the circle.

      “You ready for this?” Lucas asked.

      “She doesn’t have a choice,” Alec said dryly.

      I wanted to respond, but lost my nerve when she took a steadying breath. She looked from one person to the next, as if committing our faces to memory.

      Can she really do this?

      The dark circles under her eyes didn’t help my confidence. She sucked in one last breath of air, and my world went black.

      I squeezed my eyes shut as the nausea rolled through me, putting all my strength into gripping the two hands I was holding.

      “Agh!” Someone yelled as the ground rushed in too fast.

      In a split second, I’d twisted underneath Tori to take the brunt of the impact. Nothing had prepared me for the searing pain in my head when bathroom tile greeted us. Time stood still for a moment, everything slowing to a crawl. I couldn’t make out the shapes in front of me, but the ringing in my ears wasn’t good. As the black receded, the world came back into focus, and Lucas was saying my name over and over again, along with something about dying.

      “Holy fuck, that hurt.” I groaned and pushed off the tile floor. My fingers scraped across jagged cracks where my body had left an indent.

      “We need to move. The cops are going to be here any minute.” Alec hoisted Tori into his arms. She was passed out, with even darker circles under her eyes. Her cheekbones were far too prominent, but at least she was alive. That was something.

      “Take Victoria and go, but I’m not leaving her.”

      “Then pick her up, goddammit, but—”

      “I can walk. I’ve felt worse,” I said.

      My body betrayed me when my legs shook so violently I could hardly hold myself up. Clutching the bathroom counter, I looked at where we’d landed. Given the indent in the floor where my head had hit, I was lucky to be conscious. Thank god it wasn’t Tori; I didn’t think she could’ve survived that impact. Not to mention being in the throes of the transition. She would have been a Made Vampire before sunset. As it was, she already looked feverish again. If I’d had the strength, I would’ve insisted on carrying her.

      I tugged my arm loose from my jacket to remove the small knife I’d put there not even an hour ago. A small splotch of blood was smeared against my skin, but the cut had already healed. I cursed, shoving it into the holder on my hip. Rushed footsteps sounded less than a hundred yards away, and with Tori unconscious, there was no way to get out unseen.

      “We need to leave,” Alec insisted. He walked out of the bathroom before I could yell for him not to. They were coming.

      Lucas wrapped an arm around my waist and moved me along.

      “They’re going to see us—”

      “He’s got it covered. Just keep walking,” Lucas urged silently, pulling me along.

      My legs quaked, but kept moving. As we rounded the corner of the bathroom, he flattened me to the wall as men and women in police uniforms rushed by. Not a single one of them glanced in our direction. How the…?

      “They only see what he wants them to,” Lucas whispered as we stepped out into the terminal.

      The airport was bustling with people, and I had no idea how many were friend or foe, not to mention human. We followed Alec, steadily gaining speed as my legs strengthened. My hearing and eyesight were already back to normal, and the pain was fading fast. As we rounded the next corner, I slipped from his grip, and picked up the pace.

      “Lily,” I said, raising my voice just enough to be heard several hundred yards away.

      Her head whipped around, eyes searching for me. Her left hand trembled violently as the filthy tissue she clutched slipped from her fingers.

      “Selena?” she croaked. Her gaze flicked to the men on either side of me, widening when she saw my unconscious roommate.

      “We ran into some complications, but everyone’s fine.” I pulled her to my side and kissed her forehead. Alec made an impatient noise next to me, but he needn’t have bothered. I was completely aware of the time crunch. “Where’s Blair?”

      “Attempting to feed the hollow leg left in my care.” I turned to see my cousin holding a corn dog with mustard. Her light blond hair was pulled back in a braid, making the tiny scars that covered her all the more visible. She silently held the corn dog out to my sister and stepped back. She was more tense than usual, but I chalked it up to our situation. “We need to board. The first flight is leaving any second, but she refused to get on without you.” She thumbed at Lily and turned to the ‘flight attendant,’ who was glaring at us. I doubted she was actually a flight attendant, given that Daizlei didn’t let humans into our school. Probably just a normal Supernatural who worked for the Council or the school.

      “We can’t leave. Not without Alexandra!” Lily yelled, suddenly pissed and panicking. Mustard flew everywhere, and her eyes turned dark. Oh fuck, we didn’t have time for her mood swings.

      “Lily, get on the plane or so help me god—” I started.

      “What took you so long?” she said suddenly, sighing in relief. She ran to the empty air and threw her arms around herself. What the…?

      “She sees what he wants her to.” Lucas grimaced.

      My sister walked to the flight attendant, now placated, and entered the hallway that led to the plane. I stood, staring in horror. Whatever small slice of peace we’d found in all the chaos of leaving was going to be lost the moment my sister realized she’d been lied to and manipulated.

      “Stop.” My voice cracked with emotion that I couldn’t contain.

      Alec was already pushing past me when he slammed into an invisible wall. He cursed, turning to me. This boy had done nothing but piss me off since I’d met him. I could see why Lucas found him insufferable.

      “We don’t have time for this. We need to get out of here, and she wasn’t going to leave without the redhead.” His eyes turned predatory before shifting to Blair.

      She stiffened, her hands not so subtly moving to the blade on her belt, and he deflated instantly.

      I cocked my head to the side.

      “How do you know what my sister looks like?” I asked pointedly.

      “It’s my job to know things.” He turned his glare back on me, and Blair sighed. She already knew what the issue was. Anyone who’d been with Lily for ten minutes could tell.

      “Then you should have known that she’s already half gone, and when she loses her fucking marbles because she finds out what you did, she’s going to start throwing them at you, and not even your precious mistress will save you then.” I wanted to say more, to let the impact of what he’d just done fully hit him. Lily was in the worst place she’d been since my parents’ deaths, and he’d just screwed with her mind to get her to cooperate. It was unforgivable, because she already couldn’t tell the difference between nightmares and reality.

      Blair grabbed my arm and tugged me toward the plane doors. “Leave it. As much as I would love to see you kick his ass, your roommate isn’t looking so hot, and your sister’s going to unleash hell on that plane as soon as she figures out what just happened.”

      I glanced at Tori. Her face was drawn. She had at least another twelve hours before the transition faded. She could hold out that long, though. Lily couldn’t. I needed to get her back in a secure environment where I could start working with her to calm the madness. Otherwise, someone would pay.

      I loved Alexandra dearly, and I would worry until I saw her, but Lily was running out of time before she snapped again. I had to trust that my headstrong sister would keep her word and make it back to Daizlei by nightfall. She was unpredictable at times, but she wasn’t dumb. If Vampires had killed Aldric Fortescue and the Council had declared a state of emergency, then we weren’t safe. No one was.

      Alexandra knew that. She had to.

      “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      I ended up giving Lily enough Xanax to knock out a horse, hoping she would sleep for the rest of the flight. She was now drooling contently against the blanket I’d squished into the corner where her chair met the wall. Blair had taken up my other side along the aisle, effectively keeping the others away and giving us room.

      I tugged on the neck of my shirt, sweat rolling down my temple. What was it about tight spaces that bothered me? I could’ve blamed it on the warehouse, but that wouldn’t be true. The lack of escape or maneuverability had always agitated me, long before I’d even heard of Daizlei. It just got worse every time. I wasn’t the only one struggling in the stale air of the airplane, though. Blair fidgeted right and left, her back straight as a board against the seat. The last flight we’d taken had nearly caused a panic, but this time she was prepared. We’d done enough drills over the summer for her to know how to handle her own claustrophobia.

      “When she wakes up, there’s going to be hell to pay,” I whispered.

      “I don’t agree with that bastard’s methods, but at least she’s on the plane.” Her jaw clenched and unclenched.

      I narrowed my eyes. “You know him. How?”

      She continued staring at the seat in front of her. Her eyes glazed over. She got like this when we talked about the warehouse, but never anything else. There was history between them, but not the good kind.

      “Alec Hunter was a senior the year I entered high school. Our paths crossed, and he burned me. That’s all you need to know.”

      I turned forward, giving her a moment before speaking. “If there’s an issue, we’ll take care of it. One way or another.” It was a promise, and one I didn’t make often. She was the exception to all my rules, though, because she was like me.

      Blair nodded once, and I let it be.

      The amount of shit that had hit the fan in the last twenty-four hours was unbelievable. I hadn’t been any closer to finding out who’d sent the demons when the Vampires showed up, Tori was bitten, Aldric Fortescue was killed, and now, to make matters worse, Lucas was involved. I didn’t really care one way or another about Aldric, but I was probably the least happy to see Anastasia ascend to the throne early. I could only imagine the frenzy the Council had fallen into, but all anyone knew were rumors at this point. Apart from Alec, and he wasn’t spilling his mistress’s secrets anytime soon.

      With the heat of several hundred bodies pressing in on me, I was feeling pulled in too many directions, and needed something to ground me among the madness. I settled for blaming Mariana for keeping us out of the loop when the attacks had gotten worse. If she’d at least told us, this might not have come as a surprise, and I sure as hell wouldn’t have wanted Alexandra to leave the States.

      “Your mother didn’t say anything about this the entire three months I was there. She never mentioned the attacks—or that people were being taken. I’ve walked into a world at war nearly blind. If it weren’t for Daizlei and the whispers I heard, I wouldn’t even have known that tensions were running high when the summer began,” I said under my breath.

      Blair sighed. “She’s changed since your mom died. She’s distant now, afraid of the Supernatural and our world. She avoids it, even though she tries to come across like she doesn’t,” Blair said, staring at nothing in particular.

      I knew her well enough now to know she did that when she was uncomfortable. “When I met her, she was the spitting image of Supernatural wealth and sophistication. You were too,” I said.

      Her mouth tightened, and her lips pursed ever so slightly. “We all wear a mask, Selena. My mother is no different.” She paused and looked at me. “After Elizabeth…I don’t think she knows what to do with herself. You may have walked into this world blind, but you’re not alone. Every break, she calls me back to that godforsaken house and cuts me off from the world. If it weren’t for Daizlei, I wouldn’t have seen any farther than her garden.”

      I wasn’t the greatest at knowing what to say when people were vulnerable. I settled for nodding and changing the subject. “Anastasia’s going to call for war, and the Council is too divided to have a chance of standing up to her. We need to be prepared.” When she just continued to stare at the back of the seat, I assumed she was lost in her own brilliant and terrifying thoughts.

      “We’ve lived through worse. We will make it through this.”

      I nodded in agreement.

      The scars on my palms prickled, and I thought of the other me.

      The one with glowing violet eyes.

      One of us would be here to see it through.

      For the world’s sake, I prayed it was me, because she would shatter what was left of it when the Council was done.
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      “Where are we?” Lily yawned, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.

      “Touching down. We should be there any minute now.” I pulled my hair back in a ponytail, already gearing up for a fight. Her volatile moodswings had been the only thing predictable about her these past months.

      “Right…” She drawled it out, frowning to herself.

      I took a deep breath and kept my eyes focused on the back of the seat. I needed to keep her calm until we landed.

      “I was so worried about you and Alexandra making it back in time— Where is she?” she asked, so innocently…except that there was nothing innocent about her. Not anymore. If she knew what they’d done, and that I’d gone along with it, she would tear this plane apart. She wasn’t stable anymore, now that the killing gene was active, and only time would tell if she harbored my particular brand of damning urges and destructive tendencies. Better not to find out here, though.

      “She’s in the bathroom,” I said carefully, considering my words.

      She nodded and turned to look out the window. Daizlei rose up to greet us as the plane descended well within the school’s walls.

      “She’s been in there a long time. Maybe I should go check on her.” She picked at the broken stubs that passed for her nails, glancing back at the bathroom anxiously.

      “She’s fine, Lily. Just grab your stuff, and we can meet her at dinner tonight.” I tried hard to keep my voice nonchalant as I stood and swung my bag over my shoulder then held out a hand to help her. Blair stood next to me, collected as ever. My silent shadow.

      “I really think I should check. Even for her, this is a little abnormal—” She tried to step around me.

      “Come on, Lily.” I grabbed her hand and pulled her before she could process what was happening. Blair followed along with her bag and came up on her other side.

      “What— Selena, stop. What are you doing?” she stammered, panic rising.

      I had to get her out of here. Move, I thought, and the crowd parted. I walked quickly, leaving before people could realize their feet hadn’t moved of their own accord.

      “Oh my god,” she whispered, head flipping back and forth between Blair and me. Ten feet. That was all we had to clear, and then we would be outside.

      “She’s not here, is she?” Her voice was rising. I knew the shift was coming before I saw it.

      “Blair, let go of her,” I murmured, descending the stairs. The crowd only thickened, but Blair stayed a few steps behind us to keep people back.

      “Where is she?” she yelled.

      “Selena?” Lucas probed, but I didn’t have time for him.

      “She’s coming, but I need you to take a deep breath and try to think about this rationally.”

      Her feet slammed into the ground, unmovable. “You told me she was here. I saw her get on the plane. Where is she?” she screamed, consumed by emotions to strong for her to temper.

      I stood facing her with one hand curled around her arm as I contemplated throwing Alec under the bus. “She’s not here, Lily. She’s in Italy, where she’s been the entire summer. She’s coming back, though, as soon as it’s safe for her to leave,” I said calmly, not looking away from her frightened brown eyes. It killed me to see the madness there, both the killing gene and the other. She thought she’d been hallucinating.

      “I-I saw her though. I saw her, Selena. She walked right up to me…” Her voice trailed off as the hurt turned inward.

      I grabbed her other arm and shook it.

      “You weren’t going to leave, and we needed to get out of there. I didn’t want to lie to you, but I didn’t have another choice.” I spoke slowly, watching her eyes change as she realized what had actually happened.

      “You always have a choice, and you chose to lie to me. There was no discussion. You just played me.” The anger was rising again, building to crescendo so strong she wouldn’t be able to control it. Her eyes turned black, and the ink crept through her veins. The darkness was coming.

      “She didn’t play you, I did.”

      I whipped around to see Alec standing on the edge of the circle that separated us from them—the normals, the Supernaturals who didn’t have the gene or great power. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “My sister was attacked by a Vampire yesterday, and your sister,” he pointed to me, “saved her.” Lily watched him with a strange fascination. “She’s going through the transition, which is why I was carrying her in the airport. Do you remember that, Lily?” He waited, we both did, to see what she would do.

      “I saw my sister there. She hugged me and walked with me onto the airplane,” she said, unable to separate real from imagined.

      “You saw her because I wanted you to see her.” His golden eyes were fixed on her.

      “Why? Why would you show me my sister if she wasn’t there?” Her voice sounded small, childlike. It killed me to see her this way, so broken, the damage more than I was sure she could bear.

      “My sister was hurting, and I needed to get her back here. So she was safe. Do you understand that, Lily? That she was hurt and needed help?” He was telling her the truth in the most basic and manipulative way. He was the Fortescues’ servant, though, and I suppose that was the entirety of his job on a good day.

      “But you lied to me. You made me see someone who wasn’t there. Someone who may never make it back here, or be safe again.” Her eyes hardened. I felt the power rise up within her as she glared at him. “I don’t care who was hurt, you had no right to do what you did. You had no right!”

      I gripped her arms in an iron hold as she tried to take a step forward. Her dark eyes swiveled from him to me, and the black tendrils of her power reached out. I threw a wall up around us to keep anyone from intervening.

      “Get out of my way!” she snarled.

      “Not happening. You’re two seconds from killing someone. You need to rein it in, Lily. Control the darkness.” I ground my teeth as the tendrils wrapped around me.

      “It’s so heavy. The pain just weighs on me, Selena. It’s a suffering I can’t see past, no matter what I do. I need someone to understand. To hurt like I hurt,” she whispered, continuing to take from me, but I wouldn’t falter. I wouldn’t fail. I’d already failed once, when the demons took her. I wouldn’t let their ghosts take her again.

      “I know you do, Lily, better than anyone. You have to control it, though. Control the monster. I can teach you to give and take pain in moderation, to never sink this low again. You have to control it, though, otherwise someone’s going to die.”

      She sighed in almost contentment, and then…I felt her shift. Something went wrong, and the black energy that had been reaching toward me was suddenly writhing to return to her, but she didn’t seem to know how to stop as she screamed. “Oh my god, it hurts! Take it back! Please. Please! I’ll do anything, just make it end.”

      I tried to pull away, to cut off her feeding, but I couldn’t break the link. She sobbed, hot tears rolling down her face.

      “I can’t break it, Lily. You need to control it. Control the pain. Let it go.”

      She paused, her unseeing eyes staring into nothing as she gripped my wrists.

      “Let it go,” I whispered.

      She took a step back and dropped her hands. Releasing the hold.

      Black tendrils swarmed her. Crawling up her arms and back under her skin, they dissipated until no trace remained but her coal-colored eyes.

      “I thought I knew darkness,” she murmured. Her knees shook so badly she fell to the ground, kneeling before me.

      I crouched down in front of her, but kept my hands to myself. She was calming the storm. She was putting her own fire out. She was learning she could do it.

      “I thought I knew terror. Thought my pain was too great.” Her eyes focused on mine, and I didn’t back down. She needed to know that I was here, that I wasn’t afraid. “I know nothing.” Her eyes cleared, back to the dark, unwavering brown they were supposed to be. “How do you keep it at bay?” she asked earnestly, looking at me like I was the very god she’d been waiting for, the one with the answers, the one who could free her. “How can you laugh with such dark thoughts? How can you smile?”

      “I’ll teach you.” I held out my hand, giving her the opportunity to decide, to weigh her options.

      “You can teach me to do that? You can free me?” Her fear of being disappointed was almost tangible, but for the first time in months, she had hope. If I could stop myself from killing people because of guilt, she could save herself with hope.

      “No. I can only show you how.” I paused, tilting her chin up to make her look at me when her eyes fell. “Because you can free yourself.”

      She wrapped her arms around my neck as I dropped the wall separating us from the rest of the world. Cold eyes stared at me over Lily’s shoulder. Professor Vonlowsky stood proud and arrogant next to Alec Hunter, clearly waiting for me.

      “What do you want?”

      “Pleasant as always, Foster. Headmaster Daizlei and his guests would like to have a word with you. Privately.” He motioned to the mess of a girl in my arms. I turned to where Blair had been moments before I’d cut off the world. Lucas stood next to her, his hard gaze unflinching as he stared down the messenger, even with his sister curled up in his arms. Blair was wearing her bored, prep-school expression, but she cocked her eyebrow at me, a silent question.

      “Take her back to her room and sit with her until I’m done, please. I’d rather she not be left alone.” I stood, pulling Lily up with me.

      Both she and Blair glared at Alec as my cousin led her back to Building Two. Professor Vonlowsky tapped his watch impatiently.

      “Lucas, please just take Tori back to my room, and I’ll come find you when this is over.” I wanted to push him. To tell him to go, because I didn’t even know why he was here in the first place. His sister was going through the transition. She was his priority. I could take care of me and mine.

      His eyes flashed, and I remembered his little discovery about reading my mind.

      “That’s what you get for listening uninvited. Not always so pleasant, is it?”

      He turned and walked away before I could continue mentally berating him.

      “What are you waiting for? We both know that this is a summons and not a request. May as well get it over with.” I motioned for Vonlowsky and Alec to lead the way.

      “You may want to drop the attitude, Foster. Council Member Fortescue is even less forgiving than I.” He smirked, holding open the door to the clock tower where Headmaster Daizlei’s office was.

      “Fortescue?” I asked, turning to Alec. “Your mistress is here, and you neglected to mention this because…?”

      “Because what she chooses to do or where she goes is none of your business.” The harshness in his features returned. With the way he held himself, the tightness in his jaw, I couldn’t help but wonder how fond he really was of her. Maybe a little too fond.

      Vonlowsky gave the giant oak three sharp knocks, and the doors swung open. Someone was expecting us.

      “Selena, darling, it’s been far too long.”
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      “Anastasia.”

      “How dare you—”

      “It’s fine, Hunter. Selena is here as my guest, after all.” She silenced Alec with a glare and motioned to the chair in front of her.

      I glanced at Headmaster Daizlei, sitting behind his long oak desk— the desk Anastasia was currently leaning against. Her guards were stationed throughout the room, melding into the shadows, neither seen nor heard. Daizlei’s face was stoic, an unreadable mask. This couldn’t be good.

      “Guest?” I repeated, plopping into the chair with exaggerated ease.

      Her eyebrow rose, but there was no amusement in her eyes. “Guest.”

      “To what do I owe this pleasure, Council Member Fortescue?” I worked to keep my tone light, friendly.

      She smirked at the change in title, but I played the humble commoner well. I couldn’t afford to show worry. Anxiety clawed up my throat with every passing moment that she stared at me with those unwavering, cold blue eyes. Being summoned so soon for a visit after her grandfather’s death and my interrogation wasn’t a good sign. Something was wrong. It was the only reason she would travel halfway around the world in person. She either wanted something, or this was my execution.

      “I’m sure you’ve heard what’s transpired over the last twelve hours.”

      “My condolences for your grandfather. He’ll be dearly missed.” They were pretty words. Respectful words. The very words people had offered me when my parents died. If I’d had time to pretend, I would’ve looked for different ones, because, judging by the clenching of her fists and shuddering breath, she felt the same way about them I had. They weren’t enough, and they never would be.

      “He will be,” she murmured, taking a breath to steady herself. “But that’s not why I’m here.” She pushed off the desk, and walked away. Her steps were measured as she approached the massive stained-glass clock that towered over campus. I glanced at Daizlei now that her back was to us, but he remained a statue as ageless as time.

      “The Council is calling for war. The Vampires have been testing the boundary for the last half a century, and some members view my grandfather’s death as the final straw.” Her voice carried.

      “I was under the impression that the table was divided. Which leaves you.”

      Her back straightened, and the clock chimed. “Publically, I’ll support the war because my grandfather just died, and that’s what’s expected.”

      I crossed my ankles and rested my hands in a steeple. “And outside the public eye?”

      She turned to meet my eyes. “I’ll be putting together a group of exceptionally gifted Supernaturals to end this war before it even starts. A group you’ll be leading.”

      I stared at her, mouth hanging open, unable to form a coherent response. “You— I— What?” I spluttered, dropping the nonchalant façade.

      “I don’t want to go to war, Selena. Millions will die, and there’s a high risk of exposure. The Council is proposing a draft, and taking those soldiers to Viliky Novgorod before winter hits. They want to strike now…however, they understand my concerns. Therefore, they’re willing to postpone any declaration of war if they start seeing results. Results I think you can deliver.”

      I weighed my response. Results. Such a diplomatic way of saying murder, like assassination was just marking off a to-do list. “Let me get this straight. The Council wants to attack the Vampire capital of the world, and you want to stop it?”

      “Correct.” Her response was stiff, but her actions seemed sincere.

      “And you want me to lead some band of misfit servants to god knows where and hunt down those things? Don’t you have anyone better suited for this?” I wanted to ask why the hell she wanted me, but I knew why. I’m a telekinetic. Which put a price on my head, but also made me valuable, because I would be able to do things they couldn’t dream of, if my powers continued to grow.

      “Not quite. I want you to lead a team of soldiers I’ve personally chosen to accompany you to hunt down Vampires. And they are not my servants. They volunteered.” She tapped her heel impatiently, oblivious to the flaws in this grand plan of hers.

      “I have several issues with that statement. First and foremost, I don’t know where you got this idea that I’m the girl for your mission. Second, even if I was—which I’m not—I pick my team, not you.” I stood, turning to walk out the door.

      “I think you’ll want to reconsider.”

      I paused, glancing over my shoulder. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

      Her blue eyes pierced me as the overwhelming presence of her mind pushed down on mine in a battle of wills. “Victoria Hunter’s memory of your attack was tampered with, which is, by law, a crime I could have you put on trial for. Instead, I want to make you an offer.” Her shark grin widened. “You fight for me for the duration of the war, and in the end, you go free, and can use my team to hunt down whoever sent the Vampires after you.”

      Silence ticked by like the hand of a clock that never stopped.

      “How do you know what happened if Victoria’s memories were altered? How do you know I even had anything to do with it?” I asked, trying to carefully dance around accepting the blame even though I wasn’t the one to blame for this. If anything, Lucas was the idiot who hadn’t covered his tracks well enough, and now the Head of the Council had enough dirt on me to get me killed if I didn’t do what she asked.

      “Because when her memory was re-evaluated, we found these interesting inconsistencies between what she thought had transpired, and the little message you sent.” She paused, giving me a moment to weigh my options. Or maybe just taking the time to enjoy her victory. If she really was able to break through whatever Lucas had done…I was in deep shit. Like, mounds of it.

      “Why do you want me in the first place? Why not just dole out your punishment and be done with it?” I asked, knowing full well she didn’t need the Council to take action against me. She was drawing this out, playing with me, and for what? A flippin war I wanted nothing to do with.

      “Because you don’t have a problem killing, and that makes you useful. I’m making you an offer for freedom and a chance at vengeance. Don’t be stupid, Selena. Take it, before I change my mind and kill you instead.” Her abrupt switch wasn’t surprising, but at least she wasn’t pretending to be anything more than the monster she was beneath that face.

      She was playing a dangerous game threatening me, but I wasn’t a fool. Anastasia Fortescue had nothing to lose but the respect of her people. Whereas I…I had everything now. I had a sister I needed to live for, and a promise to keep. I had friends…well, kind of. I didn’t know where Lucas and I stood. Given his role in putting me in the middle of this shitstorm, I wasn’t exactly his biggest fan at the moment. Then there was the whole matter of promising Tori that I would get revenge—for her, for Lily, and myself.

      Anastasia’s deal was the best shot I was going to get, even if being her assassin stripped whatever remaining morals I had left. Something still didn’t sit right, though, and the inexplicable sense of wrongness hit me strongly enough that I knew I needed to bargain for one more thing—because I was selfish, and that was what selfish people did. “Okay, but I want something.”

      “I’m listening,” she said.

      I stared at the glass clock behind her, wondering how hard it would be to shatter it and kill them all. Wondering how my life had become a bargaining chip. How I’d ended up here. That one was a little easier, though.

      Lucas.

      I was here because of him, and how he’d fixed things. I’d been right not to get tangled up in his so-called love. It had made him a damned fool, and now I was paying the price.

      “I want to choose my team. At least part of it. Supernaturals working for the Council tend to lead inexplicably short lives, and I want people I trust guarding my back.” I paused, waiting for her answer. I really had no room to be arguing here. No leverage. All I had was the gut instinct that she’d give me what I wanted, because she didn’t want me dead—at least not yet.

      “Why would I do that? They’re children, only just coming into their own powers, and while a good number of them will end up on the front lines anyway if the draft is called in, they aren’t strong enough for this. I will only have the best representing the Council.”

      I didn’t know what to say, because she wasn’t wrong. But…for the first time in my life, I didn’t want to go it alone. Not completely. Lily wasn’t coming anywhere near this—she would be safer here—but the others…I wanted them. I would need them when the time came, to remember what living felt like. To drag me out of the darkness kicking and screaming. I needed them, because now that I knew what it was like to live, I didn’t want to die inside again—but I wasn’t strong enough to save myself.

      I couldn’t say that, though, because that was weak. So, I would approach it from a different angle, one powerful people could understand.

      “I’m no older than them, and yet you don’t seem to mind asking for my freedom. If you truly want a team that’s strong and can end a war, you’ll give them the choice, because I can guarantee that they’re stronger than any band of reject royals you’ll give me.”

      It wasn’t a lie, but it also definitely wasn’t the truth. I had no idea if they’d be stronger—all I knew was that the people she was bound to give me probably wouldn’t care one way or another what we killed or if I died. My friends would, though. They would be my humanity and give me a reason to fight when the killing gene overwhelmed me.

      “Stronger? You’ve killed demons, survived a Vampire attack, and I’ve seen you massacre a number of young men for underestimating you. You have no mercy. You told me that yourself. It’s the only reason you’re here.” She paused, stepping forward to meet me eye-to-eye. “And you’re telling me they can do the same? That they are stronger than even heirs to the Council?” Her smile was cool, and vicious.

      I should’ve thrown myself on the pyre and just accepted her offer at face value. I shouldn’t have tried to think long game, because I was pretty sure she was going to give me what I asked for. But not without a price.

      Swallowing the bile in my throat, I couldn’t stop myself from sealing their fate when I said, “Yes.”

      She missed nothing. The clock chimed behind her, like a warning bell I should’ve heeded.

      “You have a month to train with the nine soldiers I’ve chosen. I’ll allow you to choose six of your own, who will also train. You have twenty-four hours to get me their names and await further instructions.”

      What I’d just done made me want to vomit, because it was far too easy. And if I knew anything about the Fortescues, it was that nothing came easy where they were involved. Her response had been too quick. Too planned. I didn’t like it.

      “This is an honor, and you will treat it as such. Some people give their firstborn child for the chance to serve my family, and you get the privilege of serving as penance for your crimes.” Her words were mocking, condescending. After the last couple of days I’d had, though, I couldn’t give two shits what she thought of me. Only how this little game we were playing turned out.

      “Is that all?” I asked, feeling both tired and out of control. Her patience was running thin, and I knew I shouldn’t push my luck any more than I already had, but the urge to remind her who she was talking to was very tempting.

      “For now,” she said dismissively. “Do we have a deal?”

      Deal. For some reason, the word felt off—maybe because what she was doing wasn’t a deal. It was blackmail.

      She held out her hand, pale white and identical in every way to my own.

      At least she isn’t pretending I’m a guest anymore, I thought bitterly.

      I forced myself to place my palm in hers. If I played my cards right, no one would set foot in the Vampire capital, and I would get to keep every promise I’d made.

      Her ice-cold fingers wrapped around mine as she whispered her final command.

      I nodded once.

      What have I done?
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      The second the office doors closed behind me, I bolted for Building Two. Mind racing, I couldn’t even begin to process everything that had just occurred. What I’d just done. My sisters were going to be pissed. Lucas was going to be furious.

      I’d just signed my life away, and, thanks to Anastasia’s last demand, I couldn’t even tell them why. She would come down like a hammer on us all if I told them the truth, because, unlike me, they wouldn’t keep silent, and she knew that. That bitch knew that what she was doing wasn’t right, and she wouldn’t risk the Council’s reputation on one of them running their mouths that the Head of the Council had had to blackmail me into this.

      The reality of it hit me as I stood in front of my door, lost in myself, not knowing what to say to the people I would find on the other side. The door swung open, and his shadow loomed over me as Lucas stared down. I couldn’t find the words to tell him that there would be no school for me, no boxing. That my old life was gone.

      His eyes went wide as he reached for me, but now wasn’t the time for comfort. I sidestepped him and ducked under his arm. My gaze fell on the redhead standing before me, tall and regal, boasting a slight tan from the summer sun.

      “Alexandra?” After everything I’d seen in the last two days, I couldn’t trust my eyes. “How did you get—?”

      “You’re not the only resourceful one here.” She wrapped her arms around me.

      Over her shoulder, I saw what she meant by resourceful. Standing only a few feet from us was her boyfriend Aaron White, the pain-in-my-ass boxer who burned with too much intensity for comfort. If I’d thought she was tanned, he was brown. His eyes settled on me with the same tension as always, black as coal and darker than I’d ever seen them. A shiver ran through me.

      “What is he doing here?” I didn’t even bother to take the edge out of my voice, and Alexandra tensed.

      “He’s with me,” she said, as if that were a real answer.

      I released her and stepped back, suddenly aware of how many people were in this room. Lily sat in the far corner on my bed, with her arms wrapped around her legs, watching Tori as she slept under the pile of blankets thrown on top of her. The chills must’ve returned, but she was looking better. The transition must be coming to an end.

      Blair leaned against my window with her hip angled in such a way that silver gleamed. She wore the knife on display; little did they know she actually knew how to use it now. Blair looked at me, arms across her chest and head held high. Her eyebrow arched as she motioned to my sister’s boyfriend.

      “What the hell is going on?” Alexandra asked. Always the charmer.

      “He needs to leave. We have a lot to discuss.” I moved to Tori’s side and swept the hair from her forehead. She was cold as ice, and didn’t even shift under my touch. I sighed.

      The room tensed as Aaron took a step toward us. In less than a second, the metal at Blair’s hip was released and in her hand. Heat flared as Alexandra ignited her hands, stepping up to the plate. I turned and glared in both their directions.

      “Out,” I said to him. His eyes were so dark, almost like demons’. That didn’t help his chances.

      “No! He goes where I go,” Alexandra declared. She kept her eyes on Blair, but her words were for me and me alone.

      I looked at her, the way she held herself. The way she was standing in front of him, protecting him. I cocked my head, and narrowed my eyes. “We have things to discuss, Alexandra. I’m not going to ask twice. He leaves now.” I growled the last words.

      “No,” she said defiantly.

      Silence fell between us, but for the life of me, I couldn’t understand why the sight of her with him infuriated me. He can’t be trusted, I reminded myself.

      “Alexandra—”

      “I’m back!” Amber called as my bedroom door flew open. Six pairs of eyes fell on her.

      Goddammit, could I not even have a discussion in peace? I had to figure out how to break it to them and ask for help, but I couldn’t even clear a room.

      “Amber—”

      “What’s going on here?” she asked, gaze darting around the room at an impossible speed.

      “Nothing. Can we have the room please?” I asked, trying my damndest to be polite. We’d come a long way in the last year, and she knew more about me than a lot of the people in this room.

      “You’re evading,” she said simply, walking around the small space. Her gaze landed on Tori. “What happened to her?”

      Ah hell.

      “She was bitten by a Vampire. The transition should be phasing out soon. You can ask her more when she wakes up,” I said.

      She stilled, staring down at her best friend with a wistful look. Her expression went blank before I could read any more into it.

      “Can we get back to the matter at hand?” Blair said unceremoniously.

      Alexandra rolled her eyes, keeping herself between Aaron and the rest of us.

      “Matter at hand?” Amber asked. She moved to Tori’s side, brushing her hair back from her face.

      “Do I need to take this somewhere else, Amber?”

      “On the contrary, don’t stop on my behalf,” she purred, but her heart wasn’t in it.

      I rolled my eyes and returned my attention to the two girls locked in a stare-down. “Blair, put the knife away.” She stared warily at my sister and her boyfriend, but sheathed the knife.

      Alexandra’s gaze flipped between us, as if she couldn’t believe what she was seeing, and a cackle escaped her. “I leave for one summer, and she becomes your guard dog?” She turned to me, and met my gaze with a challenge.

      “Leave it, sister,” I murmured. As I paced the room to collect my thoughts, the knife in my boot flew to my hand, and I spun it over and over. Its blade danced across my palm, too fast for anyone to keep track of.

      “Selena.” A deep voice brought me to a halt as he grazed my forearm with his fingers. My gaze flew to his, and the blade stilled. I turned my back on him and focused on the people before me.

      “You’re going to tell him what I say, regardless of whether he’s here or not. Aren’t you?”

      Alexandra nodded, still standing protectively in front of him. The funny thing was that he didn’t need protecting, and the look he gave me said so.

      I walked to the window and stared out into the wide expanse of the sunset. I couldn’t even say it was my last moment of freedom. That had already gone the moment Lucas tried to help me.

      “Anastasia Fortescue met with me to inform me that I’ve been chosen for the honor of serving the Council, to try to end the war before it begins.” The word honor tasted vile in my mouth, but I told them of my task and what I was being asked to do, and what they would do if they chose to join me. I told them of the coming war, and what the Council intended. I never told them what she’d promised in return, though, or that I’d been blackmailed to begin with. I didn’t mention how I’d bargained for them, because my pride wasn’t ready to admit that I needed their help, despite the great disservice I’d done to them as my friends.

      I was a coward, and I deserved the sentence given to me, but they didn’t.

      The silence stretched on for what felt like an endless moment.

      “What did they promise you?”

      I turned to my wisp of sister, the first to speak, and the first to ask something I couldn’t answer. Not yet. Not until the war was over, Anastasia had said, so I did the only thing I could do. “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      “What did they promise you, Selena?” she repeated. Her eyes were terrified. Lost.

      “Something precious.” I ran a shaky hand through my hair and pulled the ponytail loose. I turned to walk out, unable to handle the weight of their eyes, but a burning hand wrapped around my bicep, catching me.

      “I know that look, Selena. What did you do?” Alexandra said, her eyes burning with rage, but not at me. I couldn’t tell her the truth, but maybe I could tell her something else. A half-truth.

      I swallowed the bile and averted my eyes. “It was asked to serve because I have a particular skill set the Council wants. I said yes, because when Anastasia Fortescue goes out of her way to ask you for something, you don’t exactly say no. It was the right thing to do. Please just trust that.”

      Lily’s sob broke the silence, and Alexandra wrapped her arms around me. I didn’t want the comfort, though—I didn’t deserve it for lying.

      “I volunteer.”

      My head whipped around.

      “I volunteer,” Aaron repeated. There was a certain huskiness in his voice, and something in the way he stared at me that had Alexandra’s arms tensing.

      “Me too,” Alexandra said.

      “No.” It was out of my mouth before I even had time to think.

      “What?” She pulled away to glare at me.

      “Selena, you should consider it.” His voice hit me, quiet but firm.

      I stared at him, and raised an eyebrow. Accepting the intrusion for the sake of brevity. “I don’t want to put her in danger,” I said.

      “Selena, that’s so fucking typical—” she continued to rant, but I was no longer watching or listening.

      “You need six people, Selena, and she’s not going to sit by while you leave again. She still feels guilty about the last time. You’re better off protecting her, and bringing him with.”

      “Can he be trusted?” I asked.

      Lucas glanced at the other man, whose gaze had never left me, and nodded once.

      I grimaced, but accepted the truth. If anyone could save me when the time came, it was her. She knew what to do, the words to say—and I would make sure nothing touched her.

      “Fine,” I said.

      “Fine?” she asked, mid-rant.

      I simply nodded, refusing to look at the man behind her. I could keep her safe, I had to believe that, but I had someone else who could help me. Someone I wanted by my side every step of the way.

      “Blair?”

      “You didn’t even have to ask.” My cousin grinned viciously.

      “I’m going too,” Amber chimed in.

      “What?”

      “I hate school, Selena.” Amber said, her eyes locking on Lucas like a cat with a mouse. “Don’t look so shocked. Besides…if there’s eye candy coming with, it’s a win-win.” She smirked.

      That was terrible reasoning, and I almost said as much until I caught her face when she glanced down at Tori. Not quite lost in thought, but there was more to this than she was saying, and I could accept that.

      That was four down.

      “Five.”

      I looked up at him and bit my lip. He deserved to serve at my side for putting me here to begin with, but that didn’t lessen my gut reaction: to tell him no as I’d told Alexandra. But he’d brought this down on me, and like her, he would be there to bring me back when the time came. It’s only fair, my inner demons whispered. I nodded once then turned to my crying sister. Her tears were silent now, apart from her breath hitching. I ran a steady hand down her spine, trying to ease the pain.

      “You promised me,” she whispered.

      “I know.”

      “You promised me you would teach me how to control it!” she snapped, rocking herself back and forth. Shadows danced in her eyes.

      I grabbed her chin, pulling her face up. “Yes, and do I break my promises?”

      “But you’re leaving—”

      “Do I break my promises?” I demanded, knowing that my control would soothe her.

      “No,” she whispered meekly, lowering her eyes as if she couldn’t take the weight of my gaze.

      “Then trust me,” I said. Kissing the crown of her head, I wrapped my arms around her. I was just happy she wasn’t trying to come. I could protect Alexandra, but Lily…she was too far-gone to be that close to anything that bit. I couldn’t risk it, and I think she knew that. Sadness swallowed me whole, like hitting a nerve so vital that death would’ve been kinder.

      This is his fault. I couldn’t stop the biting thought, and knew that I needed to keep him out for good, because Anastasia wouldn’t be kind if he meddled a second time.

      “Selena!” he called as I slammed the bricks down and resurrected the walls in my mind. Piling them higher and higher, I enclosed myself in a prison of my own making. His body shifted backward and shuddered, but I only held Lily harder.

      He’d said I’d let him into my mind, and if I’d let him in, I could keep him out.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Alexandra asked, looking back and forth between the two of us.

      “I’m fine,” he growled.

      He’d recovered from being mentally chopped out of my mind faster than I’d expected. He was angry again, and I didn’t—couldn’t—even entertain the thought that he knew where my mind had been going. Anastasia had made her demands clear.

      His presence stalked toward me, and I released my sister to turn on the giant of a man standing over me.

      “What the hell was that?” he nearly snarled. His rage was unacceptable, and I glared back to tell him so. He gripped my upper arms and shook me, and I didn’t know if it was rage or desperation—maybe both—but I didn’t care.

      Blair backed away, cleaning her nails with a knife I’d already told her to put away once.

      “Hey!” Alexandra yelled, stepping up with fiery fists.

      A growl ripped through the room as someone punched him in the face, and knocked him out cold on the floor below me.

      I turned on the person who’d intervened.

      Aaron’s eyes were boiling with contempt as he stared down at Lucas. His chest heaved as he tried to rein himself in. “He doesn’t touch you,” he said, his words hardly more than whisper.

      “You don’t get to decide who does or doesn’t touch me, asshole,” I spat at him, working to contain my own rage at seeing Lucas knocked out, and not by me. I turned on Alexandra. “Leash your dog. I’m not dealing with this bullshit again.”

      “He was only trying to help—”

      “With all due respect, Alexandra, we both know she didn’t need anyone’s help,” Blair cut in, throwing her an icy look.

      Alexandra’s mouth snapped shut as she looked away.

      I sighed, dragging a hand through my hair. This hadn’t gone at all as planned. I had five people who couldn’t stand to be in the same room, an unconscious body, and a broken sister.

      “So…what do we do with the body?” Amber asked, a wicked glint in her eye. Given her delight at seeing him like this, I had to wonder about her pointed man candy comments.

      “He’s unconscious, not dead, and judging by the bruise on his jaw, he should heal just fine.” I rolled my eyes at her sigh of disappointment.

      “Do we want to focus on the topic at hand now? We still need a sixth person, preferably someone who’s good at getting out of situations. We already have enough…” Blair trailed off at the sound of Tori’s yawn. “Muscle,” she finished, looking at the other girl peculiarly.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked the fragile girl, stepping over her unconscious brother.

      She gave me a knowing look and glanced at her brother. “Better,” she said tentatively, her gaze sweeping over the room. “So, is anyone goin’ to tell me why my brother is passed out on the floor?”

      Both Blair and Amber chuckled, and I rolled my eyes.

      “You know him, always sticking his head where it doesn’t belong,” I said nonchalantly, leaning down to turn his face from side to side. Aaron had given him quite the shiner, but Lucas must’ve been really pissed off not to see it coming.

      “You sure you didn’t mean hands?” Amber said under her breath.

      “Amber,” I warned.

      “What? She’s going to find out anyway,” she huffed.

      “Find out what?”

      “Oh, just how rough he—”

      “Amber!” I yelled, but I wasn’t the only one who responded. A soft growl rumbled behind me, distinctly male—and since the other one was knocked out, that left only one person to blame. I turned, ready to snap at the audacity of this boy.

      “What about her?” Blair said.

      “What?” I asked, swinging my glare away from him to focus on my cousin.

      “What about Tori? We need a sixth person, and she can teleport.” Blair thrust her hand in the girl’s direction and raised her eyebrows at me.

      “Lucas won’t be happy. Neither will Alec.”

      “It’s not their choice,” Blair said.

      “I agree, and she’ll be good for keeping the eye candy in line too.” Amber smirked, but her words were serious.

      “What are y’all talkin’ about?” Tori asked, throwing her covers aside and sitting up with less effort than I’d expected.

      I looked at one of my best friends and weighed my options. There were few I trusted more than Tori, and they were all in this room. If the whole point of choosing my own team was to have those I trusted with me, then why was I hesitating?

      Shaking the remaining guilt out of my head, I made my choice.

      “How would you like to get revenge on the bastard who bit you?”
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      I stared at the names of the six people I’d lied to and then condemned. Bringing them on was little more than saving my own skin. Last night, after Tori had agreed, I’d sent Aaron and Alexandra away, and had Blair carry Lucas back to his dorm before he woke. Supernatural strengths had its perks sometimes, like getting rid of domineering asshats who’d gotten themselves knocked out for being idiotic. As pissed as I was at Aaron for pulling that, I was even more upset with Lucas. He should’ve known better.

      The body next to mine moved. I glanced over at my sister, squished into my twin bed with me like we were still children, her long blond hair scattered across my pillow. I would’ve thought she was still sleeping had her breathing not changed.

      “Good morning,” I said slowly. Throwing my legs off the bed, I yawned. Then walked to the bathroom and prepared for the day.

      “Thank you,” she whispered. My roommates were still asleep, but nothing short of Tori’s foghorn alarm would’ve woken them.

      “What for?” I asked, brushing my hair out. It was even longer than before, falling past my butt. I really needed to cut it, but somehow could never bring myself to do it.

      “Letting me stay. Our time is limited now.” Her heart picked up again. She was still so tied to her emotions. I needed to fix that. There was peace in ambivalence; her pain came from feeling.

      “I thought we would spend the day together,” I said. Her eyes went wide. “If you’d like,” I quickly amended, trying to leave the choice to her. She was big on that now—choice—and Alec’s little stunt had only exacerbated the need.

      “I would like that,” she said softly.

      I pulled my hair into a tight ponytail, and shed yesterday’s clothes. Pulling on a pair of yoga pants and a sports bra was second nature to me. Just going through the motions. I went to strap on the knives.

      “What are you doing?” Lily asked.

      My hand stilled. “Forgetting myself,” I said. “You should get dressed. I have a long day planned for us.”

      “Really?” She looked up brightly, no sign of the darkness. Yet.

      “Really.”

      She dressed quickly in clothes similar to mine, but opted for the more modest route with a t-shirt. I smirked, holding the door open for her as we left. Campus was still quiet, but not quite dead. People scurried by on the sidewalk. I heard every word as they stared at the scars lining my body. I’d chosen my clothing to make a statement, and a statement I made.

      “Where would you feel most comfortable training?” I asked, and Lily shot me a curious look.

      “Away from prying eyes,” she said eventually.

      Good choice.

      I veered left and off the path, breaking into an easy run. She was slow, and her surprise made her slower, but eventually she started catching up. I kept my pace moderate, remembering how long it’d been since she’d done anything aside from cry or mope, with the occasional thrown kitchen knife. She hadn’t trained with Blair and me over the summer, but I couldn’t cut her too much slack now. Not with how powerful she was. I couldn’t let her continue to go unchecked and untrained—not when I wasn’t going to be here to clean up after her anymore.

      Miles passed, and when we reached the farthest point from campus, I stopped. The woods were wild and untamed in this part of the grounds. I led her deeper into them and away from the path we’d taken to get here. Her panting was an assault on my ears in the morning silence. We were far enough out that no other soul would hear us.

      “We’ll train here every morning until I leave.” Her head shot up, and hope blossomed in her eyes.

      “You’re keeping your promise.” It wasn’t a question, so I only nodded.

      “You have a lot to learn, and I don’t have very long to teach you,” I said.

      The wind swept through the woods, lifting her damp hair away from her eyes. “I’ll train harder than anyone you’ve ever taught before, even Blair,” she insisted.

      A smirk touched my lips. That was a high bar she was setting for herself. Blair was my protégée. Even more than Lucas, the girl had enough ice in her to keep those emotions locked down. To stay in control. She found solace in neutrality, and it made her the perfect soldier. In three months, she’d mastered something a year hadn’t taught Lucas, and a lifetime hadn’t taught my sisters.

      “We’ll see.”

      I swept my foot underneath her. She moved quickly, though, and jumped to recover.

      “Good. Your reflexes aren’t bad. It’s a start,” I said, moving in to grapple.

      She dodged my hands and ducked to go under my arm. I spun and locked my arm around her throat, pulling her into a chokehold.

      “Stop,” she gasped.

      I didn’t, instead applying more and more pressure as I pushed her to her limits. She had them, but they were farther than she believed. I needed her to see that she was in control of what happened to her, and her emotions, her powers.

      “Se-Selena,” she choked out. The tendrils started down her arm, reaching into the air for me like wisps of smoke.

      “Control it, Lily,” I whispered into her ear, easing up ever so slightly.

      The black faded as she struggled to pull my arms away. Only when I saw my blood under her nails did I stop. I expected her to drop to her knees and weep. I thought she was going to feel sorry for herself.

      When she came back swinging, it was one of the proudest moments of my life. Her form was good, and I watched in slow motion as her fist steadily approached my face. She needed this; she needed the power.

      I took the punch.

      The darkness in her eyes receded as my pain washed over her. She moved in to strike again, the killing gene taking control. The neverending madness had gotten a taste of blood, and wanted more.

      “Control.”

      She blinked, and her fist stilled not even inches from my face. I stared down at her, blood and snot dripping from my face. Making her take in the sight. If she was going to survive the gene, she needed to live with the consequences.

      “Control,” she repeated. She stepped back, her knees wobbling. Her eyes betrayed the worry seeping into her expression.

      “Stop that,” I reprimanded. “Your emotions will get the best of you, and that’s something you can’t afford. Not anymore.”

      She clicked her tongue in dismissal, but her eyes changed as she watched me in fascination. “Your nose…”

      “It’s nothing.” I stepped away, hastily wiping the blood and guck from my already healed face.

      “That’s not nothing. That’s imposs—”

      “Yes, it is. Just as it should’ve been impossible for you to manifest a second ability four months ago, but here we are.”

      Her mouth snapped shut, as she turned away. “What’s wrong with me?” Her voice was thick with some unnamable emotion. This was the meltdown I’d been waiting for, and I suspected we’d do it another hundred times before she even started to understand.

      “Control,” I repeated.

      “That’s not an answer, Selena! I don’t even know what you mean—”

      “But you will. One day it will click, and until then, we train. You told me you’d train harder than anyone before you. It hasn’t even been twenty minutes, and you’re falling into yourself. Into the abyss.”

      My words pulled her back, as she frowned at me.

      “You think I can’t tell when you’re falling into it? You think everyone else can’t see you falling apart?”

      Her eyes pricked with tears that betrayed the thin line of anger that was her mouth.

      “You must have control in all things. I gave you the summer to feel bad for yourself, and what happened in the warehouse. You’ve had three months to get better, and you can’t even control your emotions.”

      Tears now rolled freely down her cheeks. “I’m sorry—”

      “I don’t want your apologies, Lily! I need you to be better. I-I am leaving, Lily, and I won’t be able to take care of you. So, I need you to take care of yourself for me, until I get back. Can you do that?” My voice softened, but I clenched my fists. How did I make her see this? How did I make her better? I didn’t know, and the impossibility of this situation had me desperate.

      Lily looked at me, and the tears stopped. Her eyes were like glass, fragile but clear. She closed them, and the girl who opened them again wasn’t brittle and crumbling apart. She was stronger, because she had to be.

      “Again,” she said.

      I didn’t question it, and we went round after round. Sweat trickled down my back, and she flung droplets off her face with every shake of her head. The sun climbed higher into the sky, but true to her word, she trained as hard as Blair. I was impressed by her strength, and any would-be wound on her body healed in minutes. She had the potential to be great, but it wasn’t greatness that pushed her forward. It was an insatiable urge to cause pain, because it was the one thing that would quiet her own, if only for a moment.

      “Enough,” I said eventually.

      The sun had reached its apex hours ago, and the world would be looking for me. I held out a hand and pulled her to her feet.

      “You think you can run?” I asked, walking back to the worn path by the wall.

      She nodded, trudging after me.

      “You did good today, but you’re slow and your endurance isn’t there. You need to run everyday. I’ll meet you here at six every morning.” I didn’t wait for her response as I took off down the path. My blood pounded like a battle cry through my veins, urging me forward.

      “Wait!” she called, and I slowed to a stop.

      “What, Lily?”

      “You didn’t teach me how to keep the darkness away. If anything, I just want to kill—”

      “I did, but control takes time, and you have to learn moderation,” I reminded her, already turning away.

      “But—”

      “You need to shut the emotions out. Don’t allow yourself to feel, because feeling is dangerous for people like us. Feeling is how someone dies. Your mind is what will save you, and as long as you don’t let your heart get in the way, the clarity will come.”

      I left her with those words, and hoped I was right. Rome may not have been built in a day, but it also wasn’t built in a month. Like it or not, time was of the essence, and the clock wasn’t on our side.
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      “Where have you been?” Lucas snarled the second I rounded the corner of the stairs.

      Standing in front of my room, he looked every bit as pissed off as I’d expected he would. The sleep had done him good, and the bruise was already looking better, but definitely not gone. His eyes were practically feral.

      “Good afternoon to you too,” I said sarcastically, stepping around him. I opened the door to find my room empty, and the clock on Tori’s nightstand read a quarter after four in the afternoon. The bedroom door clicked shut.

      “We need to talk,” he said. He was doing a better job at controlling the anger, but his eyes betrayed him.

      “No,” I said.

      Yanking my hand through my hair, I freed it from the hair tie and walked to the bathroom. I kicked the door shut, but he caught it before it could lock.

      Fine, you want to play this game?

      I turned my back to him and stripped out of the sports bra then hooked my thumbs in the waistband of my pants and shimmied them down slowly. I knew his eyes were on me, as his heart sped up, so much louder than it ever was before. His breath hitched, and I cast him a coy look over my shoulder. The fire in his eyes turned icy as I continued to strip.

      “See something you like?” I smirked.

      Whatever obsession I’d had with him over the summer was long gone, replaced by a cold, almost cruel indifference because of what he’d done—or really, failed to do. I wanted to be friends, but I needed time to figure it out. Time to not hate him.

      “You really want to play this game? Because twenty-four hours ago you were telling me—”

      “Get out, and close the door behind you,” I snapped. I didn’t need a reminder of what I’d told him, or that I shouldn’t be screwing with him like this just because I was in a pissy mood.

      “I’ll be in your room.” The door slammed behind him, and I let my pants drop.

      Not even bothering to wait for the water to warm, I stepped into the cold shower and welcomed the chill as my emotions washed down the drain.

      What are you doing, Selena?

      I’d cut him loose because he cared too much, and I cared too little. That was the honest thing to do. The right thing.

      I scrubbed the shampoo into my scalp even harder, until the water ran pink. Sigh…

      You need to stop screwing with his head. You don’t want him? Fine, but don’t rub it in. That’s just bitchy.

      Crack. Without thinking, I’d squeezed the conditioner bottle too tightly, and it had exploded everywhere.

      “Selena?” Even through the door, his voice was terse.

      “I’m fine. Give me a sec.” Groaning, I rinsed under the water and did my best to wipe off the walls and shower curtain. I flipped the shower off then paused before the door with a towel wrapped under my arms. I’d forgotten clothes, but thankfully my sweatpants and tank top from last night were still on the floor.

      Welp. I guess I’m going commando.

      My own movements in the mirror distracted me, drawing my attention to the scars, which nearly glowed. I pretended not to be bothered by the violet in my eyes that took longer to fade every time this happened, but I worried that, eventually, it wouldn’t fade at all. I turned away from the mirror, brushing my hair out slowly, until I was unable to delay any further. I opened the door and stepped out of the bathroom to face him. His back was to me as he stared out the only window in the room.

      “Why are you here, Lucas?” I said. There was no point beating around the bush, and the longer he stuck around, the more likely I was to get pissed again.

      “I only have a few hours of freedom left before you give Anastasia our names, and I’d like to spend them with you,” he said slowly. His words were sweet, but felt…off somehow. Too caring. Too kind, for the expression he wore and way he acted. Something wasn’t adding up.

      “You said we needed to talk. I’m here, so talk,” I said.

      “You want to have this conversation where they can hear?” he asked. His eyes never left mine, making his meaning abundantly clear. He wanted back into my mind. Where he could listen to every thought and figure out how to play me like a fiddle. After all, who was better at mind games than the boy who’d erased his own sister’s memory?

      For you!

      Did it matter?

      Either way, I had to keep him out of my mind, because Anastasia held my leash. Funny how him attempting to save me from her was how she’d managed to rope me in. If there was anything I could rely on in this world, it was that karma and irony were never far where I was concerned.

      “I’m not letting you back in, so either spit it out or leave,” I said.

      “Fine. You want to be like this? Have it your way.” He closed his eyes, taking a deep breath. “Why did you agree to do this?”

      Without realizing it, I’d frozen instinctively. I’d given them a reason. It might not have been a good reason, but why did he have to question it? Why couldn’t he just take it at face value?

      “I told you guys everything. You’re being paranoid,” I said lazily.

      His gaze never left me as he lifted an eyebrow. “Really?” It was only a single word, but it was a challenge. Nosy bastard could take his challenge and shove it up—

      “Really,” I repeated, cutting my own rant short.

      He blew out a breath, shaking his head in frustration. “Why do you lie to me at every fucking turn—”

      “Because you can’t accept the truth when I tell you to stay out of it!” I yelled over him. I sighed and turned away, running both hands through my hair.

      “But lying to me fixes nothing,” he said.

      The anger that filled me quickly fizzled into nothing more than bitterness and resentment. Lovely. At least I understood these feelings. The familiarity was comforting, the cold a welcome reprieve from all the heat.

      “If you don’t like how I do things, you shouldn’t have signed up to work with me,” I said.

      “You know why I did,” he whispered.

      I closed my eyes, wanting this to end already. Why must he care like this? Why couldn’t he accept my boundaries like everyone else?

      Because you already let him past them once.

      And it was one time too many.

      I turned to leave, but he grabbed my arm—one last ditch effort.

      “I don’t want you in my mind. Some things are better left alone,” I said, tearing my arm from his grip.

      “You’re keeping secrets. Why? You know what happens when you do this!” He raised his voice, near desperation.

      “It’s my choice what I do and do not tell you. Just like it’s your choices that led you here. You once called me heartless. Maybe you should’ve heeded your own warning.”

      He laughed, a sad, sardonic sound. “Maybe I should have,” he murmured.

      Finally! Finally, he was getting it—that this chase wouldn’t repair whatever was broken inside me. He wouldn’t be the one to fix me, if anyone even could. I needed to fix myself, and the only way I could do that was with space.

      Throwing the door open, I came face-to-face with Blair.

      “Do I even want to know why you’re here?” I sighed.

      She looked over my shoulder. “I was just going to get dinner and wanted to see if you were busy, but if you have company—”

      “Oh, for the— There’s nothing— Ugh, nevermind. Let’s just go,” I snapped.

      A smirk ghosted her lips, but she said nothing as she turned on her heel down the hallway. I followed her without looking back once. I’d made that mistake last time I walked away, and I wouldn’t make it again. The cool air hit my skin pleasantly, and I twisted my hair up into a bun, pulling it tight with my own long black ends in the absence of a hair tie.

      “Am I supposed to ask what that was about?” Blair asked. She had excellent conversational skills—the girl could schmooze with the best of them—but we both knew that wasn’t her. Not anymore, anyway.

      “No, you’ve got enough to worry about. I can handle another…” I paused, not sure what to call Lucas. “Boy.”

      “Boy? That’s what they call eighteen-year-olds with abs like that now?” She pursed her lips, trying to hide the smile and failing.

      “Boy. Man. What’s the difference?”

      “The way he looks at you.” Her smile faltered as she looked away.

      “You sound like you know something about that,” I prodded. The summer air kissed my cheeks as we strolled across Daizlei.

      “I’m not dumb enough to tell you to stay away. Just be careful with him,” she said, her braid blowing behind her in the wind.

      “What makes you say that? Did he do something to you?” I wasn’t sure if it was curiousity that fueled my interest, or this dying need to know if there was something dark and twisted in him too. Maybe then it would be easier to blame him, maybe then I could chalk this all up to karma.

      “Lucas has always been kind, but so was his brother once. All I’m saying is be careful.”

      “So much for dark and twisted,” I grumbled.

      “Hm?” she asked.

      “Nothing.” I shrugged.

      Campus was still quiet as we made our way across the grass. Fireflies twinkled against the dying sun, and when the light was gone, six people’s freedom would be too.

      “Do you hate me? For dragging you into this?” I blurted out the question that had been at the back of my mind since last night.

      “You didn’t do this. You were just the messenger, and to be honest, there are worse things in life than fighting Vampires who would enslave us all. If we win, we save millions, and if we lose, I’m either dead or hiding. Besides,” she paused, resting her arm over my shoulder, “there’s no way to know how good I really am now until we put it to the test. Vampires are just a step below demons.”

      I laughed with her, but, truthfully, I didn’t even want to think about that statement. If Vampires were just a test, what would stop her from going after the real monsters when this was all over? Then again, was I really any different?

      “This must be strange for you, being back here and knowing you won’t be staying. Have you told Elizabeth?”

      Blair stiffened at the mention of her sister, who’d betrayed us all. She’d apparently gotten here early this morning, but no one had seen her since.

      After the incident last year, she’d been moved to a different dorm on the other end of campus and banned from any and all outings. Technically, I was too for beating the shit out of her, but it hardly mattered anymore.

      “No. Telling my mom was hard enough. I haven’t seen her, and I don’t plan to,” she said.

      I nodded in understanding. “I don’t know what I would do if one of my sisters betrayed me like that.”

      “Hopefully, you’ll never have to find out,” she said grimly.

      I pushed the cafeteria door open, and tried to ignore the whispers as we passed by.

      “Do you see her scars?”

      “I heard she got them fighting Vampires.”

      “I heard it was demons.”

      “Does it really matter? She may as well be one. I saw what she did to that girl last year.”

      “Aren’t they related?”

      “Didn’t she kill her?”

      “I thought she died.”

      The words continued to flow like vomit from their mouths. Hundreds of whispers, and I was the subject of them all. I hated it, but said nothing. What was the point, when all they saw was the monster? May as well let them fear it.

      “They sure love to talk, don’t they?” Blair muttered, as they began to speculate about her own scars.

      It was funny, in a way, that a year ago I’d stepped out as a stranger to this world and they’d challenged me. Now they knew me, but in my quest to protect my sisters, I’d become a villain overnight. Typical.

      “Let’s just get our food and get out of here,” Blair said.

      The line was short, and it only took us a few moments to get to the counter. We collected our dinner and hurried to leave the cafeteria whispers behind.

      “Selena.”

      I looked up sharply at the blond-haired, golden-eyed manservant. Alec took up most of the door, blocking our exit.

      “What do you want?” Blair snapped.

      His jaw tightened, but he didn’t even glance her way.

      “I’ve been sent to collect the names for my mistress,” he said tersely. The way he avoided Blair’s glare would’ve been amusing for almost any other reason.

      “It’s not even six,” I replied coolly.

      “It was an order, Selena, not a request,” he said.

      Blair ground her teeth, and her fingertips turned blue.

      I fished the paper out of my pocket and handed it over. “Luckily for you, I always come prepared.” I smirked.

      He rolled his eyes, but I got the distinct impression he knew the effect he was having on her. “Training starts tomorrow morning. Be in the Battle Simulation room by nine and bring your…friends.” He turned to leave.

      “Alec.” I paused. He stopped a few feet away but didn’t turn back. “Do you think she’ll keep her end of the deal?”

      He didn’t ask who I was talking about. We both knew. He turned back a fraction, looking at Blair. She turned icy under his glare, and any sadness in his eyes disappeared behind a cool mask of indifference.

      “Goodnight, Selena. Get some rest.”

      That wasn’t reassuring.
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      The night passed quickly enough, though sleep was hard to come by. My violet-eyed other paid me a visit in the dead forest, causing me to wake in a cold sweat as the shakes set in. Training with Lily didn’t go much better.

      Now, after sitting at this cold desk for the last twenty minutes while Vonlowsky prattled on, I couldn’t help the irritation that was setting in.

      Why is he even talking?

      My inner demons agreed. He’d been appointed the ‘trainer’ to head this unofficial gathering everyday, and the one to enforce the Council’s will.

      Anastasia’s nine sat amongst us in the classroom-like setting outside the simulation chamber. It still reminded me of the isolation rooms in a psych ward; I guess some things never changed—like how much I couldn’t stand my arrogant ex-Battle Simulation professor.

      “Ms. Foster, I asked you a question.”

      I snapped my head up to look at him. “What?” I asked blankly.

      Blair kicked the back of my desk.

      “Ms. Foster, is there a reason you’ve shown up here three minutes late and half-asleep? You’ve been honored by the Council—”

      That was my undoing. “What. Do. You. Want?” I said through gritted teeth. What I meant to say was leave me the fuck alone.

      The feeling of his breath in my face made me tense, as he leaned down to be eye level with me. My demons roared.

      Too close. He’s too close.

      I could hardly breathe because every hair on my body shot up. The need for pain filled me, begging for release.

      “Excuse me? Until you leave the grounds, I am still your instructor, and I expect to be treated as such.” He pinned me with a heavy glare, demanding my silence before he continued. “For the next month, you’ll be training twelve hours a day in this building. You will eat, sleep, and fight together. After today’s session, you’ll find your things already moved to your new bunks on the level below, where all sixteen of you will stay. When you’re not in session or with the group, you’re free to roam the grounds, but you may not leave the school. Do I make myself clear?”

      Mumbles of yes and nodding heads followed his statement. He stared down at me, waiting for confirmation.

      “Crystal.” Even as I said it, the dread set in. How was I going to be around this many people and not lose my shit in such close quarters? It was last year all over again.

      “Good. Council Member Fortescue has instructed me to hone both your bodies and minds, in preparation for what you’ll face beyond these walls. While Ms. Foster will lead you in your excursions, I’m here to ensure that those of you who make it past the eliminations are adequately prepared for what you’ll face. Sixteen is too large a group not to become discombobulated, therefore periodic cuts will be made based on performance, amongst other things…” he said slyly.

      Vonlowsky continued to drone on for a few more minutes about the importance of his role in this, but I couldn’t focus. I couldn’t think. The pounding in my head came to a crescendo as the situation I had on my hands overwhelmed me and opened the gate for my demons. My heartbeat slowed, like a drum on the dawn of an execution. The killing calm had me, and something needed to sate it.

      “Selena?” Something touched my shoulder.

      I snapped.

      I jumped out of my seat, pulled my knife, and pressed the blade against her throat before she could move.

      “Selena, put the knife down. There’ll be time enough for that.” I recognized that voice.

      As I looked into the face staring up at me, reality came back. Blair. This was Blair. I lowered my knife slowly and stepped away. “Blair.”

      She nodded slowly, watching me for sudden changes. She tried to play it off, to look nonchalant, but we both knew what was really going on here. She’d seen it enough this summer, every time my self-control ran thin and the demons pounced. My violet-eyed other cackled wildly in the back of my mind.

      “Ms. Foster!” Vonlowsky shouted, approaching me too fast.

      I whirled, and ducked under his arm.

      “What the—?”

      “Don’t touch me,” I murmured.

      Panic was seizing me as I backed away from the stares, from him. I looked from one person to another, lost in a sea of people. One dark-eyed gaze stood out. Aaron White, once again watching me with an intensity that gave Lucas a run for his money. I hadn’t seen the boy in months, and I was struck by how much he’d changed since last year. His dark gaze shifted to a glimmer of gold and back so fast I had to be hallucinating. He cocked his head, arching an eyebrow in a way that was too familiar.

      Vonlowsky moved, pulling me out of the moment. “Ms. Foster, this is preposterous. What is going on with—?”

      He reached.

      Glass shattered.

      The double-paned window cracked and blew apart, halting his approach.

      I sucked in a deep breath, trying to rein it in—but the power was like a dam, and once you broke it, the flood of power was too great to hold in.

      “Selena!” Lucas shouted.

      The world was a kaleidoscope of colors.

      “I said, do not touch me.”

      This time, Vonlowsky heeded my warning. Closing my eyes, I focused on the glass and forced it back into the window, one piece at a time. Perspiration dotted my forehead as I sealed the cracks—manipulating matter itself. Telekinesis was such a droll name for what I could do. Moving objects with my mind was just the tip of the iceberg.

      A popping in my ears pulled me out of the vacuum I’d created. I focused on the man in front of me.

      “As you wish, Ms. Foster,” Vonlowsky said slowly. His eyes betrayed nothing as he examined me like a puzzle he couldn’t piece together.

      “I think we should let off some steam,” Alexandra announced. She strode toward me with purpose and a flounce in her hips.

      “Sit down.” Vonlowsky glared.

      “It’s been a long few days, and no offense to you, Professor, but some of us have to work harder to contain our gifts in high-stress situations with no release.” Alexandra put on a big front, and I had no doubt who it was for. She knew what this was about, and turning it into a power play would’ve been smart under other circumstances. It would’ve made me look strong, not insane, but here, now, it made me look defiant. The word release echoed in my mind, like a Ping-Pong ball going berserk in a box.

      “Direct as usual, Ms. Foster.” He rolled his eyes, pausing as if actually considering her request. “But perhaps, given the state of things, we should begin training, and I can continue going over the more tedious aspects after lunch?” He phrased it like a question. Every head in the room nodded in agreement, but it was me he looked to.

      “Please.” I lowered my eyes to quiet the demons urging me forward.

      “Very well. Break into pairs and get in the simulator. I don’t want anything else broken,” he said.

      I turned from the room and fled to the white room. Where was a straitjacket when I needed one?

      “I’m her sister. I know what she needs,” Alexandra said, walking into the room with Blair on her heels.

      “She’s not going to want you, because she doesn’t want to hurt you. She needs someone she doesn’t have to hold back with,” Blair insisted, and she wasn’t wrong.

      “Find someone else, Blair.” Alexandra came to a stop in front of me with Blair.

      “Selena?” Blair asked me expectantly.

      I turned away, unable to look at either of them.

      “Selena—” Lucas tried to butt in, but I silenced him with a hand. The room was filling quickly as the nine entered with Tori and Amber on their heels.

      “I’m not fighting any of you.”

      “What—?”

      “Selena, you know this isn’t a good idea—”

      Selena this. Selena that. Why couldn’t people leave me alone?

      “Quiet,” I snapped.

      Rubbing my temples, I looked over the entire group. If I was going to lead, I needed to get my shit together and lead. The war wouldn’t stop because of nightmares and insatiable urges. My penance, as Anastasia called it, wouldn’t be paid.

      “Blair and Alexandra, you’ll practice together. Tori and Amber split off to the side. Lucas and Aaron…” My voice faltered.

      That left me without anyone, and I sure as hell didn’t want to accidentally kill one of the royal rejects Anastasia had under her thumb. I needed someone I could hit, without feeling bad. A punching bag that could take the pain without me giving a damn.

      “Use Aaron,” Blair said quietly.

      “Are you kidding me? Do you know what she’ll do to him?” Alexandra nearly screeched.

      “Yes, which is why I know that if she won’t use you or me, she won’t use him either.” She thrust her chin toward Lucas and crossed her arms.

      She had a point. As pissed as I was with him, some part of me didn’t want to beat him to a pulp. Yet. I needed time.

      “I can take it.” Aaron stepped up, getting closer than anyone else had dared. He was either the bravest man alive, or the dumbest.

      I stripped off my jacket and tossed it to Blair.

      “Ugh, whatever. Don’t ruin his face,” Alexandra muttered.

      The absurdity of that made me snort.

      “Go train with you cousin, Alex. I can handle her.” His assuredness was startling, and it made the hunter in me purr at the thought of a challenge. Something tickled at the back of my mind, though.

      Alex? No one called her Alex. No one but our father. I didn’t like it.

      “And me?” Lucas demanded, like I was a bad person for not picking him.

      I still hadn’t gotten our confrontation yesterday out of my mind, though, and didn’t have the energy to waste on coddling him right now. I was far enough down this rabbit hole that I couldn’t wait to blow off steam, and he pushed my buttons.

      “You’re with Alec. Make me proud,” I said, trying to lighten the blow to his ego, but he just stormed off toward his brother, who was watching us from the side.

      I kept my eyes on Aaron.

      He was just as tall as Lucas, but bigger. Bulkier.

      He must’ve been training over the summer.

      Not that that explained the golden eye shift. I reached for the knife holder strapped around my waist, and threw it to the side. Aaron never wavered as he slowly approached. Only a breath away, I inhaled once and struck.

      I moved for his chest, but stopped an inch short as he closed his fingers around my fist. I flipped myself, pressing my back into him as I brought my other hand up and grasped his wrist. He shifted his body, almost as if he’d predicted I was going to throw him, and wrapped his other arm around my neck. Switching to a chokehold. He lured me in, pulling me close. I waited him out as he leaned into me, not releasing but not actively cutting off my airway either. Bringing my foot up over my shoulder, I kicked him in the face.

      He stumbled, loosening his grip just enough that I slipped free and twisted to snap his arm. He closed his other hand around my wrist. We fell into a gridlock. Both unwilling to be bested by the other, but so evenly matched that it was going to take a lot more to win.

      I glared up at him, and his black eyes swallowed me whole. So I did the only thing I could—I went low, and brought my knee up to mash his junk. A smirk crossed his lips as he pivoted and released me. We moved as one, two people lost in the dance of our lives. I kicked; he blocked. I punched; he pivoted. Time wore on, and I fell into a trance-like state.

      It was kind of amazing that he could keep up—even with his enhanced senses, I’d expected him to falter, but he never missed a beat, and he never looked away from me. Unlike last year, when he’d lost a fight because I’d walked by, his eyes never strayed. Then we started landing blows.

      Thud.

      The power in my fist boomed through the room as he flew back, landing on his butt. I smirked, contorting my body to crack my neck. That’ll keep him down.

      Thack!

      “Ugh,” I exhaled, the fist in my gut bringing me to my knees. How did he do that?

      “Didn’t think you could keep me down so easily, did you?” He grinned.

      I spat blood on the floor and picked myself back up. “Wouldn’t dream of it,” I snapped.

      We continued back and forth for a while yet, but no matter how hard either of us hit, the other got back up. I couldn’t keep him down, and it infuriated me. What had changed?

      I stepped back and dropped. Kicking my leg out to sweep his feet out from under him, I waited for him to grab it as he had the last two times I’d tried this. He smirked to himself as he latched onto my foot.

      Got you now.

      Releasing myself to gravity, I fell to the ground and threw my strength into flinging him over me. He let go after he realized I intended to turn his own strength against him—but not soon enough. I brought the other leg up and hooked it around his neck, crushing him to me. Unable to hold himself up, he came down between my thighs and found his head trapped as I flipped. I straddled his chest, forcing his head between my knees as I used my weight to hold him down.

      The world faded the moment our eyes met. His were so black, but not cold. Unlike the demons that haunted and hunted me. Now was my moment. This was when I was supposed to punch him—to bloody his face to a pulp. I should’ve slammed his head into the floor, as I’d done to so many others before him. He stared up at me, though, unafraid. If anything, he looked far too pleased with himself.

      “Do it,” he said. His voice was husky and dark. Something in me squirmed, like a door trying to open. I had this bizarre feeling of him. That if I only reached, I could unlock the door.

      No.

      I ground my teeth and punched him.

      Red flowed beneath my fingers as the pressure left me. His nose was broken, smashed in at an odd angle. I pulled my arm back, ready to strike again.

      Until his nose started knitting itself back together.

      That’s…

      “Impossible,” I whispered.

      Not quite, a small voice said. My own bones healing rapidly came to mind.

      “I told you I could take it. Again.”

      I looked at him like he’d grown a second head. He was asking for more?

      “Again,” he urged.

      A tingle ran up my spine. Something like déjà vu…or that feeling you got after being blackout drunk. Either way, it didn’t sit well. One second, I’d wanted blood and pain, and the next, I wanted to take a really long nap and forget this day had ever happened. Clarity hit me like a shot of adrenaline, and I was back. The demons would be sated for another day.

      I let go and pulled myself up. Stumbling forward, I tried to ignore Alexandra’s pissed off glare. Whether it was jealousy or anger, I didn’t really care. I hadn’t picked him as the punching bag because I cared for him, but because I didn’t. Someone had needed to hurt, and I’d picked the person I cared the least about. She knew that, but I was still the bad guy. Some days, the cure is worse than the disease…

      Lucas wouldn’t even look at me as he sulked off to the other side of the room to train with his brother. Part of me wanted to tell him to shove it for being petty and jealous, but the rest of me said to leave it. He’d figure it out on his own. He had to.

      “Why are you all just standing here? Get back to training,” I said.

      I left the room to take an unsteady breath. The white walls of the simulator were already splotched red, and the nine didn’t need to be told twice. I liked that.

      “You’re stronger than you’ve let everyone believe.” Vonlowsky stood, stoic as ever, next to me, watching my team.

      “Strength doesn’t come from power. It comes from control, Professor. The mind is a powerful thing, but one is only as strong as their weakest link.”

      I felt his eyes on me for a moment. “Truer words have never been spoken, Ms. Foster,” he said.

      Was that a compliment?

      “Perhaps the reason they never win isn’t because they underestimate my power but my mind.” I paused. “Just food for thought.”

      I could’ve sworn a smile formed on his lips, but knowing Vonlowsky, it was probably a trick of the light.
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      The nine, as I called them, weren’t what I’d expected. They were nearly as ragtag a group as my own team, albeit a more gifted bunch. Every one of them was talented in some form or fashion, and some had gifts I’d never even heard of. For the better part of that morning, they sparred separately and wouldn’t interact with us. One girl in particular caught my interest, though. Her golden eyes flashed every time she looked at us, and there was something strange behind her quiet demeanor. I shook my head and looked away.

      You’re paranoid.

      Lunch was just a continuation of their indifference. Two floors down from the Battle Simulation Building there was a small lunchroom with one long table that reminded me of middle school. Had this been here before all this happened with Anastasia and the Council? If so, why could they possibly need a lunchroom that looked like it was out of a juvenile detention center? Wedged between Blair and Tori, I took a slow bite of my burger and glanced across the table.

      “What’s your name?” I asked the guy opposite me. He was massive, nearly seven feet tall, and built so thick that three-foot wide oak trees looked small in comparison. His skin was so black it looked almost blue. He was beautiful in an odd, exotic way. He glanced up at me with golden eyes, flecked with green. It was fitting that he looked like carved stone—given what I’d seen of his ability this morning.

      “Constantine,” he rumbled.

      “You’re an earth user.” It wasn’t really a question, but I waited for a response.

      He gave me an odd look. “Yes.”

      “Excellent. When we’re done with lunch, you’ll be fighting with Alexandra.” I kept my eyes on him, all too aware of the stare I was getting from Alexandra.

      “The fire user?” He glanced at my red-headed sister.

      “Yes, I want to see how you compare.”

      He frowned slightly but kept quiet.

      Lunch went on, but the only conversations were held in hushed whispers.

      As we headed back upstairs, Blair grabbed my arm and pulled me aside. “Do you really think it’s a good idea to put Alexandra against one of them?”

      “It needs to happen sooner rather than later, and he’s more even-tempered than the others,” I said quietly, watching the door for the stairwell close.

      “He could be a pacifist and I’d be concerned. Do you think she’s ready?”

      “She was born ready. The girl has fire in her veins. You just have to know how to unleash it.” Blair cut me a questioning look, and I sighed. “You forget that she’s my sister. She’s trained with me since we were children. You may not see her control, but it is there.” I started walking away.

      “But—”

      “I can’t say more, Blair, not right now.”

      Flashbacks of fire and blood rooted me to the spot for a moment. I reached out, steadying myself against the wall.

      That was a long time ago, I berated myself.

      Exactly. Which is why you shouldn’t dabble with it now.

      I stepped through the doorway into the classroom outside the simulator. Vonlowsky was waiting with the group right outside, and he didn’t look pleased. I marched over to him with my shoulders back, hand resting cockily on the dagger at my hip. Daggers had become my weapon of choice; the irony was amusing. He watched me warily as I approached the group, but made no move to piss me off after this morning.

      That’s what you get for biting off more than you can chew.

      “Alexandra, Constantine. Get in the simulator.” I kept my voice steady, eyes not leaving Vonlowsky. “I hope you don’t mind, Professor, but I wanted to mix it up a little.” It was an olive branch, the most I could force myself to give at the moment. He’d given me breathing room, and I didn’t want to be smothered again.

      “Very well. But after your trial, we have work to do.”

      I nodded once and motioned for them to enter the simulator. The door snapped shut behind them, and I took a deep breath before facing the window.

      “Begin the match,” I said.

      Vonlowsky pressed a button, and a horn sounded.

      Alexandra moved first, trying to dive in for a quick shot at his solar plexus, but she wasn’t fast enough to get out. It didn’t take long before Constantine had her pinned. I grimaced. Flames shot up as she ignited, and his arms shook as he struggled to keep his hold on her, despite the fire that rose up to greet him. His skin changed, darkening to onyx. He was made of solid stone.

      “Can we be done with this?” Vonlowsky sighed, reaching for the button.

      “No.”

      He stopped and gave me an incredulous look.

      I kept my eyes on the burning girl.

      Please forgive me.

      “Hotter,” I said.

      Her head twitched, and even though she couldn’t see me, her eyes made contact. Fire raced down her body, scorching away her clothes. The flames were spreading, burning even the white-tiled floors. Still, Constantine held her.

      “Hotter,” I repeated.

      Her body surged again as the lines of her skin blurred. I couldn’t tell where the fire stopped and she started. Bodies pressed in around me to get a better look, and Vonlowsky regarded me curiously. His gaze flipped between the burning girl and me.

      “Selena, I don’t think she can—” Blair started.

      “Hotter, Alexandra. Now,” I commanded coldly.

      It was the first time in almost seven years that I’d pushed her. Instead of trying to hold the fire back—as we had in the human world—I wanted to unleash it. I wanted to make a statement: that it wasn’t only me they needed to fear. I wasn’t the only threat.

      Her body glowed bright, nearly white, as she lost her human form entirely. Constantine shifted, unable to hold her any longer as she burned even stone. He moved away, but she was faster. She was living flame. Alexandra pushed onward, forcing him back, but everywhere he turned there was fire. She consumed the world.

      Her control was starting to slip, though. She hadn’t held this form in many years, and her body didn’t know how to handle it. Her energy was falling, and Constantine saw it. The ground beneath them shook, forcing her to retreat from the mountain man. Flames exploded as the room burned. Unable to hold back any longer, Vonlowsky hit the button to signal them to stop. The siren blared, and like a phoenix meeting her end, Alexandra blinked out—collapsing on the ruined floor, unconscious and exhausted.

      Fire alarms rang out, as the simulator flooded, flowing into the classroom as the door opened. I pushed through the group and headed straight for my sister’s unconscious body. The floor was burned away, and rocks jutted through like onyx crystals. Deadly and beautiful. I stayed wide of Constantine, who was sagging against the opposite wall, not completely conscious yet. She’d given him a run for his money, and that was all I’d needed.

      I approached her naked body, and slipped my jacket off to cover her. Her head lolled to the side when I picked her up, locking my arms around her back and under her legs, somewhat awkwardly because of the size difference. Avoiding the rocks on my way back was slightly harder with her cumbersome body, but we managed.

      Constantine hadn’t fared much better. The golden-eyed girl from earlier murmured words of reassurance in his ear while she simultaneously tried to treat the burns and keep him from falling into the hole in the ground two feet to his left. Another boy rushed onto the scene to help their shaken friend, and it stirred an unwanted feeling of guilt in my chest. I kept walking, disinclined to give my apologies. Relatively speaking, apart from the destroyed room and unconscious body, it was a success.

      “What did I say about breaking things?” Vonlowsky asked, rolling his eyes.

      I shot him a glare, nodding to the girl in my arms.

      He pressed his lips together in a slight grimace. “The bunks are one floor down. Your things haven’t been moved yet, but I’ll see that hers are brought over first,” he said, pausing as phantom hands opened the stairwell. “We’ll break for the rest of this afternoon until the simulator is fixed. We’ll have our evening lecture during dinner tonight.”

      I mentally shut the door behind me as I traveled down, into the underground of Daizlei. Not even one day back, and I already had an unconscious body.

      Was it karma that it was my very own sister this time? I hadn’t even laid a finger on Alexandra, but I was still at fault for pushing her. For breaking her.

      I glanced over the room, feeling more than ever like an enlisted soldier. A simple room, it had concrete floors and walls, ten twin-sized bunks, and doors on either end labeled men and women’s bathrooms. I carried Alexandra to one of the bunks in the corner. I threw the threadbare sheet over her, hoping it would be enough. Water leaked from her hair all over the mattress as I pulled it to the side and wrung it out on the concrete floor before braiding it away from her face.

      I shouldn’t have done that…but I knew why I had.

      She was being thrown into this just as much as I was, and like Lily, she only had so much time to get ready for whatever was to come. Blair was a mile ahead of them, both in attitude and ability, at this point. Tori and Amber were in a different category altogether with their abilities, but it didn’t make my job any easier. They needed to train more, all of them. I fell into troubled thoughts, backing away from her bunk toward the people now milling around the room. The nine had moved their stuff to the other side of the concrete prison, where Constantine was passed out on the bottom cot. The golden-eyed girl examined me cautiously from her bed, with eyes that glowed more than I was comfortable with. It had been a long day, and it wasn’t half over.

      I turned to my soldiers, the team of misfits.

      “Two of you are to be with her at all times until she wakes up. I’ll be back,” I said hastily, not even bothering with my jacket as I turned to walk out.

      “Where are you going?” Tori asked.

      “For a run,” I said.

      “I’m coming with,” Amber said, moving to my side in a second.

      I rolled my eyes. “Whatever.”

      We took the stairs back up into the classroom and paused. Vonlowsky was on the phone with someone, while technopaths worked to put the simulator back together. Most of the water had already been removed.

      “Is there something you need, Ms. Foster?” he asked crossly, not even bothering to address Amber’s presence.

      “Nope, we were just on our way, Professor,” I said quickly, hurrying out the door before he could comment further.

      “So…are we going to talk about what happened today? Or why tall, dark, and handsome is pissed at you?” Amber asked, nudging me with her elbow as we walked outside of main campus.

      I groaned. “Seriously, Amber? I’m not in the mood.”

      “Oh please, I know you, and I know the Hunters. The boy has it bad for you, and as amusing as it is that he picked you, of all people, I kind of get the impression that it’s not one way,” she mused, pulling her brown curls into a pom-pom on top of her head.

      “Honestly, Amber, it’s none of your business,” I said steadily, taking off in a run.

      It didn’t take her any time at all to catch up. “Touchy-touchy. He’s the same way about you.” She smirked.

      I rolled my eyes. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said. The lie fell flat, though, even to me.

      “Just keep telling yourself that. Before you know it, the whole world’s going to implode with your drama. Those boys are about to have a throwdown.” She laughed, even as we ran.

      “Boys?” I asked, hoping that, for once in my miserable life, I’d heard wrong.

      “Oh my god! Don’t tell me you have no idea what I’m talking about. Lucas was two seconds from kicking his ass after you walked out of the simulator this morning.” She cackled.

      My heart raced in my chest, and it had nothing to do with the run.

      “Aaron is nothing. He’s no one. The only reason he’s even here is because Alexandra was going to throw a fucking temper tantrum if he wasn’t.”

      Amber sobered and looked me over. “Do you really believe that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Really? From where I stand, you yielded and brought him on. Alexandra’s just an excuse,” she said flatly, cocking an eyebrow in challenge.

      “That’s bull. I can’t stand Aaron. It’s the reason I picked him this morning. Not because I care,” I said, like it was dirty.

      “I don’t think it’s as simple as you’re telling yourself.” She scrunched her nose the way she did when she was thinking.

      “I think you’re reading something into it that’s not there. Lucas, Aaron…hell, next you’re going to say Alec has it for me.” I laughed at the thought, but her smile fell away.

      She dropped her gaze to the ground darkly. “Not quite.”

      “Oh what? No Chatty Cathy now?” I smirked, but deep down I knew something was up.

      “Lucas is a different kind of devil than Alec. His morals are loose, but he has a heart. He just needed someone like you to make him feel it. Make him settle,” she said ominously.

      “So I’ve heard. I’m not sure whether to be pissed or ask why you keep coming back to him settling on me,” I said.

      She snorted and picked up the speed as we raced through the forest’s edge. “You’re a shade of gray, Selena. You’re not good, and you never were—even before you met Lucas. You’re just as likely to stomp on his heart as you are to throw a punch. That’s what I find amusing. He had girls pining after him before you…still does. His player days are over, though. They were the second he met you.” She shrugged and kept silent.

      “It’s not going to happen. He needs to move on,” The words popped out before I could take them back.

      “It sounds like you’ve made up your mind,” she said.

      “I have, because it won’t work. There was a time when I thought maybe…but he’s not what I want. Not mentally at least.” I muttered the last part more to myself than her.

      “And what’s that supposed to mean?” Amber asked, like I’d said something scandalous. Or maybe she just found it amusing.

      “It’s nothing,” I said, not sure I really wanted to get into this with her.

      “Doesn’t sound like nothing.” She smirked.

      “Lucas is my friend, a very attractive friend who sometimes makes me want to push those boundaries, but…I don’t feel the same way he does. Even when he kisses me, there’s something holding me back.”

      And then there’s the whole wiping Tori’s memory and getting caught thing. Not that Anastasia bothered to go after him, when he’d given her all the ammunition she needed to get me. Hateful harpy.

      “That’s oddly thoughtful of you,” she said quietly.

      I shrugged, cracking my neck while I did. “Don’t give me too much credit there. I haven’t been the kindest where his heart is concerned.”

      In fact, I didn’t think I’d ever been great where matters of the heart were concerned, even when those affections weren’t aimed at me. Alexandra had had many boyfriends, and I’d detested each and every one. Love made people blind. It made them weak. Alexandra was strong when she played the game and usually never cared about who she hurt, but with Aaron…she was changing, and love was to blame for it. Stupid sentimental love. I shook my head to try to scatter those intense dark eyes far from my thoughts…and it didn’t work.

      “You look like you’re running from something. He get under your skin?” Amber asked.

      “What…who are you—”

      “Well, I was talking about Lucas, but now I’ve gotta wonder where your mind went. Your other suitor?” She snickered even though her eyes weren’t in it. How right she was about who was bothering me, but not for the reasons she thought.

      “Aaron’s nothing to me,” I insisted. I was beginning to feel like a broken record.

      “Okay, if he’s nothing to you, answer me this: what’s so wrong with him that you just brush off his obvious attraction to you?” she asked, bringing me to a gradual stop.

      This was…deep. Deeper than I wanted to go where men were concerned, but we were already here, so it seemed I had to answer.

      “He’s dating my sis—”

      “Other than that,” she said, brushing her thumb across her bottom lip. The wheels were turning behind those eyes.

      “He’s a pig. Seriously. The first day I met him, he was going on and on about banging his girlfriend the night before, saying the most— Ugh, he deserves to have his balls chopped off for what he was saying.” My fists clenched at the thought of it.

      “That’s all?” she asked, making a face like she was weighing her next words carefully.

      “I’ve spent most of my life being ogled by men and watching them abuse my sister. I have no interest in dogs,” I said. Aaron would have my scorn as long as he lived.

      “I just find it amusing, because Lucas wasn’t any better. Until you. And Aaron…well, we all have our faults. You’re judgmental and have probably done worse things than I care to know, and he likes pretty women.” She shrugged. “The whole lot of you had your issues. Still do, if you ask me.” She muttered the last bit under her breath.

      “Hey!” I said, slapping her arm while she laughed so hard she snorted. Amber collapsed against the wall in a fit of laughter that was infectious.

      “This is nice. Not so…heavy. Not complicated. Why can’t life be like this all the time?” I said absentmindedly.

      She regarded me slowly, her gold eyes glowing. Gold? I was about to ask what the deal was when she spoke. “Some of us are destined for more, and with greatness, life gets complicated. Things aren’t always simple, because the world isn’t always black or white. There’s a lot of gray.” That was pretty wise coming from Amber, who was almost as shallow as Alexandra. At least, I’d always thought she was. “Like you and your...man friends,” she continued, cracking herself up.

      Yep, there it is.

      I groaned again. “You do realize that Aaron’s my sister’s boyfriend, and Lucas is Tori’s brother. They’re going to kick both our asses if you bring this up in front of them, even if it’s hogwash.” I leaned against the wall with her. This was the lightest I’d felt in days, and I wanted to relish the sun on my face.

      “There’s a grain of truth even in the most blasphemous lies. Remember that?” she said, pulling herself up off the wall.

      “Sure. Just keep those lies to yourself, and I’ll do whatever you want,” I muttered.

      She chuckled to herself. “If those are your bargaining skills, no wonder that Fortescue bitch screwed you.”

      It wasn’t funny, and I really shouldn’t have laughed, but I did. “You’re the one who signed up for this. You screwed yourself,” I pointed out.

      “I suppose I did.” She shrugged. “If the world’s going to hell anyway, I may as well get to see it before it burns. Don’t you think?” she asked. Her eyes had that wistful, hopeful look I’d been seeing so much of lately.

      Everyone was hoping for something, but the odds weren’t in our favor. No matter how much I laughed it off, it didn’t change the fact that the Council had screwed us all. Or really, Lucas had screwed me, and I’d screwed them.

      Instead of saying that, I kept up the light banter. It was easier this way, having friends who were close but not close enough. Friends who had hope, and gave me hope that even though the world was gray, there would still be a world left when this was all over.
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      “There are two different types of Vampires you’ll come across in your assignments—the Made and the Born. It’s critical that you identify which you’re dealing with. Not only your life, but your comrades’ lives will depend on it.” Vonlowsky was just firing up his speech as we sat down for dinner. Someone had set up a projector after lunch, in the “cafeteria.” The slide flipped to a picture of a man with silver hair and ivory skin. His eyes were the darkest navy blue I’d ever seen. So close to black that humans would’ve thought they were bottomless.

      “The Born, ladies and gentlemen,” he said. Flipping the slides, he showed more pictures of silver or white-haired men and women with ghastly pale skin and dark eyes.

      “Born Vampires pride themselves on their lineage as a bastard breed between Supernaturals and demons. For them, immortality is worth more than anything, even at the cost of creating a stronger race—the Made. If the one they’re feeding on dies in the weakened state of the transition, the victim comes back as the Made—an enslaved race of those unlucky enough to find themselves undead.”

      I kept an eye on Tori as he went through his little fear-mongering presentation. She shivered, but didn’t cringe at the slide.

      “The Born are dangerous because they have the ability to create a zombie race out of every other species on the planet. The Made are controlled by the Born who bit them, but don’t let that fool you into thinking they’re weaker. Magical species that are turned are often the first and only line of defense the Born ever need, because of how much stronger they are. The Made have been known to turn on any who are not their sires, which makes them unpredictable and dangerous—even to the Born.” He flipped the page again, and I found myself face-to-face with the essence of evil. The Made were unnatural, even in appearance. Their eyes were tinted red, giving them a feral look. I didn’t question the zombie reference any further.

      “What makes the Made so much stronger?” Alexandra was the first to speak, drawing everyone’s attention from the glaring red eyes. “The Borns’ age alone makes them nearly undefeatable, both faster and stronger than us because most of them have been around for hundreds, if not thousands, of years.” While I was impressed that she’d done her homework and researched Vampires, after sleeping for so long, there was a vital piece of information she was missing.

      “Because the Made were once one of us and now have all the strength and speed of the Born as well as their abilities from when they were living,” the strange girl from earlier answered. Her voice was grave, like she knew from experience.

      “Ms. Kozak is correct. The Made retain everything from their mortal lives, and are stronger in every aspect for it. Their abilities become magnified, and they are frozen eternally. Never to bear children or grow old, the Made are more dangerous than any other race in existence.” He paused before proceeding. “Council Member Fortescue has given explicit instructions that any who are bitten during a mission are to be killed on the spot.” He glanced at Tori, and my blood ran cold.

      “What?” I snarled.

      He sighed and turned his attention to me. “You heard me the first time, Foster. You should know by now just how cruel this world can be. Look at this as a mercy killing,” he said.

      “There’s no way in hell I’m murdering someone who has another option,” I said, slamming my fists on the metal table. The sound ricocheted through the tiny space as heavy silence fell.

      “Then have someone else do it,” he said, turning to go on.

      “No.”

      “No?” he asked, his eyes narrowing.

      “That wasn’t part of my agreement, and I’m not pushing it onto someone else.” I glared at him.

      “You would risk the lives of your team, for one?” he asked, and for once I had no answer. His laughter felt like a slap in the face, but I couldn’t back down.

      “It isn’t everyone for one, Professor, just like it’s not a mercy killing. Don’t exaggerate.” I spat the words at him, and the look on his face almost made me regret it.

      “Ms. Foster, you are out of line. The terms of your agreement with Council Member Fortescue were binding. You took an oath to serve and be her right hand, ending the war before it begins. Don’t let foolish notions of sentimentality corrupt your judgment.”

      I gritted my teeth against the urge to obliterate him into dust…because in a way he was right. I was the property of the Council.

      “It is a mercy killing, Ms. Foster. We’ve all done things we’re not proud of. Grow up. Don’t risk it. Council Member Fortescue will not be pleased. Do you understand?”

      His threat was clear. I couldn’t act, though, because I was property, and I knew my job. I was to be the assassin, the Vampire hunter, the death bringer, and now a mercy killer. Mercy. I once told Anastasia I had none. Maybe I was right. If I went through with this, surely I was merciless.

      “Do you understand, Ms. Foster? I will not repeat myself again.”

      I swallowed my pride and nodded, keeping my head down for the rest of dinner. A stone had settled in my stomach, and the pressure wasn’t welcome. When he dismissed us for the evening, it couldn’t have come soon enough.

      “A word, Ms. Foster,” he called.

      I sighed, debating whether to listen or disobey him outright. Blair squeezed my hand as she walked by, and against my better judgment, I turned and walked back into the lunchroom. It didn’t take long for the room to clear out, and I stood brooding in the doorway while Vonlowsky disassembled the projector.

      “Please close the door,” he said quietly.

      I stepped inside, and the door clicked behind me.

      He glanced up, but didn’t say a word. Silence stretched before us.

      “Selena, it’s only day one of training, and I’m concerned,” he said.

      My mouth popped open. That wasn’t how I’d been expecting this conversation to go. I kept silent, waiting for him to continue.

      “Would you be making the same argument if it was one of the other soldiers on the line, and not one of yours?”

      I blanched, the stone in my stomach like a bowling ball. I couldn’t answer.

      “I didn’t think so,” he murmured.

      “I want to say yes. I want to say I would,” I said hastily.

      “But you can’t,” he summed up for me.

      As much as I hated it, I only nodded.

      “Make no mistake, Selena, about what’s on the line here. If you don’t carry out Council Member Fortescue’s orders, they’ll see to it that you cease to exist. You’ve already shown that your power is great. Don’t give them any reason to see you as a threat. If you aren’t with the Council, you’re against it. Do you understand?” The threat wasn’t his own, but it still burned like whiskey in my throat. Anastasia wasn’t to be trusted. None of them were.

      “I understand, Professor,” I said, my voice steeped in sarcasm. He sighed deeply, aging ten years in five minutes. “Is that all?”

      “You’re excused,” he said, dismissing me.

      When I left the room quietly, the voices of my team carried from the floor above.

      “I’m not sharing a bunk with her,” Alexandra was saying.

      I sighed deeply, feeling like I’d aged ten years myself.

      “I don’t know how you two are even related,” Blair muttered as she stormed toward the door I was walking in.

      “Is there a problem here?”

      The room went silent.

      “I asked if there’s a problem here.”

      Blair was the first to speak. “There are only five bunks on our side. Amber and Tori said they’ll take one, but Alexandra doesn’t want to share a bunk with anyone other than Aaron, and Aaron thinks it’s not appropriate even though there are two beds. We all kind of assumed you’d want your own because—”

      Oh my god. Were they seriously arguing about sharing bunk beds? Seriously? We weren’t at summer camp; this was boot camp—and I didn’t really give a damn who shared what. We had ten beds and seven people, why this was even a discussion was…ludricous.

      “You and I can share. The boys and Alexandra can have their own. Problem solved,” I said, walking over to my trunk sitting haphazardly in the middle of the small corridors.

      “Are you sure?” she asked skeptically.

      I grabbed the trunk handle with one hand and tossed it to the bunk in the corner opposite Alexandra’s bed.

      “I’ll take the top,” I said. Opening the trunk with phantom hands, I simultaneously made the bed and stored my things underneath.

      The room fell silent again, and this was the crux of the matter. Even simple telekinesis threw them off, because they didn’t know how deep the power ran. Would I simply move things with my mind, or would I do more and become the demon of legend? The one my father had warned me about. The one my mother had feared. The one I was well on my way to becoming.

      “Oh, for the love of— Yes, I’m telekinetic. If you all are going to be on my team, you’d better get used to it. Are there any other issues that need to be taken care of before I get some sleep?” I rubbed my temples and glanced over the room. The nine were pretending to be busy, twiddling their thumbs and not bothering to comment.

      “No?” I asked, turning to my group.

      They all stared at me like I’d grown a third eye, apart from Aaron. He was lying on the lower bunk next to mine, absorbed in whatever he was reading. Wait…what? Reading? I didn’t know he read. Amber’s comments about being judgmental came to mind, but then again, I’d seen him every day, in both my classes and my life, for a year. I knew enough.

      “Excellent. I’m exhausted.” I looked over at the strange girl the nine seemed to answer to. “You. What’s your name?” I asked.

      She glanced my way, apparently unperturbed by my straightforwardness. Her golden eyes resembled a cat’s, with their slit-like irises. “Johanna.” Her voice wasn’t soft, but hard like stone—forged by whatever burden she carried.

      We’ve all done things we’re not proud of…

      Did I even want to know what she’d done that had landed her here?

      “So tell me, Johanna, did you volunteer for this?”

      Her lips twitched into an almost-grin. If I was being honest with myself, I didn’t know what the hell I was doing here past the bullshit Anastasia was feeding me. Maybe Johanna did.

      “Not quite,” she said.

      Alec was throwing dagger-like glares at both of us. His mistress would’ve crapped herself if she’d heard how we talked about her, and this mission. And on our first day.

      She said I had to serve and couldn’t tell them why. She never said I had to like it.

      Maybe it was the same with Johanna. Or maybe she was a liar. It was hard to tell these days.

      “If anyone needs anything, you go to her. I’m turning in for the night,” I said. My goal for today was done. The demons were locked in their cages, and everyone was still breathing. Maybe if I played nice with the strange girl, I could learn a thing or two about the rest of my so-called team—like, if they wanted to slit my throat while I slept.

      “Me?” she asked, just as I reached my bed.

      “You seem intelligent enough, and they trust you. That’s worth more than my pride, Johanna.”

      I kicked my leg up to get enough leverage to pull myself over the railing and roll onto the bed. They milled around a bit more, speculating about what happened between me and Vonlowsky while I pretended to be asleep. Both Lucas and Aaron said nothing all evening, and I thought back to my conversation with Amber. Whatever was going on with either of them, it wasn’t my priority. Lucas had his own shit to work through, and Aaron was just an attractive punching bag. I needed to be on top of my game to make it through the next month. One slip up, a single misstep, and the Council would see me as a threat that needed to be removed. If I was going to survive this, I needed to become the monster.

      I needed to be merciless, and figure out why someone kept sending their own monsters after me. But…I needed my friends too. This wasn’t going to be an easy line to walk. That much was already clear.
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      Dreamland was different this time. Not the dank, dark forest I was used to, but a place I’d thought I’d wiped from my memory altogether—my childhood home. Next to me, my nightmare self with violet eyes was leaning back against the roof. She lounged against it, basking in the pretend sun of what was surely going to turn into another nightmare.

      “Not this again,” my other said dryly.

      Below us, a child-me was sparring with our father.

      “What are you talking about? What is this?” I asked, bristling at her comment.

      “You tell me,” she quipped, throwing a hand over her eyes in a more human show of exasperation than I was used to from her. This wasn’t like our other encounters. Something was different here.

      A sharp crack jerked my attention back to the scene below. I was huddled in a ball, my father standing above me.

      “You’re going to have to do better than that, Selena,” he said coldly.

      No, that couldn’t be right. He wasn’t cold. He was kind.

      Child-me looked up, eyes fractured by hurt, but already recovering. He walked away, not making it five feet before the little girl’s hand shot out.

      My father slammed into a wall then turned slowly to face his daughter. I—she—didn’t say anything as her hand tightened into a fist, and phantom hands lifted my father off the ground by an unbreakable grip around his neck.

      “Now we’re talking,” other me said. She looked down at the child with a smug grin, and something almost like affection. This most definitely wasn’t a memory. I’d never used my ability again after I manifested, and that was years before the little scene playing out before me.

      My father struggled, and a booming voice rattled my mind, but I wasn’t the only one who heard it—or even the one it was directed at.

      “Harder, Selena!”

      The silent command was the child’s undoing. She dropped her hand, folding in on herself as my father fell to the ground before her. It took him no time at all to recover.

      “Selena, look at me,” he said.

      The girl pulled herself in tighter. The darkness was coming, already… I was so young.

      “That wasn’t a request,” he snapped.

      Child-me looked up, her eyes shining with a faint violet hue.

      “Come.” He held out a hand that she took shakily. They started walking hand-in-hand to the old alpine larch that guarded our property.

      I jumped from the roof to follow them.

      “What are you doing?” the other-me asked.

      I looked back at the roof. Yes, it was different here, more terrifying in its own way. As if she’d heard me, my thoughts, she grinned down at me with razor-like teeth. I turned and kept walking, trying to keep up with my dream-father and child-me.

      “Do you know why I make you train like this?” he was asking her. They both sat on a boulder, watching the sunrise. This seemed more like him, like the father I remembered.

      “Because they’re scared of me,” she said.

      “They are. Do you know why?”

      I frowned, and the little girl echoed the expression. That wasn’t how this was supposed to go. This was where my father was supposed to ask who’d told me that then dissuade me from all the bad thoughts that my sister tormented me with. I liked this dream less and less. Where was the surreal train station when you wanted it? Or the creepy-ass forest where shark-me liked to prowl?

      “Because I’m stronger than the rest of them,” she said fiercely.

      I almost smiled. The orange sunrise painted my childhood home an egg-yolk color, instead of the pale yellow it actually was. Our white picket fence cast shadows across the rocky land.

      “Yes, but it’s not really you they’re afraid of, my dear. Not yet,” he said softly.

      Shivers went down my spine as I recalled a similar conversation between us. I was only seven at the time. Surely the girl sitting here was older, though. Her eyes were already so haunted.

      “Why not?” she asked.

      “Because you haven’t come into your full power, yet. One day you will, though, and when you do, even the telekinetics of legend won’t compare,” he whispered reverently, petting my head affectionately. While the mannerism wasn’t odd for him, I didn’t remember his reverence in my memories. If anything, I remembered him telling me to shut the power down and never let it get that far.

      “You’re talking about the matter manipulators?” she asked, her head perking up.

      “Where did you hear that?” he asked, cocking his head. This man was my whole world; he hung the moon as far as I was concerned—but here in dreamland, he wasn’t the same.

      “Lily told me about it, said Mama was looking for answers in the past,” she said. Oblivious to the darkening of our father’s eyes, she babbled on about our mother.

      “Did she tell you who they were?” he asked, playing this game a little longer while child-me shook her head. He sighed deeply.

      Drawing her arms around her knees, the little girl relaxed just enough for her father to tell her a story of the telekinetics of old.

      “The matter manipulators lived a long time ago, Selena, longer than most of the world can remember. They were the strongest of the Supernaturals, so powerful it was said that Nyx herself had to bless those who became one, because only the strongest would survive.” He paused, his eyes darkening again—but this time for a very different reason. I knew what was coming.

      “Your mother is killing herself, traveling through the realm of the dead to find answers, because she doesn’t like the truth. The matter manipulators were wiped out by their own minds, Selena, just like you’ll be if you don’t learn to control it now.” He fell silent, and she followed suit for a moment, but my—her—curiosity wouldn’t be silenced.

      “Does that mean I’m a matter manipulator?” she asked, her eyes wide in awe of something she didn’t understand yet.

      “The matter manipulators are dead, Selena. I just told you that.”

      “So are the telekinetics, but here I am.”

      He went quiet, watching his small daughter, who was too observant for her own good. The whole interaction was wrong, as if a filter had been placed over my childhood memories—but part of the scene was still the same.

      “Not all telekinetics become matter manipulators—only the strongest. Just like not all matter manipulators survive their gift. It isn’t me who’ll decide what you become, Selena, but you.” His words felt both inspiring and ominous.

      My father stood, walking back to the house.

      “Wait, Dad…I have one more question!” she called, sprinting after him.

      I waited where I was, a pit settling in my stomach.

      “What is it?” he asked, not bothering to stop. My mother’s voice carried from within the house, humming a melody I recognized but couldn’t place. I was tempted to follow them just to see where that led. Would I see her again too? Would she be the same?

      “They’re all dead. The telekinetics and the matter manipulators,” the little girl said. I saw the clocks turning in her mind even if my father didn’t.

      “Yes, I already said that.” He pinched the bridge of his nose in frustration.

      She was persistent, though, like a dog with a bone. “Then how am I here? How is that possible?”

      My father stopped, swallowing hard. He placed a large hand on my shoulder and leaned down until we were face-to-face. “I don’t know.”

      “But how—” she protested.

      “I said I don’t know, Selena. Let it go.” He dropped his hand and kept walking, sweeping both my sisters up in his arms at the door. I may have only been a child at the time, but I knew a lie when I heard it.

      My mother smiled from the doorway, calling child-me inside. Her white-blond hair was already gray…even though she wasn’t old enough for gray hair.

      It’s just a dream, I told myself, even as I watched my small, dark head duck inside my childhood home. There was more to this dreamland, even if I didn’t want to admit it.
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      The following day dragged on, and the ones that came after it. A routine formed. Wake up. Train with Lily. Eat. Train with the team. Eat. Train again with the team. Eat. Study with the team. Sleep. Repeat.

      It was a grueling pace. After six days of it, every single one of us was ready to drop dead. Staring into the mirror before me, I felt like the ghost of Selena’s past. Dark circles lined my eyes, the telltale sign that the killing gene was rearing its head again. I bent and washed my face with water for the third time, attempting to clear the barest smudge of violet from behind the gray. My other had visited every night since that dream, but none of the dreams took me through distorted memories. I preferred it that way.

      “You look tired this morning,” Johanna said.

      I glanced sideways across the long bathroom mirror at the amber-eyed girl. Her simple linen pajamas fit right in with the prison-like atmosphere. “I haven’t been sleeping well,” I mumbled.

      “It’s hard to be at peace these days. We live in dangerous times,” she said.

      I frowned into the water. Something seemed off about her words. Almost rebellious.

      “That we do,” I said slowly, wanting to gauge her reaction.

      She continued splashing her face with cold water. Silence stretched before us, and I turned back to my sink.

      “I would be careful letting yourself get too tired. You never know when the next elimination will be,” she continued.

      I stilled again. I definitely wasn’t imagining it this time. She was trying to tell me something.

      “I can’t really be eliminated,” I said tightly. We locked eyes in the mirror. The rest of our cohorts were still sleeping, completely oblivious to the silent exchange.

      “No, but you could fall out of favor with the Council, and Her Highness by extension.” Her words were soft and deceptive, but that simple statement said so much.

      Johanna was sending me a message: elimination day was here. The real question was why. What point was she trying to make? Even if we were having one today, why risk herself?

      “Why are you telling me this?” I asked.

      She took a deep breath, turning her body a fraction. “Do you kowtow to the Fortescues?” she asked, blunter than most dared to be with me. I liked it.

      “No.”

      “Then you have your answer.” Johanna walked by me, her mouth too grim for the wink she gave me before she left.

      Her words replayed in my mind as I flipped the shower on.

      That was weird.

      I continued my morning routine before heading out to train with Lily at dawn. Chirping crickets greeted me at the door as the morning dew seeped into my cotton tank top. My legs carried me quickly from one end of the campus to the other. Elimination day. Was she telling the truth? Why would she? I shook my head, glaring at the horizon in the distance.

      “Why so gloomy?” Lily asked, bringing me back to the ground in front of me.

      “You’re one to talk,” I muttered.

      She let out a short laugh in agreement, and I arched my eyebrows.

      “What?” she asked, already retreating into herself. Too soon.

      “Nothing. It’s just nice to hear you laugh.”

      Her lips quirked up as we fell into our warmup—tree climbing. It was amateur in some ways, but it did her good to start off with something reminiscent of our childhood in the alpine larch. It was happier—for her, at least.

      “You’re getting better,” I said.

      Swinging from branch to branch, Lily pulled herself up, still two branches below.

      “It does seem that way,” she said, hauling herself up another branch as I moved on to the top. Up here, the branches were thinner, more precarious. Balancing was as much a necessity as a skill, but the sunrise was worth it.

      “Well, how about that? You finally made it before the sun came up,” I said, giving her a second to catch her breath before I nudged her shoulder and pointed east.

      “Whoa…” she said, letting out a breath. Her awe lasted about two and a half seconds before she slipped, losing her grip on the branches. She only fell five feet before invisible hands plucked her out of the air and deposited her on a branch a few feet below me.

      I was getting used to practicing with it for little things like making my bed, or turning light switches on. Her writhing body required more control, though, and more power. Adrenaline hit my system almost instantly, because now that I was using the power, I already needed my next fix. It was the two days I’d spent in Nashville with Tori and Lucas all over again. My body craved something my mind didn’t want to give it, and a low growl escaped my throat. I scrambled down the branches, not caring what they scraped or how much I bled. Lily fumbled in her attempt to keep up, but she didn’t fall again.

      “Selena, what’s going on?” she called.

      The moment my feet hit the ground, I paced back and forth, trying to calm myself. The sticky tendrils of madness clawed up my arms and into my brain, but I couldn’t lose it. Not with Lily.

      “Selena—”

      “Just give me a sec.” I held up a hand to ward her off as my blood cooled. The key seemed to be sensing it before the episodes came on, and making sure nothing prodded the cage too much until the monster settled.

      Lily waited quietly by the pine tree as the clawing receded, and I no longer felt something crawling under my skin.

      “It’s getting worse,” she said.

      I didn’t even try to deny it. “Some days are worse than others…” I muttered, my voice trailing off. There was no room for excuses. Not anymore.

      “And today?” she asked, her voice brittle.

      “Elimination day,” I said, as if that explained everything.

      “Already? How do you know?” she asked, unconvinced. One eyebrow went up as she pursed her lips.

      I sighed, leaning back against a tree. “Johanna,” I muttered into the wind.

      “Who?”

      “A Supernatural girl Anastasia brought in. She’s odd...” Something about this whole thing grated at me. Why would she tell me? Me and mine passing meant one of hers didn’t.

      “You sure she wasn’t lying?” Lily asked. She kicked a rock hard enough that it stuck in the tree ten feet away. When she reached her potential, she was really going to be something.

      “I don’t think so.” I shook my head, running a hand over my hair.

      “Okay…are you ready? Are they ready?” she asked, seeing my train of thought as if it were her own.

      “Yes and no,” I said, playing with a piece of my hair.

      “You are, but they aren’t?” she guessed.

      I nodded, throwing my hair over my shoulder, then rocked forward and turned to leave.

      “What’s wrong? I thought you picked them because they could handle this kind of thing,” she said. Her footsteps trailed me, even as I took off down the path.

      “I underestimated how strong the Supernaturals she brought in would be. Tori isn’t keeping up well, and Alexandra’s still exhausted from coming so close to burnout.” The monster inside was locked in its cage, but pawing at the latch. I needed to ditch some energy and fast, or someone was going to get hurt.

      “Then what are you going to do?” she asked, picking up speed to stay even with me.

      “I have no idea. If Johanna’s wrong then it doesn’t matter, but if not… I have no idea what they have in store today.” I clenched and unclenched my hands in an effort to calm myself. It failed miserably.

      “What if I can help you all?” she asked. There was a lilt to her voice I hadn’t heard in a long time. It set me on edge. She was planning something.

      “What did you have in mind?” I asked, intrigued but fighting the urge to shut her down. We didn’t need a repeat of the warehouse, but I had to stop leading with an iron fist when it came to her.

      “I can transfer your energy to them,” she said smugly. She had an air of confidence about her that hadn’t been there since the warehouse. It was nice to see, but I still didn’t buy it.

      “How?” I asked skeptically.

      “Think about it. I can heal people…or kill them, depending on whether I’m giving or taking energy. Maybe I can act as a conduit and take your energy, but give it to them instead of absorbing it,” she said. Something about the way she phrased it made it sound like she already knew she could do this.

      I slowed to a walking pace, and we weren’t even halfway back yet.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked, slowing as well.

      “Have you done this before?” I asked bluntly. She looked away, playing with a piece of hair. “You have, haven’t you?” I demanded.

      She looked up to me, her brown eyes watering. “It was an accident.”

      “An accident?” I asked icily. The wind whipped around us, stronger than was natural.

      “It happened this summer, but I covered it up because I didn’t put together what was going on…” Her voice trailed off under my stony glare.

      “What happened?”

      “I tried to hurt Elizabeth, but her energy just went from me to Blair, making Blair stronger. She pulled me off Elizabeth before I could tell for sure, but…” She continued mumbling to herself, and it was seriously starting to get on my nerves.

      “But what?”

      “Our first day back at Daizlei I attacked you, and I took something from you when I did. It hurt, though, because I took too much. I couldn’t hold it, and then…I kind of—accidentally—sent some of it into Tori when I bumped into her and Lucas on the way back to the dorm. I tripped—it all happened so fast. I know what I felt, though, and I know I passed your energy into her. At least some of it. If I can control how much I take, I think I can siphon enough to take the edge off for you, and help them—like I did with Tori.” She looked away guiltily, and as pissed as I was for her not telling me, I couldn’t exactly blame her. It wasn’t like I was the most forthcoming.

      “Well, that answers that question,” I muttered, running my slick hands over my damp tank top.

      “What question?”

      “Can you actually transfer anything without hurting someone—including yourself,” I added. Her eyes lit up. I really shouldn’t have been entertaining this idea, even if she could do it.

      “I can!” The dumb grin on her face said it all. This was how she wanted to contribute.

      “Lily…” I started, already knowing we couldn’t go down this road. Maybe if we had a few more months of practice and she was stable, but this—this was ludicrous.

      “I can do it. I know I can. I won’t let you down. I prom—”

      “It’s not happening. I’ll find another way.” I walked past her as I headed back to main campus.

      “Wait a minute. Since when do you get to decide for me?” she called, like this had only now occurred to her.

      “I’m not deciding for you. I’m deciding for me. You won’t do it, because without me, you have no energy to give.”

      It wasn’t really a lie, but in deciding for me, I was deciding for both of us. Sure, she could try with someone else, but she wouldn’t, because she didn’t trust herself, and that was all I needed to know not to trust her doing it either. So, she could gape at me all she wanted, but I wasn’t taking chances. Not with the killing gene, and not with her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 77

          

        

      

    

    
      Johanna wasn’t lying, and while that was good to know, I couldn’t piece together why she’d told me in the first place. I couldn’t exactly stop and ask her, though, because the evaluation kicked off as soon as I got back. Despite all the sparring we’d done in the last week, Vonlowsky wasn’t testing tactics or brawn. Instead, he wanted to see who could get out of sticky situations the fastest. With the simulator running at full power, he gave them five minutes each to find their way out of an ivory maze he’d created from the white tiles of the simulator floors. The padded room concept took on a whole new level when I stared at the tight corridors. This was going to be a claustrophobic’s worst nightmare, and Blair was already panting.

      Tori and Amber volunteered to go first and were walking through the open door in seconds, effectively disabling the traps that were too slow to catch them. Tori was swaying on her feet, though, and that jump hadn’t even been a hundred meters, from one end of the maze to the other. That didn’t bode well.

      Next came the Graeme twins, a brother and sister from Germany who had abilities based on changing their own density. While Sebastian could pass through the walls, Scarlett simply brute-forced the matter and made herself impenetrable. I’d never seen anything like the way she obliterated walls by stepping through them. Bombs went off right and left, hitting her, but she kept walking, completely unharmed. She was going to be one to watch in the upcoming weeks.

      The clock ticked on as, one by one, every soldier stepped up to show their worth. Alexandra did better than expected, and Blair did worse, even given our training for situations like this. She panicked when one of the walls tried to close in, and ended up freezing then having to use her daggers as ice picks to climb out. Both of their times were sufficient, though, and that was all we needed. They didn’t have to be the fastest, just fast enough.

      Worry itched at me when Lucas stumbled through the door in last place with a time of three and a half minutes. His ability had failed him more than anyone else, because his opponent was a machine and not capable of thinking. With only four people left, I held my tongue and kept my jaw tight to keep from growling or grinding my teeth. Aaron was next.

      His dark hair was slicked back from running his hands through it too many times. The muscles of his chest were prominent, even under the damp black t-shirt. He was strong, and not a single bruise marred his skin, but dark circles ringed his black eyes. He looked like a demon, straight from the textbook. I instinctively took a step back as he passed. Alexandra wrapped her arms around his shoulders, kissing his cheek. He stared right through her, looking at me with fathomless eyes.

      I grimaced, fighting the hammering of my pulse that was telling me to run. The reaction was silly, almost childish, but his eyes were too dark, too deep, too devilish... I whispered a hasty excuse to Vonlowsky and descended to the floor underneath us.

      The bathroom. I’m using the bathroom, I reminded myself.

      I tugged my worn leather jacket loose and dropped it on the concrete floor as I entered the bathroom. Water. I needed water to drown the fire creeping through my veins and threatening to consume my last shred of sanity. The cold hit my skin, bringing clarity with it.

      Calm. You need to get a hold of yourself. There are no demons here. You’re being paranoid.

      My racing heart refused to still as I splashed a handful of water onto my face.

      His eyes burned like the depths of hell.

      More water. Water would drown the fire. Drown the demon. My own demons screamed in rage—this was different than her, though. These demons didn’t have my face or wear my shape. Instead, they lurked in the darkest recesses of my mind, waiting for a moment of weakness. A moment when the shadows of my past turned the black of his eyes into the portals to hell.

      I stumbled away from the sink, staring at the foreign creature in the mirror. Midnight hair framed a face made of bone. Her eyes held death in them. My death. The stumbling turned to shaking as my back hit the wall behind me. She stared on, zeroing in for the kill.

      Please be hallucinating. Please be hallucinating.

      I wanted to scream, but no sound would come. I succumbed to the fear, collapsing to the floor. Water pooled around me, flooding the bathroom, but I didn’t care.

      The demons were here.

      They’d come for me.

      I was suspended outside time as I waited for the killing blow to come, too petrified to do more than stare blankly at the water bubbles floating around me.

      “Oh my god,” a voice said.

      I recognized the sound, but couldn’t find it in me to answer.

      “Selena,” the voice said.

      Water splashed, but fear held me in place. I’d always known I was a time bomb, ticking away until my timer ran out. For, despite the brave face I wore, the moment something triggered the demons, they came for me. Like locusts, they swarmed me, filling my head with lies until I saw what they wanted me to see.

      “Selena,” the voice repeated. There was a note of desperation in it as they started saying other names. “Lucas, bring Alexandra and get down here right now.”

      Footsteps followed, but I couldn’t tell whether I was really hearing them or not. I felt the shift in energy as others entered the room, but water floated by, keeping them away, for now.

      “Selena,” another voice said.

      I recognized this one too, but still couldn’t find my voice. The demons were coming for me. It was only a matter of time. I wouldn’t waste my last breath.

      “What the hell happened?” one of them growled. They were angry.

      “I don’t know. I found her like this, and she won’t respond. It’s like the lights are on but no one’s home,” the other voice whispered.

      No one. The words echoed through me.

      Was I no one? The floating bubbles seemed to agree with me.

      “Selena, I need you to talk to me now,” the other voice said.

      Green eyes filled my vision, reflecting off the bubbles. Still, I couldn’t speak. but I recognized the person in front of me. I just couldn’t place them. Streams of water shot toward me, though, separating us as the eyes darkened to black. The water would keep me safe. It would drown the fire.

      The demon cursed in rage, and I drifted even further away.

      “What’s going on?” a different voice said. This was familiar, like a cup of tea on a cold day or a fire on a winter night. The voice wrapped around me, filling me with warmth.

      “Get out,” the demon roared.

      Water would drown the demon. In a rush of power, streams of glistening liquid wrapped around me, surrounding me in a cocoon. Safe.

      “She’s losing it. What the hell is going on in her head right now, Lucas?” the first voice said.

      Water. I need more water. I need to build a shield of water so deep they’ll never find me.

      “She’s having a panic attack. I’m going to have to break her mental shields. It’s the only way she’ll listen,” the voice said resolutely.

      “No!” several of them yelled. Too many to keep track of. Too many to stave off forever.

      “There isn’t any other way. I have to shut her down or she’s going to drown herself, and us with her.”

      I don’t like the way he talks about me. He wants to break me. To break my shields. I need more water.

      “Let me talk her down,” the warm one said. The pull of this person was strong, even inside my watery prison.

      “No!” the demon yelled, but other voices soon drowned his out.

      “Are you sure about this—”

      “Why would she—”

      “Selena,” he said warmly. He called to me like the moon to the waves. The water stilled as he tried to part my shield. This one was different. He wasn’t a demon.

      I watched in fascination as the shield fell, layer by layer.

      “Listen to me, Selena. I need you to come back now. It’s safe,” the voice whispered.

      Safe. It was safe? The shield around me continued to disintegrate, until, finally, a hand broke through the water and wrapped around my wrist.

      A door appeared in my mind. Shaking violently, it threatened to burst open on the precipice of something—something I couldn’t…didn’t want to comprehend. Pain quaked through me as the final layer of my shield wore thin.

      And I looked up.

      The eyes were black and bottomless.

      He was the last tether that kept me here. That made me feel safe. And when that tether snapped—so did I.

      Water rose and flooded into me, rushing so quickly the demon couldn’t react. He, who was the warmth, was a fraud. With eyes as black as obsidian stone, he was my undoing. My assurance that these were no hallucinations.. This wasn’t like the other times. Death was coming.

      “Selena!” the voice cried out, but I wouldn’t fall for the false sense of security again.

      The others were speaking. Faster now, more frightened.

      If I knew anything about fear, it was that it made others desperate. It made me desperate, because I wasn’t going to let them get me. Not this time. This time, I would do what needed to be done. This time, I would drown us all, because even death would be kinder than reliving what had happened. Never again.

      “You had your chance. Now it’s my turn,” the dark voice said.

      Water rolled, and waves flooded the bathroom at my beck and call. Protecting me, filling my lungs as it sought to bring me a release from this world.

      “No,” a fourth voice commanded. Light was blazing from the other side of my shield. Hell’s fires were coming. “There’s another way,” the voice whispered. Like a sun swelling to consume a universe, the light grew brighter. The water turned to steam, and still it grew. Layer after layer was ripped from me, but the water in my lungs was already there and burned as hot as any star. I swallowed, only to be filled once more.

      “She’s drowning, Alexandra. You’ll never reach her in time,” the first voice said.

      How right they are. I’ll never be taken again.

      The light burned through my shields in seconds as the fire surrounded me.

      And then I heard the words.

      “Dormi, dea, propter manicaveris.”

      Sleep, little goddess, for you must rise with the dawn.

      Both power and water left me as I fell to the floor, eyes closing before I even hit the concrete.
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      “More, Selena.”

      It was the first thing I heard, but as I looked down at child-sized me, it didn’t look like she had much more to give. Dreamland. Again.

      “That was quite the little stunt we pulled back there. What do they call it? Cool? It was so cool.”

      I faced my violet-eyed other, groaning internally. Of course she’s here.

      “Where else would I be?” she asked.

      “You can hear my thoughts?” I yelled internally. What the hell was this?

      “Well, we are kind of the same person, so...”

      “We are not,” I said, turning away from my overtly creepy other.

      This time she basked on the roof wearing nothing but a corset and underwear. Her pointed teeth reflected in the sunlight, and her hair was way too done up for my liking.

      “Dislike me all you want. It’s not going to change anything. It’s me and you for life,” she said, crossing her fingers mockingly.

      Bitch. We’re nothing alike.

      “We are in all the ways that matter,” she said.

      I wasted no time jumping from the roof to the scene below, ignoring my other and getting closer to child-me. I was older in this dream, harder already. My knuckles were calloused, and black energy swirled under my skin, almost like Lily’s did now, in the real world. Whatever childlike curiosity I’d had was long gone. At barely five feet tall, I was already a soldier. But I wasn’t the only one. On the other side of my father was Alexandra, her red hair bound tightly to her head in warrior braids. The whip in her hand already had blood on it.

      What’s going on here?

      “Do you really want to remember?” my other said. She’d followed me off the roof.

      Something about the way she said it caught me off guard. “What are you talking about?”

      She snorted. I wasn’t imagining it this time. She wasn’t acting like the boogeyman here. She was acting…real.

      “That’s because I am real,” she sneered.

      I rolled my eyes and turned back to the scene.

      “Again!” my father shouted. He had a short beard, and he was thinner than I remembered. I couldn’t recall a time when he wasn’t clean shaven, but Alexandra being here meant we were nine. Father hadn’t let her practice with us until she’d manifested, and that was only a year before they’d died.

      Not that this is real, I reminded myself.

      “Just keep telling yourself that,” my other said. She was the only one who seemed to be able to communicate with me here. Why was that? Rocks started rattling, drawing my attention back to the false memory.

      One by one, the rocks came up, flying toward my father and sister. He was fast, though, deflecting them like they were nothing, but child-me wasn’t giving up so easily. The ground beneath their feet rumbled as the earth split in two.

      “Better, but not enough. I said more!” he shouted, and my head whipped around just fast enough to watch a spark of fire light in child-me’s eyes.

      The rumbling continued as fissures opened and the ground collapsed in on itself. My sister looked terrified, but not me. Oh no, even as a child I’d known what I was doing, and it didn’t matter that my nose had started to bleed. Child-me didn’t care, as long as he didn’t get through. My father sent a warning shot at my shield, a silent command of pain that only a telepath could give—but this time, my shield held. I would never forget this moment, when my father watched me bleed from harnessing too much power—and did nothing. Even as a kid, I was losing myself to whatever blasted curse Nyx had given me.

      But this is dreamland, I reminded myself as nine-year-old Selena battled burnout. Despite it, child-me sent a wave of darkness for him and my sister the moment they turned away. He must’ve sensed it coming, though, because his next command made me want to hurl.

      “Now, Alexandra,” he yelled.

      I gave child-me credit for not wincing when the wave of fire came for me out of nowhere, only to clash with my wall of swirling energy. She didn’t falter when my sister whipped her mercilessly until she collapsed. Showed no fear when my sister spoke the words he’d been teaching her for months now. The words he’d conditioned me with.

      In case I ever got out of control.

      It was my switch, but only two people in my life knew how to flip it.

      “Dormi, dea, propter manicaveris.”

      Sleep, little goddess, for you must rise with the dawn.

      I remembered thinking even then that one day I would rise. Like the matter manipulators of legend. Like the telekinetics who’d died. I would be stronger.

      I would be the strongest.

      That couldn’t be right, though, because this was just a dream. Even if I knew without a shadow of doubt that it was real.
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        * * *

      

      I opened my eyes, taking deep breaths to calm my erratic heartbeat. The bunks that lined the walls were only imperceptibly lighter than the concrete that surrounded me on all sides. My head throbbed with the realization of what had happened, as it all came back to me.

      Oh fuck.

      I pushed the covers aside, and silently slipped from my bed to the cold stone floors. Glancing from one bed to the next, I watched my team sleep—it seemed my six had made it past the first elimination. Even with the elation that brought me, I couldn’t find peace. Not here. As the events that had caused my blackout flashed before my eyes, I fled the dark prison—leaving my claustrophobia behind. One door after another clicked shut until it was only me and the midnight sky.

      Night? How much time has passed?

      I reached for my pockets, where my phone should’ve been, but for some reason, I was wearing somebody else’s sweatpants, and a cotton t-shirt that was too big.

      Shit.

      The door behind me opened again.

      “Shouldn’t you be sleeping?” I asked.

      “Do you remember what happened?” Blair asked softly.

      “Enough to say I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      She was all silver when I turned around, with eyes of iron that matched my own.

      “I’m sorry?” she asked, but I couldn’t tell if she was in shock or furious.

      “Yes?” I asked.

      Her scowl deepened. “I don’t want an apology, Selena. I want to know what’s going on. I want to know why you lost it in there and didn’t wake up for over thirty-six hours. Was it because of what Alexandra did?” She stared at me, waiting for answer.

      Shock it is, then.

      “What do you know about what she did?” I asked, not knowing how much Alexandra had told her—or if she’d even told her anything at all. The safe switch wasn’t something I talked about. Ever. With anyone.

      “Enough,” she said, her face looking impressively detached despite the very slight narrowing of her eyes.

      “Then don’t ask me about what she did and don’t overreact. It’s not like this is the first time something’s happened, and it won’t be the last,” I said, thinking back over the summer. She’d been there everytime I went downhill, and everytime, she’d gotten me out. Maybe that would give her hope, and she would lay off.

      Or maybe my age-old excuse—that it had happened before and would happen again—was no longer sufficient anymore. “So that’s it? You have a panic attack and act like nothing happened? I saw the look on your face, Selena! I watched you try to drown yourself, and you’re damn lucky Alexandra was there to stop you.”

      Her voice cut me like a knife. What did I say to that? What could I possibly say that she might understand?

      Nothing.

      I sighed and turned away. “I don’t know what to tell you, Blair—”

      “The truth!” she demanded. This was the angriest I’d ever seen her, but it was a righteous anger.

      “The truth?” I muttered to myself, playing with the words. “The truth is I don’t know real from imagined. Were they demons…or hallucinations? Are you real or just another splinter of my mind that’s broken off and taken a face I know? Questions, questions…” I trailed off as hysteria entered my voice.

      “They weren’t lying…” she murmured, her eyes soft with pity.

      “What are you talking about?” I snapped. I didn’t need her pity. Didn’t want it.

      “Lucas tried to explain to us what he was hearing, but your mind snapped. He thinks your ability’s too much for you to handle. Maybe Lily can help—” she started, putting together too many pieces for me to comprehend.

      “Lily? What does Lily have to do with this?” I demanded, temporarily putting aside her claims about Lucas. He and I were going to have a little chat. This was exactly what I’d meant about him meddling where he didn’t belong.

      “Did you think she wouldn’t come looking for you when you didn’t show up to train her? She told us what happened in the woods, and while I agree that she needs to train, are you even sure you can take the stress anymore? I’m starting to think they may be right. Maybe your energy is lashing out and causing hallucinations. We could always try—”

      “There is no we!” I shouted.

      She went silent instantly, staring me down. This wasn’t a test of wills, though; it was a matter of choice. “You need to be reasonable about this, Selena. Aaron and I already said we could be the ones to take what Lily can’t handle. She’s already done it with me before,” she added as if that argument was going to change my mind.

      “Take what she can’t handle?” I asked, my blood cooling instantly to something far more dangerous than the heat of the moment.

      “Lily has to transfer your energy somewhere. If she can’t take it, we can,” Blair said.

      We stared at each other for a moment, neither willing to relent—until I let out a mocking laugh. “No one’s taking anything from me, and you’re a damn fool to fill my sister’s head with heroic notions. I can save myself,” I said.

      The wind howled in my ears, silencing everything but Blair’s voice.

      I turned to walk away when she spoke again.

      “I’ve stood by you through all of this and not questioned you once. All of us have. You can wear whatever mask you want for the world, but don’t do this. Let me help you. Let us.”

      I sighed deeply. I shouldn’t leave things like this between us. The problem was that the deeper down the rabbit hole I went, the clearer it became that none of them could help me. Not really. Sure, they could pull me back when I snapped and tried to kill people. They could help me to a lesser extent with my other, who lurked in the shadows of my mind. The panic, though? That wasn’t something they could fix. Simply being there for me wouldn’t change that, and neither would trying to siphon my energy off.

      “Let me ask you something,” I said as I walked back to face her. Her eyes gleamed like a dagger, her skin so pale it was almost translucent. “Do you know how it works? Can you promise me my sister won’t kill herself trying this?”

      “She won’t,” Blair swore, but it wasn’t a promise, and we both knew it.

      “I didn’t do this just to have her—”

      “Do what?” she asked sharply.

      “Agree to fight—just for my sister to get mixed up in it. Besides, it’s not like she can come with us when we leave, and that’s supposing that Lucas’s theory is true, which I find doubtful.”

      Her eyes narrowed to slits. It seemed she didn’t believe my story, but she let it drop this time.

      “Okay, so if what Lucas says isn’t true and Lily can’t help you, what are you going to do about it then?” she asked. Her long pajama pants billowed in the wind and strands of her hair slipped out of her braid.

      “I’ll train harder, and shut myself down before I ever get there,” I insisted, grasping for straws as I racked my brain for a solution. In the past, it had always been boxing, and over the summer, it was training, but now I was gearing up for the fight of my life, and somehow, it wasn’t enough. Hurt wasn’t enough. Pain wasn’t feeding me.

      “And if that doesn’t work?” she asked, gentler this time but still firm. No matter how prettily she phrased it, I knew what she wanted, and I wasn’t having any of it. Over my—literally—dead body.

      “If that doesn’t work, you can put me down yourself,” I said apathetically.

      She snorted, covering her mouth as the tension broke. “Don’t be a drama queen.”

      “You’re the one talking life and death, Blair. I’m simply making my opinion crystal clear. Lily isn’t to be involved, and that’s the end of it.” I placed my own hand on her shoulder and gave a gentle squeeze.

      She smiled tightly. “Can I ask you something?”

      “You just did,” I quipped. Like Lucas, she didn’t find that line funny.

      “How much of this is the warehouse?” She was too forward for my liking, but not intrusive enough to make me squirm.

      “Enough.”.

      She nodded, like she was finally putting together some puzzle she hadn’t been able to solve. “I’m going to let it go this time, but I’m not messing around, Selena. If it happens again, we’re going with Lucas’s plan. It took a lot out of Alexandra just to put you down, and Aaron nearly lost his shit when he saw you drop.”

      “What does Aaron have to do with anything?” I asked.

      Blair grimaced, falling quiet for a moment. “How much did you say you remember?” she said slowly.

      “Enough,” I said. She opened her mouth and closed it, twice before she said, “You should probably know that Alexandra broke up with him.”

      “What? She dumped him?”

      Blair nodded.

      Seriously? After how she fought to keep him here…

      “I wouldn’t judge her too much for this one,” she continued, fidgeting with her hair. “They broke up yesterday, but Alexandra is still pretty pissed. And…she’s probably not going to want to be around you right now.” She scrunched her nose, another nervous tic.

      “What?”

      “I don’t really want to get into it, but I feel like someone should tell you. Just know that while it’s not your fault, it’s not unjustified on her part either. She’s hurting…” Blair trailed off, making me all the more curious.

      “Are you going to tell me what their breakup has to do with all of this, or do I need to wait until morning when she starts the silent treatment?” I asked matter-of-factly.

      What was the big deal? It wasn’t like she wasn’t pissed at me half the time anyway. And Alexandra practically had a new boyfriend every month. It was weird she’d even been with Aaron as long as she had. Something about the whole situation had rubbed me wrong from the beginning, but this breakup was even weirder.

      “It’s not my place to say. You need to talk to him though.”

      “Him? Why would I talk to him?”

      “Just do it, Selena. The sooner this sorts itself out, the better we’ll all be.”

      Her words stilled me. “Okay,” I agreed.

      She visibly relaxed a fraction before returning to the topic at hand. “You need to talk to me next time it gets bad. Okay? Maybe just having someone to talk you down would help.” She neatly skated around the fact that when I was like that there wouldn’t be any talking. Who was I to point out the obvious, though?

      “You think you can fix me?”

      “No.”

      That made me laugh. At least she wasn’t being sentimental about this. She knew what she was up against.

      “I do think I can help you, though, for what it’s worth.”

      “Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” I warned, not wanting to go there. Not tonight.

      “I’m not making you a promise, Selena. I don’t do promises. I’ve lived through some pretty shitty things, though, and I think talking to someone is better than doing nothing and hoping for the best.” She paused, pulling back and giving me the look that meant I wouldn’t like what she was going to say. “Don’t get me wrong, you try anything stupid, and I’ll have both your sisters on you before you do something you’ll regret—but I don’t want to go there any more than you do if we don’t have to.”

      As much as I hated to admit it, I could live with that. It was a reprieve, of sorts, and one I hoped never to need—but like most things in my life, the universe had other plans. For the umpteenth time, I looked up at the stars and asked, Why me?

      Just like every time before, no one answered. The ancients of old were dead. Just like the matter manipulators. Just like I would be, if I didn’t find a way to stop myself next time the hallucinations came.
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      When I got up the next morning, two things became pretty apparent. The first was that no one had been eliminated. Apparently, my meltdown had compromised the structural integrity of the roof, which was also the floor of the simulator. My friends had covered for me, but word was that Vonlowsky wasn’t pleased. Everyone now shared the only other bathroom, which had been the guys’…but everyone was so tired they didn’t really care as long as they had somewhere to shower and piss.

      The second, and slightly more important thing, in my mind, was that Alexandra wouldn’t look at me. Never mind Aaron, or what Blair had told me would happen—from the moment she’d woken up, she’d completely and utterly ignored me. Her inner fire burned, but her eyes were distant. Every time I tried to speak with her, she would mutter some nonsense and walk away. After the third try, I was at my wits end.

      “Alexandra, what’s your problem?” I said, coming up beside her to sit at the lunch table.

      Both Lucas and Aaron had been giving me looks all day, but the second the words were out, they found the cracks in the floor just fascinating. Assholes. This was getting stranger and more infuriating by the second. Blair had said to give her time, but they wouldn’t even tell me what I’d done that was so bad that she needed space.

      “Now’s not the time,” she said lightly.

      Time. Time? You want to talk about time? Let’s talk about every time you crossed a line, and I cleaned it up.

      Her pale hands trembled as she picked up her fork and began eating her salad.

      “Then when is the time? Because I’ve tried to talk to you all morning and still can’t get a straight answer.” I should’ve known by the settling silence that a storm was brewing within her. I should’ve seen the signs.

      “You want to know?” she asked, setting the fork down on the metal plate with a clink. The sharp noise made me wince, but she paid it no mind. “Why don’t you talk to him?” She motioned to the dark-eyed man at the far end of the table.

      It occurred to me that him sitting amidst Anastasia’s people probably wasn’t a good sign. Something else I should’ve noticed.

      “Do you want to tell her?” she asked him, her voice rising an octave.

      What the hell happened while I was out?

      “Alex, we talked about this. Can we not—”

      “You do not get to call me that anymore,” she said sharply. The quiet hatred was scarier than her hot-blooded anger. What had he done to make her behave like this?

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered. His gaze dropped to the table in front of him, as his ego deflated.

      “What did you do?” I accused, and his gaze shot to mine.

      His lips parted, like he wanted to say something. His black eyes traveled over every facet of my face, searching for something he would never find.

      “Oh, this is rich!” Alexandra said darkly. Her wicked cackle reminded me too much of the darkness I’d seen in myself for my liking. “You know what? I’m not going to get involved.” She smiled too sweetly for it to be real. “I’m going to see how this plays out for you when she finds out.” I knew all too well that I was the unnamed ‘she;’ what I didn’t know was what I had to do with this.

      Alexandra left her tray as she stomped out of the lunchroom. I took a step toward her, wanting to help in some way.

      “Don’t,” Tori said. She reached for my wrist and squeezed gently, rising with her and Alexandra’s food in hand. “I don’t know what’s goin’ on, but I feel like she ain’t gonna want you to go after her. Let me try,” she said softly.

      “Let her go,” Blair said. Had it been anyone else, I would’ve told them where to shove it.

      I sighed, nodding for Tori to go instead of me.

      “I told you to give her time,” Blair said quietly.

      “That would be easier if you told me what I was giving her time from. I haven’t done anything,” I snapped. I stared down Aaron, trying to will him to speak without saying it.

      “You exist. It’s not your fault, but he’s not being the most forthcoming,” Blair said sharply.

      Aaron glared at her with a vengeance. “What happens between me and her is none of your business, Blair,” he growled.

      “But it is mine,” I cut in.

      His gaze flipped between the two of us, like he couldn’t decide whether to be angry or honest. Eventually, he settled for, “You’re not ready.”

      Aaron got up and slammed the door behind him on the way out, not even bothering with his uneaten dinner. I had half a mind to go after him and demand to know what I wasn’t ready for, but as the moments passed, I became increasingly aware that I was running out of people who knew what had happened and would talk. I bit the bullet and turned to Lucas. He watched me uneasily as I made my way to him with legs so stiff I thought I would fall over. There was no smile on his lips or in his eyes when he looked at me.

      I swallowed the bile in my mouth and spoke. “We need to talk.”

      “Do we now?” he asked, eyebrows arching so high they disappeared under his shaggy hair. He cocked his head in a way that was oddly familiar, and almost mocking.

      “Yes,” I said through tight lips, walking to the door before he spoke again.

      “Is that all we need to do?”

      I could’ve throttled him right there, because I didn’t understand where his sudden coy attitude was coming from. I refused to show how pissed I was and add fuel to his fire, though. Two could play this game.

      “That’s for me to know, and you to find out.” I didn’t wait for a snappy comeback, and ascended the stairs quickly. He would either follow or not, and it wouldn’t take long to figure out. When the stairwell door closed two floors down, I picked up speed and left the building entirely, taking the long route around campus to the boxing gym. It was late enough in the evening that no one would be here. I opened the last door, and the smell of home enveloped me. Blood. Sweat. Tears.

      And then Lucas was there, carrying the scent of the woods with him. “You said you wanted to talk?”

      He was leaning against the ring I loved so dearly, looking like the prick he was becoming. Someone owed me answers, and I wasn’t going to take no for an answer this time.

      “Yes,” I said hastily. I already wanted this to be over. I crossed the space, each heartbeat sounding louder than the last. “What happened in the bathroom?”

      He looked away, running a hand through his unkempt hair. Actually…now that I really looked at him, he wasn’t looking so great in general. Dark circles lined his eyes. The exhaustion was taking its toll. The glimmer I was used to seeing in those eyes was practically gone, replaced by something colder. Harder. It was no wonder my subconscious thought them all demons, especially him. The emerald was practically a forest green now, and the look he was giving me didn’t help the uneasiness in my stomach.

      “I don’t want to go there,” he muttered, uncharacteristically vague.

      I grimaced. “I didn’t ask if you wanted to go there, I need you to,” I snapped.

      His eyes glazed over, hardening to gemstones. “Need? Really, Selena? After everything that’s happened, it’s him you need?” he asked—demanded, really—growing louder by the second.

      “You know that’s not how I meant it,” I said dryly. I wouldn’t give into this petty jealousy. I didn’t even really understand where it had come from to begin with.

      “Of course, that’s how you meant it, you just don’t realize it.” His eye’s gloated with whatever he thought he knew, and it was beginning to get on my last nerve.

      I moved to snap my fingers in front of his face, in the most derogatory and insulting of ways. Even though I knew his temper better than anyone, I always tested it. My fingers snapped once before he closed his fist around them and yanked me to his chest. My head hit it with a thunk. He’d caught me off guard, and it took him no time at all to grasp my hips and spin me around, seating me on the ring and wedging himself between my legs. I glared defiantly at him, folding my arms across my chest.

      “Do not snap your fingers at me,” he growled. He placed his arms on either side of me. This little act of dominance wasn’t going to work on me. Not anymore. My intentions with him were clear, and I wasn’t blurring that line again.

      “Maybe you should answer my questions then,” I said, not leaning back no matter how close he got. I wasn’t going to cower, but I wasn’t going to kiss him either.

      “Tit for tat, Selena, you know how this goes,” he murmured. His eyes would’ve been almost hypnotic, if not for how dark they were. He moved closer, his lips only a hair’s breadth away from mine.

      “We need to talk,” I said, not a trace of coyness or passion in my voice.

      “I’m not talking about him,” he nearly sneered, and his lips crashed into mine.

      The burning passion wasn’t there, though, not for me. I simply froze, letting him kiss a cold, unmoving statue. Maybe then he’d get the hint.

      His breath was hot as he kissed me, but it didn’t take long for him to grow frustrated by my lack of—well, everything. He grabbed my shoulders and pushed me away, holding me at arm’s length as he shook me for all of two seconds before I put a stop to it.

      “Stop, Lucas. Goddamn it, what the hell is wrong with you? I came to talk, not for—whatever this is. So, either start talking or I’m leaving,” I said, shrugging his hands off me.

      “I’m not going there. But if you want to talk, let’s talk. What happened to us?”

      I didn’t like this change of direction. It was too demanding. I leaned back on my arms to put distance between us. Not that it really helped with him wedged between my legs.

      He scowled, but didn’t try manhandling me again. “Ever since we got back, you’ve just kicked me out of your life again. You’ve been up and down, nearly killing yourself in the process.” He ran a hand through his hair in frustration. “What happened, Selena? Where did I go wrong?”

      I sighed, because this was the talk we should’ve had at his house. I should’ve told him that, no matter what happened after this, I would never be his. Not just because his kisses no longer made my head swim, or even because it was his poor decision that had put me here. I could try to get past those, but at the end of the day, I just wanted my best friend back.

      “You didn’t do anything, Lucas. This isn’t your fault. It’s mine.”

      And for the first time, I actually believed that. It was my fault—because this was what I truly wanted. He was the first real friend I’d ever had, and I didn’t want to lose that because we’d both gotten caught up in the moment along the way.

      “Then how do I fix this? What can I do to make it right?” I cringed at the desperation in his tone, written on his face. “What’s wrong?” he asked, suddenly aware of the effect his words were having on me.

      “Nothing.” I pulled away, further back onto the ring until I was supporting my own weight.

      Lucas moved his hands to my hips, trying in vain to regain control of the situation and swing the ball into his court. Part of me wished I could be different, that this could’ve…been something. That I could’ve loved him the way he deserved to be loved by someone. I accepted what had happened, though, and my part in it. I just needed him to see that while I might not be in love with him, I did want him. As my best friend.

      “You’re pulling away again. Why? What’s going on with you, Selena?”

      His pleading was the blow that broke the dam, and I finally told him the truth.

      “I want to be friends, Lucas—and before you try to interrupt, let me tell you why,” I said, cutting him off when he opened his mouth again. “When I went away for the summer, I was confused by your feelings as much as my own. I missed you, but because I’d never had a friend before, particularly a guy friend, I was confused by what liking someone really feels like. I couldn’t tell if it was just us being good friends, and enjoying your company—or if it was something more. When I saw you again, I really wasn’t sure what I wanted—your sister had just been attacked and shit continued to hit the fan—but when I kissed you in the woods, I finally figured it out.” I paused to catch a breath and try to read his expression.

      His face was a mask, though, so I went on.

      “I don’t want to be your girlfriend, Lucas, and I don’t want you to be my everything. I just want you to be my friend, and I’ll do my best to be yours. I still need time to figure my life out, but I want you to know that I’m trying. I’m trying to fix this, and be a better friend.” The words poured out of me in probably one of the most honest things I’d ever said, and he looked like I’d slapped him.

      “It’s because of him, isn’t it?” he asked, his eyes never wavering as he stared at me.

      “Lucas, I just told you—”

      “I care for you, Selena, and I’m trying to keep you from getting mixed up with that…that…animal.” He was frantic in his delusion of saving me. He gripped me tighter and it was like a noose tightening around my neck, because everyone wanted something from me, and no one was happy with what I had to give.

      Anastasia wanted my service. My family wanted to save me. Lucas wanted my heart. Aaron wanted…something I couldn’t even process at this moment as I realized the weight of the burden on my shoulders. At the end of it all, the world needed me to have my shit together. I needed me to have my shit together. Or else game over.

      I’d told him I wanted to be friends. Hell, I’d stood here and poured my heart out. Tried to be honest. To be a good friend, and not just take all the time.

      The noose tightened, but I refused to be a fucking possession.

      I refused to feel guilty when he wasn’t even thinking clearly.

      And so I made a choice—he got one more shot, and then I would cut him free, because I didn’t have time for this game anymore.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but you need to let me go. Right now. I don’t want to play games. I don’t want to hurt you, but I will if you make me.” Sixteen going on seventeen, and I felt the weight of the world on my shoulders. I cared for him, but I didn’t have anything left to give. “I care about you, because you’re my friend. Don’t throw that away on jealousy.”

      His face changed. His entire demeanor shifted. The hands on my waist hurt, and his eyes burned a hateful, nauseous green.

      “Jealousy? That’s what you are going to blame this on? Why don’t you just tell the truth. That this is about him?” He sneered.

      My mouth popped open, not sure how to take this sudden change in him. “I wouldn’t know, because no one’s told me a damn thing!” I shouted, my eyes pricking with tears I refused to shed. Not over this. I hadn’t cried when I was tortured. I hadn’t cried every time shit hit the fan growing up. Hell, dreamland seven-year-old me hadn’t even cried. He didn’t deserve my tears.

      “Give it up, Selena. I may not be able to hear your thoughts anymore, but I can still hear his,” he said darkly.

      “Oh really? Because last I checked, his thoughts have nothing to do with my actions—which everyone seems to have forgotten—and even if they did, it’s none of your damn business.” My heart and head hammered out a dangerous melody.

      “So, you admit something’s going on with him?” he said haughtily.

      I wanted to facepalm myself at the insanity behind his statement, and this entire conversation.

      “For Christ’s sake, Lucas, you’re the mind reader. You tell me, since you seem to know more about my life than I do.”

      “You’ve changed. Ever since we got back here, you’ve been keeping secrets. Avoiding me. Fighting with him.”

      My mouth fell open, gaping at him in disbelief. Fighting with him? Excuse me?

      “Well, I’m glad you’ve come to the same conclusion then, Lucas, because we’ve both changed,” I spat, pushing him off me. “Ever since we’ve gotten back here, you’ve been nothing but a territorial prick. You’ve let jealousy of the fact that you cannot and will not be everything to me blind you.” I swung my legs off the ring, prepared to pull no punches if it came to that. “For god’s sake, I can hit him in the face, and you’re the one fuming. At least he knows how to act. He knows how to—”

      Crack.

      The slap rang hard and clear, and I stared at him, dumbfounded. Had he actually just slapped me? The feeling was surreal. I didn’t know what to think or how to feel about it. I’d barely even processed the sting coming from the left side of my face. We’d fought many times before, and a slap was nothing in comparison…except we weren’t training right now. He’d hit me because he couldn’t control his temper. Pulling my shoulders back, I cracked my knuckles in passive warning. I’d had enough of his manhandling for one day. I wasn’t an object. He didn’t own me. Apparently, he needed reminding, because this situation was so blown out of proportion at this point that there was no coming back.

      “Get out,” I said. I was two seconds from putting him down, quite literally, and this time it had nothing to do with the killing gene. I could forcibly remove him, and it wouldn’t be pretty, but I was giving him one chance. The lights flickered, and he smiled cruelly, stepping away entirely.

      “As you wish. Next time you need a fix, you can go to your half-breed signa—”

      I punched him in the face.

      He hit the floor with a thud, face-first, his body crumpling. For once, I didn’t give a damn. He could stay there, for all I cared. My pulse calmed very slowly.

      What did he say? Something about Aaron being a half-breed?

      “Maybe I should’ve let him finish before I knocked him out,” I muttered to myself.

      At least this makes us even, I thought gloomily.

      Blair had warned me. Amber had warned me. I’d seen what I’d wanted to see, though, because I’d been desperate not to be lonely anymore, to have one friend. I’d wanted to escape myself and be someone else, and somehow, he’d fallen in love with that person, and it had consumed him.

      I didn’t know what had happened, or how we’d gotten here, but I was stronger now. I might not have known who I was yet, but I knew who I wasn’t. If he’d thought I was heartless before…he was in for a very rude awakening.
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      “Who crapped in your coco puffs?” Amber said crudely.

      I rolled my eyes and took another bite of toast. Two days had passed since I’d done a number on Lucas, while I stewed and decided how I was going to handle this situation.

      The month was halfway over, and we were growing more divided by the day.

      “Don’t start with me,” I said around a mouthful of cereal.

      She raised her eyebrows, swirling her coffee in its mug. “Touchy today, I see.”

      “Then keep your mouth shut and mind your own business,” I said.

      Amusement flitted across her features until there was a thunk under the table.

      “Hey, what’s your—” she said to Blair, whose gaze flicked between Lucas and me.

      Realization dawned on Amber as her mouth snapped shut. She stared at her coffee like it was the most fascinating thing, never mind the insane bruising on Lucas’s face or that one of his eyes was swollen shut.

      Unable to stand the tension any longer, I left my half-eaten cereal and exited the room. I took the stairs two at a time on my way up to the simulator. Vonlowsky was lounging against his desk, staring into the psych-ward lookalike room.

      “Am I interrupting something?”

      He bristled at my comment, but let his scowl speak for itself. “And here I thought you were taking this more seriously after—”

      “I am. Don’t get your knickers in a twist—or whatever you call them,” I said quickly before he got pissed again. The last thing I needed was one of his ‘motivational speeches.’

      “You are doing better. You’ve seemed less distracted this week. That mindset will serve you well in the field,” he said. This was high praise coming from the man who referred to my telekinetic abilities like they were some parlor trick.

      “Speaking of the field, when’s the next elimination?” I asked. Unlike Blair, I didn’t try to schmooze my way into getting information, and I wasn’t waiting around for Johanna to tell me the day before again. Not if I could help it. Brute force always appealed the most; I didn’t have the patience to beat around the bush.

      “Now that my simulator is fixed, soon,” he said ambiguously. His eyes cut across the room, narrowing on me with suspicion. They may have covered for me, but Vonlowsky wasn’t a fool. Ceilings don’t just collapse, because bathrooms don’t just blow up. Yet between me and Alexandra, that was exactly what had happened.

      I rolled my eyes. There wasn’t much else to say. Vonlowsky wasn’t much of a talker, and I preferred the silence. I had enough drama going on in my life right now without picking a fight with him.

      A dark shadow crossed in front of me, and my mood plummeted again with the reminder of Lucas.

      “All right, you know the drill. Everyone in the simulator,” Vonlowsky said as people came through the hidden staircase.

      Feet shuffled as they groggily entered the simulator, but the tension was thick.

      Alexandra was hurt by something beyond my understanding. Blair wouldn’t tell me what. Lucas was being a douche. Everything came back to one person—Aaron, and whatever he’d done that had made everyone hate me.

      I stalked toward him, ignoring everyone else as I crossed the room. When I was only a few feet away, he looked up from the small girl in front of him. Her opaque, cloud-like eyes widened as she regarded us.

      “Camilla, you’ll need to spar with someone else today,” he said.

      She nodded, and her dark brown cornrows swung side-to-side as she ran to Johanna. The other girl, my honorary second, met my eyes and nodded once, pairing the younger girl with the Graeme twins instead.

      “I’m surprised you find her a challenge,” I said.

      His eyes followed mine, watching the young Supernatural weave back and forth between them with expert skill. She was always a step ahead. “Someone once taught me not to judge a book by its cover.” A smirk touched his lips.

      I rolled my eyes and unzipped my jacket. “Hmm, let’s see if you learned your lesson.”

      The banter flowed too easily. You don’t know him. You don’t even like him.

      Stop that, I berated myself. You have a job to do.

      “Oh please,” he purred. “Like you could teach me anything.” His eyes flashed gold as he took a step forward.

      An almost animalist urge to growl at him went through me. I tossed my jacket to the floor and lunged.

      He was quick—sidestepping just enough that I only caught his shoulder. There was a crunch, but he’d moved all the same. I didn’t waste my time waiting for him to heal. He could take it. He’d said so himself.

      I planted a roundhouse kick right into his rock-hard side. The snap should’ve been sickening. And I probably should’ve stopped when he started laughing and blood came up.

      “What’s so funny?” I demanded.

      He wiped the blood away with the back of his hand, looking unperturbed as usual. “The lengths you go to to deny yourself.”

      What does that even mean? You know what? It doesn’t matter.

      His cocky grin was maddening, and I wanted nothing more than to wipe it from his face. I brought my hand up, prepared to slap him into his next life, but stopped in midair when he grabbed my hand. He held us there in a stalemate, his rough callouses brushing against my sensitive skin to the point of pain and pleasure. I yelped.

      Stepping back, I suddenly found myself pinned to a wall with nowhere to go. His black eyes stared down, intense, hot, and heavy. It was as if the blinders were ripped from my eyes, and I saw the sun. They were right.

      The look he was giving me wasn’t just the thrill of the fight. It was the challenge of one creature claiming dominance over another. It was a mating call. This was why Alexandra wouldn’t speak to me. The reason Blair wouldn’t talk. Why Lucas was so jealous. Aaron had it for me; Amber hadn’t been lying. The only problem, the thing all of them failed to see, was that I didn’t return the sentiment.

      I brought my knee up between us, forcing him to move back or lose his manhood forever. Using both hands, I shoved forward, only to find the other wrist ensnared. He had me, but this wasn’t over.

      The look he gave me was his undoing, as I mentally tore him from me and blasted the bastard through the only double-paned glass window in the room.

      “Again?” Vonlowsky frowned from the other side, motioning to the broken window. I rolled my eyes. “The least you can do is fix it,” he muttered.

      I reached out with my other sense, feeling where the glass had fallen and how each piece fit together. Bringing my hands up, I traced the cracks with my eyes as I melded them shut. This was the part I enjoyed about being telekinetic. I saw a puzzle in every creation. Just as easily as I could destroy, I knew how to put it back together in a way others never would. The very essence of matter called to me. I was the master puppeteer of everything.

      A guttural, almost wild growl alerted me. I turned from the glass to see Aaron stalking toward me. Rage mixed with something else in a deadly and heady combination. He was hunting me, but not in the way I’d imagined. I stilled, curious to see what he would do.

      “Did you really think that would work on me?” His voice was deeper. Darker. Something in it told me I’d been warned. Something in it made me see his face. His eyes. Gold rimmed in black, more animalistic than demon for once.

      “I certainly hoped it would.” Cracking my neck, I walked right up to him.

      He was pumped and pissed off. It made him sloppy as he tried to take me down.

      Block left.

      Block right.

      Duck.

      Jump.

      We fell into the neverending dance of the sun and moon, always fighting for power.

      Always fighting for dominance.

      He landed a punch to my stomach, and I hunched forward into him. I took short, quick breaths—and instantly regretted that decision. Something about him smelled wild. Untamed, even. It was like a wildfire in the dead of winter, crisp. There was no mistaking it. Underneath it, I smelled something else too. Something I’d never noticed before. Something I couldn’t name. It was almost warm…

      “Ugh,” I groaned, finding myself backed into a wall yet again. He trapped my wrists above my head, effectively holding me in place for the second time. Leaning in, he brushed his lips against the soft spot just underneath my ear.

      “Pinned,” he whispered.

      “As long as we’re here, you plan on telling me what the hell happened in that bathroom?” I shot back. His touch was far too gentle for my liking.

      “You’re not ready.”

      “Mr. White, I don’t know what you’re doing, but you have a bed downstairs for that. Get back to work!” Vonlowsky shouted.

      The sudden intimacy of the moment hit me. Taking no time to rethink the decision, I waited for him to loosen his grip just enough…before I kicked his ass ten feet through the air.

      My boot made a dull thunk against his chest as the bastard went sailing. I watched him land on his ass with my hands on my hips.

      “Apparently you didn’t get that message loud and clear the first time,” I said, leaving his punk ass lying there groaning and wheezing.

      “And you,” I said to Vonlowsky from the other side of the window. “Keep your comments to yourself next time, please.”

      He rolled his eyes, looking at the rest of the group. His piss-poor attitude toward me was waning the closer we got to the month ending. I could only guess he’d decided I had my act together.

      “What are you looking at? What are any of you looking at? Get back to work,” he said, clapping his hands together as if that would make them move faster.

      I looked back at Aaron, who was dusting himself off. It was now or never. He couldn’t run from me here. I walked over, standing directly in front of him. There was a glint of gold in his eyes that was coming out more everyday.

      “Why did Lucas call you a half-breed?” I asked.

      That got his attention, as well as everyone else’s in the room.

      Aaron went completely still, no longer acting like this was a game. Behind him, Johanna’s eyes glowed gold as she narrowed them at a slowly backing away Lucas.

      “He said what?” Aaron asked, very, very quietly. It wasn’t hurt that softened his voice, but fury. Why, though?

      “He told me you’re a half-breed. What does that mean, and why is it important?” I asked again.

      “Is that all he told you?” Aaron asked. His eyes were entirely gold. The ring of black around them was so thin that, for the first time, it changed his looks completely. Before, he’d been handsome, in a pretty way, but still rugged and unrefined. When his eyes turned, it sent a shiver down my spine—the way he looked at me. Dangerous. His body rippling with a power I’d never seen in him before. Is that what Lucas had meant? Something told me telling Aaron that wasn’t a good idea.

      “He called you something else. My sig—” I didn’t even get to finish the half-word I’d heard when Aaron roared. An all-out, animalistic, monstrous sound. His form blurred, almost like he was shaking to fast for me too see…but that couldn’t be right.

      “Aaron!” Amber yelled, charging him with everything she had. Her body slammed into his, but he didn’t budge an inch. His eyes were wholly focused on Lucas, who was backing away faster now.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, but for once, no one was paying attention to me. Really? Right now? Of all the times to ignore me…

      “You need to step back, Selena,” Alexandra said. For someone perfectly happy giving me the silent treatment when I’d gone to her for information first, she seemed pretty concerned about what was going down.

      “No! Not until someone tells me—”

      “What is going on in there?” Vonlowsky yelled over the intercom, but still no one cared.

      “I’m going to kill him.” Aaron growled low, his voice not entirely his.

      “The boy crossed a line. One too many, it appears,” Johanna said.

      I wanted to pull my hair out. While that may have been an answer, it wasn’t really.

      “You gotta calm down, Aaron. It ain’t worth it. You can’t afford to provoke the Council’s wrath—” Amber started.

      “What the hell?” I yelled. That got their attention. My rage was growing more volatile by the minute, as my own monsters stirred beneath the surface. The room rattled.

      “Selena. I don’t have it in me to do it again. You need to calm down,” Alexandra said. Very slowly, she started walking toward me, taking deliberate steps. As much as I wanted to cycle down, though, whatever was happening in me only grew.

      “Aaron, you gotta chill, bud. You’re getting her worked up. We can deal with the boy later, but right now, you need to help her,” Amber spoke quickly and quietly, but it only angered me more.

      Energy was pouring out of every orifice of my body. Covering me. Bathing me. Consuming me.

      “By the dragon…” Johanna murmured, watching me like she couldn’t believe her eyes.

      “She’s going to blow. Time for plan B,” Blair said, coming up on the other side of Alexandra.

      Plan B? Let my sister drain me, and hope for the best.

      Not today.

      I flicked my wrist, and they flew. There was a monster inside me, and they’d just woken it.

      Tori disappeared from the back corner in an instant as my sister and cousin came crashing down. I clenched my hand into a fist, and every knife in my belt came alive and pointed at one thing.

      Amber gasped, trying to cry out a warning, but it was too late. Something deep down inside me snapped.

      I was tired of the secrets.

      Tired of never having answers, and some primal part of me lost all sense of reason. The daggers went flying through the air. Aimed right for Aaron’s heart.
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      Aaron turned to face me, wide-eyed and determined, in less than half a second. The daggers sailed straight for him, but he plucked them out of the air like they were paper planes instead of deadly weapons.

      He’d once told me his gift was enhanced senses, and so far, that was the only thing he’d done to make me believe that.

      His eyes glowed with the most brilliant of golds, and again I wondered why. I cocked my head to the side, watching him through narrowed slits. Any and every sound around me came out warped, and raw. Instead of hearing words, I heard screeching and panting, but one thing stood out among it all. His breathing.

      Slow and steady, it calmed me, and I didn’t know why. The door in my mind was shaking violently, letting streams of golden light slip through the cracks. I wasn’t quite sure what was going on, but something made me reach out. Just to touch it. The handle wiggled in my grip, warm under my hand. It wanted me to open it.

      Until time sped up. A hand latched around my arm, ripping me from the surreal moment.

      “No!” I didn’t know who said it, but fire sprang to life in a wall around me as I turned to face my attacker… Lily.

      Her eyes darkened to black as the wisps flowed from me to her. For a moment, I felt better. The world seemed lighter. Easier. Until she started screaming.

      The wall of fire around us vanished just as Lily collapsed to her knees, and I remained standing. Unscathed.

      “Stop! Stop! The lies. The secrets. His eyes are so dark,” Lily shrieked, ranted. Those weren’t her thoughts, though. They were mine.

      “The world of the dead is coming. They are coming,” she continued.

      I didn’t know how to stop her. I didn’t know how to comfort or console, when the fears she saw were my own. No one dared to touch her or help her, and the more she took, the stronger I became. I pried her fingers from my wrist, hoping that breaking the contact would be enough.

      “That’s not supposed to happen,” Alexandra said uneasily.

      I whirled on her, the shadows swirling under my skin once more. Unlike the other people Lily had taken from, I wasn’t weak. On the contrary, my power was nearly limitless, and this might kill her yet.

      “I told you not to mess with things you don’t understand. I told you not to do this!” I yelled. If it wasn’t one form of madness, it was another. I could never escape it… Maybe it was time to give in.

      “The demons are here. They live among us. They wear the mask of a friend, but you never know where evil lurks.”

      I snapped back around to my sister. Her eyes were no longer black. No, something much darker was in possession of her now, and it was sending me a message. Violet eyes stared up at me as her hair ran black.

      “I’m watching, Selena. Our time is coming.”

      Lily fainted as the darkness seeped out of her skin and crawled back to me. Strong arms yanked me away, but it was no use. Like my hair or my skin, the power belonged to me and me alone. It rose from the ground, weaving around me but not hurting as it sank back under the surface.

      With my sister unconscious, a familiar pair of arms wrapped around me, and more bewildered stares than I could count, my only thought as I blacked out for the second time in a week was that this wasn’t how I’d planned on spending my junior year at Daizlei Academy.
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      “Long time no see.” She cackled. Her glowing eyes made me uneasy, as always.

      “That was quite the show you put on. Was it for my benefit or theirs?” I asked, being cheekier than I should’ve been with her.

      She’s a figment of your mind, Selena. You don’t give nightmares credibility. You don’t name them. You don’t talk to them.

      The forest was lighter tonight, not quite so dark or heavy. I should’ve known better than to let myself fall into a false sense of security.

      “You liked that, did you?” She purred, her pointed teeth all the more menacing when I could actually see them.

      The wind howled as it barreled down the rows of trees. The dirt was cold and compact, my bare feet hardly making a dent as I walked. She would follow; she always did.

      “It’s time to wake up,” I muttered to myself again and again. It was my prayer, but no god answered. Where the hell was Nyx when you actually wanted her? There was a reason my father only ever used that name as a curse.

      “You think I can’t reach you when you’re awake?” she asked mockingly, as she trailed along next to me. She was too polished for the forest, more polished than I’d ever seen her. In the last year, she’d gone from looking homeless to swaggering it up in my dreams with her corsets and leather jeggings. Something in the change both worried and confused me.

      “I know you can’t,” I insisted, pushing onward.

      “And yet I just did, and through your sister, no less. Her soul was too light to hold me, though. It didn’t feel right. We couldn’t connect. You and I…we’re perfection. You’re the first one who’s ever been able to handle me, you know. You’re the strongest. The only one worthy,” she rambled.

      For once, it didn’t sound crazy, though. She was changing, evolving, and with it her language, her dress, even her mannerisms.

      “You’re just a nightmare. Part of my imagination. You don’t have thoughts. You don’t get a history. You may be a part of me, but I’m not a part of you.”

      Her wicked laugh rang through the night, as her cold fingers locked around my wrist, bringing me to a halt. Her pointed nails ran along the veins there—a silent warning of what would happen if I pulled away.

      “Don’t touch me,” I spat, but the words didn’t have the bite I was looking for, and she knew it.

      Her eyes were sphinxlike spheres of glowing amethyst, set in black veined sockets. “I have no intention of hurting you. I am you, and it’s only a matter of time until you see it.”

      Her words sent a shiver down my spine.

      She dropped my wrist and backed away, her Cheshire cat smile haunting me long after she was gone.

      The sudden jarring foghorn in my dream awoke me, and this time I remembered everything.

      “I think it’s time we all had a chat,” a voice next to me said.

      My eyes flashed open, and I tilted my head to the side to see who’d spoken, even though I already knew. Aaron was seated on a too-small plastic chair, next to the bunk I was lying in. Which wasn’t my bunk, but Blair’s. On the other side of him, my friends were all crammed together on his bed, for who knew what reason. Alexandra stifled a gasp when I opened my eyes, and I had a feeling I knew why, but didn’t want a mirror to confirm my suspicion. I tried to sit up, but a gentle hand held me back.

      “How are you feeling?” Aaron asked, with a surprising kindness in his voice, not the animalistic roars and growls I was getting used to hearing.

      “Like I was knocked out of my body and dragged back. One of you assholes hit me like a freight train.” My head pulsed, searing like it was being cleaved in two.

      “Apologies. That was me,” Johanna said. She came into view from around the corner of the bed, and I glared up at her.

      “What did you do?” I asked, forcing myself into a sitting position despite Aaron still trying to force me down.

      Johanna smiled tightly, her eyes glowing gold briefly before it disappeared.

      “And what’s with the creepy glowing eyes? Why does everyone have gold eyes?” I asked, my questions bubbling to the surface, and with them my anger.

      “Well, you’re one to talk,” she said, motioning to my own eyes.

      Yep. As I’d suspected, they were still violet. It was fading less and less everyday. Pretty soon, they were going to stay this way permanently, unless I figured out a way to stop it. Still, I gave her a glare and the middle finger. Kindness was never my strong suit.

      Blair sighed deeply from her spot next to my sister, while Amber and Tori let out a laugh. Aaron…Aaron just watched me with his ever intense and always perplexed gaze.

      “You weren’t raised in this world, were you?” Johanna asked, more curious now. She was either ignoring me flipping her off or didn’t understand that it was an insult. I suspected it was the former and she had the patience of a saint.

      “No. She wasn’t,” Aaron said.

      I turned my gaze back to him, narrowing them at his audacity in answering for me.

      “Do not be angry with your signasti. He means well,” the girl said.

      Signasti?

      “Why do you call him my bound?” I said, stunning both her and Aaron into temporary silence.

      “You know Latin?” Johanna asked, her eyebrows pulling together more and more the longer we talked.

      “My father ensured I had the best possible education until he died. I speak Russian and Latin. I’m skilled in four different forms of combat, and can wield almost any weapon like a master. I’ve died and come back. I’ve fought demons and Vampires alike, and right now I’m getting more irritated by the second as you keep asking questions without answering mine.” The bite in my tone didn’t faze her in the slightest.

      In fact, she laughed, as did several others I didn’t really know or recognize. All part of the nine.

      “Also, who are the rest of you people? We all sleep in the same goddamn room stacked on top of each other like dominoes, and I still don’t know who you are.”

      “You are not what I expected, Selena Foster, but I think we’ll hold off on introductions for now. I will answer your questions as best I can. Firstly, what you called ‘knocking you out of your body’ is actually quite accurate. You needed to be shut down temporarily, and so I sent you into the spirit realm to try to help your mind heal. The body doesn’t always know how or when to do it for itself, so I…expedited the process. You seem more or less yourself, although the purple is still there.” She frowned like something had just occurred to her.

      I wanted to ask her what but stopped myself—at least someone was telling me what the hell was going on here.

      “As for our creepy eyes. It’s because we are what pureblooded Supes consider half-breeds. My family, and those of your friends, were blended. Think of it as someone having a dark parent and a light one. Wouldn’t the child be mixed?”

      I nodded stiffly. I wasn’t that dense. “I’m not an idiot. What are you mixed with? How is that even possible from a biological perspective?” I asked, for once feeling like the smart one in the room.

      Johanna grinned just a little.

      I’m happy you find this so amusing. I rolled my eyes.

      “Certain species are more compatible than others. The theory is that far enough back, we were all one species, which over the millennia became many. My father was both part-Supernatural and part-Witch, which is one of the most common. I believe your signasti is part-Shapeshifter.”

      There was that term again. My signasti. My bound. I didn’t even want to try to interpret that, or why they kept saying it. My lips pursed, and Johanna fell silent, probably sensing the reason.

      “And no matter the combination, your eyes are always gold?” I asked.

      Johanna nodded

      “What are you, Amber?” I asked.

      Several heads turned to her, and she blushed just a little but recovered fast enough. “My mom was a Shapeshifter and my dad’s a Supernatural.” I could tell she wanted to say more, but Aaron gave her a look, and she stopped short.

      “And you?” I asked pointedly, drawing my legs into a cross-legged position. The sheet pooled around me. My tiny tank top was pulled down just enough to give the room an eyeful. I adjusted myself quickly and discreetly, but Aaron’s gaze hadn’t left me since the moment I woke up—and that was a bit unnerving.

      “My father is a Shapeshifter,” he said stiffly. I assumed that meant his mom was normal, but I guess you couldn’t make assumptions.

      Alec caught my gaze. His eyes were also gold, but that didn’t make sense. Lucas’s were green. Tori’s were green.

      “And you?” I asked him.

      Tori shifted uncomfortably, and when he looked at her, she gave him a shrug.

      “I know what you’re thinking. I was born before my parents met, though. My birth father was a Shapeshifter, and he left my mother when I was very young. Tori and Lucas are my half-siblings.” He seemed uncomfortable enough that I let it drop, but one answer led to another question.

      “Where is Lucas?” I asked.

      A very slight rumbling came from Aaron, but I could tell he was trying to keep himself under control.

      “I don’t know what your deal is, but I’m getting sick—” I started to snap again.

      “The boy is lucky he’s not dead. While you may not know any better, that little wanker did,” Johanna said, attempting to be my voice of reason.

      “Where is he?” I asked, putting more of an edge behind my tone.

      “Not here,” she mimicked.

      I wanted to facepalm myself. Clearly, he isn’t here, Captain Obvious. “Not here as in he’s being beaten and tortured in another room, or not here as in he went to the gym?” I knew I was being dramatic, but I needed to ask, and everyone here seemed hesitant to bring him up because of the arrogant boy sitting next to me.

      Johanna’s lips twitched in what I thought was a smile. “He went off on his own for a while, as far as I’m aware,” she added, her eyes glowing again before she nodded.

      A small moan came from another bed—a voice more familiar than even my own.

      “Lily,” I breathed. I tore through the room and was at her side before most of them could even blink. Her body looked so tiny, curled up in a ball on Alexandra’s bed. I crouched on my knees before her, and pulled the blanket back far enough that I could see her face.

      “What the—” I dropped the blanket, backing away.

      Her hair was as black as mine, not a strand of blond in sight. I’d dreamed of my other, which meant I’d been out for a while, but for how long?

      “She’s still healing, but it may never be the same again. Whatever she was trying to do to you rebounded, and she was hurt. I was concerned it would do the same when it returned, but whatever rejected her seems to cling to you.” She sounded surprised, disturbed, even, by the thought.

      I wasn’t, though. I knew what it was. My darkness. My particular brand of evil. Like the shadows, my power clung to me—and if my other was to be believed, she did too. I reached forward to brush Lily’s hair from her face.

      “I would rather you not,” Johanna said, catching my hand before our skin made contact.

      I faced her, my mood darkening instantly.

      She held up her hands in surrender. “It’s not you I’m worried about. Just like you lash out in your sleep, she is too. Touching her could accidentally hurt her if she starts trying to pull from you.”

      I stared at her, silently weighing my options. “How much time has passed?” I murmured.

      “Two days.”

      “Has she woken up?” I asked, but I already knew the answer.

      “No.”

      At least she didn’t sugarcoat it. There was no point asking if she would wake up. The brain was a fickle thing; maybe it would just take more time for her to get better. I had to believe that. She wasn’t dead, and that was something. I just hoped she was the same Lily when she woke up, and not some sort of hybrid demon changed by whatever the other me had done to her.

      “She needed more time. You have a signasti’s strength to aid you, and she does not.”

      There was that word again. The only question she’d so very carefully danced around, but I wasn’t having it. If Lily would be okay, it was time to get some more answers.

      “Why do you keep referring to him like this? What does that even mean?” I asked then instantly wished I hadn’t.

      “Signasti animam is a soul-bonded person. Think of it like—”

      “I think that’s enough, Johanna,” Alec said quickly.

      I was already backing away. Toward the wall. Toward the darkness.

      She watched me coolly, never changing her stance, never advancing. I wish Aaron had done the same.

      I could handle sickness and crazy.

      I could handle demons and Vampires.

      I could handle all this half-breed nonsense, and the hippie vibes she gave me from time to time.

      I, however, could not and would not buy into this soul shackled nonsense. I’d studied Latin. Signasti roughly translated to bound. Pretty vague.

      Signasti animam, on the other hand, that translated to soul shackled—quite literally. And I most definitely was not okay with being shackled to my sister’s ex-boyfriend. More chains were the last thing I needed, even as the noose tightened ever so slightly.

      Aaron stood from his rickety chair, looking at me like I was everything, when all I wanted was to be nothing. Soul shackled? Not happening. It only took one look from him, and I bolted straight for the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 82

          

        

      

    

    
      I was faster, but not by much.

      While I got past Johanna and the Graemes, clearing the door proved troublesome when Amber intercepted me. I still didn’t understand her role in all of this, but right now I didn’t care.

      “Get out of my way,” I demanded.

      “You’re a danger to yourself and others. Not happening.” Since when did she give a damn about other people?

      “What I am is overwhelmed. You have two choices. Either move, or I will make you.” Part of me knew this was crossing a line, that somewhere deep down I should’ve been more concerned by what she’d said, but I didn’t want any of it.

      “It’s not your fault, Selena. I get it, okay? You’re angry. You’re confused. You don’t really know what’s going on, and half of us are still trying to figure out why we’re all here. I get it. You’re sister’s in that bed because of you, though. They told you what would happen if you couldn’t control it, but you still couldn’t. Now, you need—”

      I stopped listening after that. Not because I snapped. Not because I punched her. I didn’t even run. I stopped because I knew what I needed. It was like something was pulling me as I retreated inward. Turning right around, I walked back to my bed. Hooking my hand over the post had become second nature now, as had avoiding Aaron when I swung my foot up and rolled onto the bed.

      I was a danger to everyone I knew. Myself included.

      I was broken.

      But if I knew one thing about about being broken, it was that restarting usually fixed the problem. So, I was going to restart myself the only way I knew how.

      Amber couldn’t have hit it more on the nose if she’d tried. Lucas was hurting because of me. Lily was tainted because of me. Alexandra was single, and Aaron soul-shackled—whatever that meant.

      I didn’t have it in me to keep listening anymore, but I also didn’t need to fight them. One of the first things I’d learned about having control was that while you couldn’t always get rid of the situation, you could always remove yourself from it.

      “What’s she doing?” Amber asked.

      I rolled onto my side, facing the wall. With my back to them, I could almost pretend I was alone.

      “She’s checking out,” Alexandra said softly.

      As bad as her anger had been, the pity was worse. I didn’t want her pity. She’d known about all this crap and left me in the dark. Blair too.

      “What does that mean?” Tori asked, her country twang nearly as sharp as Amber’s condescension.

      “She’s here, but nobody’s home,” Alexandra said, and her sadness fueled me more.

      My blood rushed, adrenaline spiking in my system to urge me to fight. I wasn’t going to, though, not this time.

      Here’s the thing about being crazy. There was enough going on in my head that I could step out of reality almost at will. I hadn’t done it in years, but it was nearly as useful a skill as the walls I could resurrect and crumble with mere thoughts. This wasn’t something my father had taught me, though; this was all on dear old mom.

      Limbo was a lot like being awake on the verge of sleep, or the other way around. I could hear them, but the words were distorted. Reality twisted as I retreated deeper and deeper into the recesses of my mind. I needed space. Time to think about what was happening. If they wouldn’t give it to me, I would make it.

      I would start over.

      This was the ultimate panic attack, and the deepest meditation. Caught somewhere between a state of adrenaline and calm, the balance struck. I’d found it.

      Peace. Control.

      Weren’t they the same?

      “She’s a bloody coward,” someone cursed.

      Is it the same day? Is it only moments later?

      I didn’t know. Nor did I care.

      “She wasn’t ready,” Aaron murmured.

      He didn’t sound far away. Somehow, even here, his noose knotted around my neck. His voice was thicker than usual. Deeper. Darker. I needed to go further. Somewhere I could think. Somewhere I could be alone.

      “She doesn’t have a choice. None of us were ready, but you don’t see us sleeping all day We’ve covered for her long enough. She needs to grow a pair.”

      I didn’t know who it was, but the voice sounded familiar enough that I knew I’d heard it before.

      “She’ll come back eventually. She always does,” my sister said. I could almost feel her heat, deep in my chilled bones.

      I pressed further, until the only voice I could hear was my own. Inside my mind, the vast darkness expanded before me in a neverending vacuum outside of time or space. Was this why people abused drugs, or drank themselves into oblivion? Sometimes, you just needed to drown out the voices.

      “Is this peace?” I asked, my voice echoing in my own ears.

      “Not quite,” a voice answered. I should’ve known she would be here. That I could never run far enough.

      “What do you want? Is ruining my life not enough for you?” I yelled. My hands clenched into fists of their own accord. I was as angry as ever. Resentful as always.

      My other made a tsk sound, her cherry red heels clicking despite the lack of a floor.

      “I didn’t ruin your life. You’re being dramatic, always cursing at people because ‘nobody understands you.’ Gag.” She pretend-shuddered.

      Only fueling my hatred more. Deep down, I knew I should walk away. I should go back, and talk to my family, my friends. I shouldn’t be making deals with the devil, but maybe that was what I’d come here for. Maybe this was how I would find peace.

      “Says me to me. Okay. I have officially lost it,” I deadpanned.

      My other smirked, sucking a tooth obnoxiously. “This is why I like you,” she said.

      I blinked, raising an eyebrow. “Huh?”

      “As much as you pity yourself, deep down, you and I are the same.” Her eyes traveled over me lazily. Too familiar for comfort, but foreign enough to give me the creeps.

      “It’s hard to be the same when you’re not real,” I said. Why am I wasting my time with this?

      “Not that again. Haven’t we been over this?” She rolled her eyes, tapping her heel impatiently.

      “You only recently learned to talk. I think you’re overselling yourself,” I scoffed.

      “I think you’re underestimating how strong we really are. If you spent half the time you waste moping actually learning self-control and searching for real answers, you wouldn’t have to dream about freedom. We would already have it,” she said.

      “What’s the point in freedom when I can’t even have peace? I’m angry all the time. I can’t keep my temper. Any semblance of control I had is long gone…” I trailed off. Coming here was supposed to help me. It was supposed to make clear whatever I’d been missing. When I was younger and the voices got too bad, they never followed me here. When I’d been whipped bloody by my own sister, the pain had never followed me here. So why was she here?

      “To help you. Isn’t that what you wanted? An answer to your questions. A voice to guide you.” She paused, motioning to herself like she was the lady of the hour. “Peace and freedom aren’t all that different at the end of the day. What if I told you I could get you there? What if I said I could free you?”

      Those were dangerous words to a drowning girl trying to find the surface. Which meant they were too good to be true.

      “You’re a damn liar,” I said, walking back the way I’d come.

      She didn’t follow, but then again, maybe she didn’t need to. She always seemed to be there, in the back of my mind.

      “We’re one and the same. You want to soothe the pain? You want peace? Then stop acting like a fool. You’re the strongest one here, and yet you cower before your own gifts and try to shove them under the rug for the sake of others. If you want peace, you have to take it. Nothing is free in this world. Your gifts come with a cost, and it’s time you stopped denying yourself.”

      Those words hit a nerve. Like something deep inside me resonated with them. Where had I heard them before? A door illuminated, standing out from the blackness. Golden light peeked through the crack as it rattled violently in its frame.

      I reached out to brush my fingers over the handle, feeling it come alive beneath me. The metal warmed to my touch, almost intimately, as odd as that sounded. I pulled away, not wanting to know what I would find behind it. Not wanting to face that truth quite yet.

      My other had given me enough to think about without going there.

      “What happened to Lily?” I asked. Time here ran differently than the real world. These minutes could feel like hours, but days could be only minutes. I never really knew how much time I’d spent in this state of in-between until I returned, but I couldn’t go back without knowing this.

      “She burned herself out trying to take in your energy with nowhere to send it. The little glutton doesn’t know moderation, and if she’s not careful, next time will end poorly.” Her eyes glowed. Pure undiluted violet. Even when mine took on the hue, the color was never quite so striking. It was just as terrifying as it was beautiful.

      “So you did cause it?” I demanded, but the anger wasn’t there. Not anymore.

      “No. You caused it. I merely took advantage of it. Her soul wasn’t strong enough, though, and it’s that weakness that’ll get you both killed if you keep playing with gifts you don’t understand.” She spoke in riddles, and while I wanted to make a comment about her being crazy…she was saner than I’d given her credit for. Or I really was this far gone. Neither thought sat well with me.

      “You seem to know a lot about things you shouldn’t. How is it possible you know this, but I don’t? Aren’t we one and the same? You said so yourself,” I pointed out. Something was drawing me back, like a thread that wouldn’t break.

      “I did, didn’t I?” she mused, avoiding my question entirely.

      “You’re going to keep terrorizing me when I wake up, aren’t you?” The thought made my skin crawl, because I was tired of fighting her. I was tired of fighting myself over the right to my mind. The one thing I was coming to realize, though, was that the more I fought, the stronger she became.

      “Have you ever stopped to think that if you didn’t fight it, maybe it wouldn’t hurt so much? Your instincts know what you need, even if your sentimental heart doesn’t.”

      I didn’t ask any more questions. I didn’t need to. Deep down, some part of me needed to hear it, and know that my pain was in my control. My anger was in my control. And maybe, even peace was in my control. She wasn’t real, and I had no reason to believe her. I had no reason to trust a demon that wore my face, but I did. I’d come in here looking for answers and a way out, but the answer had been there all along.

      There was no point hating myself for existing. There wasn’t strength in bottling it up, just to explode on people because I couldn’t control it. I wanted to protect my friends from myself. I wanted to hate them for making me care. Ultimately, I didn’t really know what I wanted.

      Was I Selena the protector? Or was I terror?

      Maybe if I stopped holding back, I would find out. Maybe if I stopped hiding, I wouldn’t have so many secrets. Maybe if I stopped caring so much about what other people did, I could control my own actions.

      My eyes snapped open, but this time the gray concrete walls were a welcome sight. For once, everyone was gone. I pulled my phone from my back pocket to check the time, but the screen stayed black. An empty battery icon flashed red, and I pursed my lips.

      Time to go find them. Time to fix this.

      I hopped out of bed with a lightness I hadn’t felt in a while. My tank top was as disheveled as before, and I had no idea how much time had passed, but I was about to find out. I looked at Lily, still curled up in bed.

      I will find a way to fix this. I’ll come back.

      The hinge of the bunker door squeaked as I slipped through it and into the stairwell. There was no way it was nighttime, not with everyone gone.

      A floor above me, I could already make out the grunts of someone falling on their ass in the simulator. Next thing I knew, an explosion sounded. What?

      I took the stairs two at a time, throwing the door open hard enough that it stuck in the wall beside me. Oops.

      “Well, well. Long time no see. Your friends here were just telling me how unwell you are, but I’m so happy you could make it for the next elimination.”

      Another shout came from inside the simulator, but all I could focus on was Anastasia Fortescue, smug and smiling as bombs went off left and right while my friends screamed. They were so royally screwed, but, judging by her grin, I was too.
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      Not one person looked my way as I stood next to the master who held my leash. On one side of the double-paned glass, Anastasia and I watched silently. Vonlowsky monitored from a few feet away, stoic as ever. Silent because he knew this was wrong.

      Now isn’t the time to overreact, I reminded myself.

      I could help them, but I needed to be smart about it. Throwing a temper tantrum like a three-year-old would get me nowhere with the Council Member.

      “Look at them, running around like ants waiting for a boot.”

      I didn’t respond and carefully kept my face blank. Maybe it was the shadows, but my doppelgänger looked like she was enjoying this a little too much.

      So much for her spiel about not wanting to start a war.

      Maybe she just liked putting powerful people under her thumb to see how they fared. To make sure she always came out on top as Head of the Council.

      A bloodcurdling scream pierced my ears when a bomb went off that Blair hadn’t been able to diffuse, and Alec jumped in front of her. Shrapnel bounced off the glass, and the bloody shreds of his jeans told me it wasn’t good.

      “I thought you were supposed to be training them, Vonlowsky,” she said sharply.

      My teacher swallowed hard, choosing his next words wisely. For someone who had no problem telling me where it was at, his attitude was a bit more pliant when it came to the Supernatural would-be queen. “I have been, my lady, but there have been complications…”

      I narrowed my eyes at his damned cowardice. Complications? He meant me. That bastard was going to throw me under the bus.

      “Complications? The prison break they orchestrated was more thought out than this,” she sneered.

      I tucked that information away for later, as one more piece behind the nine’s presence fell into place. A prison break? Which one of them had been the prisoner…or was that person even still alive? Now wasn’t the time, though, because I wasn’t getting blamed for this mess of a hit squad, even though it was kind of my fault.

      “What he means to say, Council Member, is that they’re unaccustomed to not having orders. How can you expect them to fight as a unit without me there to guide them?” I asked. My palms broke out in a clammy sweat, and I wiped them discreetly across my thighs, hoping she didn’t notice.

      “Guide them? I think you’re overselling yourself, Foster. This course was designed to simulate a war, because a war is what you’ll be fighting. One girl won’t make a difference. You won’t make a difference. Do you understand that?” she snapped, suddenly colder than ever before. Something I said must’ve triggered her defenses, because she seemed determined to make sure I understood how insignificant I was.

      But I’m not.

      “I understand, Council Member.” I paused just long enough for her to settle and turn back to the glass like it was a boring TV show. I should’ve stopped there, but I couldn’t. “But I think you’re underestimating me. Aren’t my skills the reason you made me do this?”

      Unfortunately, I didn’t take into account that even speaking at all would bring down her wrath like a merciless god.

      Her hand twitched, like she was having to control the urge to do something, but what was beyond me. To add insult to injury, when she turned her cold eyes on me with the full weight of her fury behind them, I refused to look away and lower myself to the level of her measly, cowering servants. I didn’t know what had happened between now and when we’d last spoken, but something had changed in her. Her coldness was harder, her silver tongue sharper.

      “Last I checked, Foster, your skills are the only reason you’re even of use to me, but if you’re so desperate to demonstrate how important you are, by all means show me just how you plan to save them all.” For all the fury consuming her, her voice was lifeless. She didn’t seem to particularly care one way or the other about what happened to them. I did, though, and she didn’t like that. She didn’t like that I gave a damn about what happened to them.

      “By all means, Mistress. I live to serve,” I hissed back through a clenched jaw.

      She smashed a button on the remote in her hand, opening the door to the simulator. Fire shot out, and I took a deep breath before plunging into the flames, feet first and headstrong as always.

      If limbo had taught me anything, it was that I needed to man up and buckle down. Whoever had called me a coward wasn’t wrong, but I could change that. I could save them all.

      The smoke filled my lungs faster than I’d expected, but it only added to my sense of urgency. Anastasia hadn’t been kidding when she said she’d turned this place into a war zone.

      Concrete littered the ground, sometimes stacking up so high I couldn’t see around it. There were clearly buildings in this simulation, before the bombs, but they were broken now. Demolished. Disintegrated. Desolated. That was what this simulation was: despair given life. This could’ve been any city, anywhere, since rubble was all that remained of the once mighty concrete jungle. Fire spread from one downed power line to the other, as explosions shook the earth.

      How the simulator even worked was outside my understanding, but this scene…it was something else. Piles upon piles of smoking concrete stacked up in every direction. This was madness. No, that wasn’t right. This was war, and it brought out a desperation in people that could make some go crazy. But I wouldn’t falter, and I wouldn’t fail.

      “Your leader said she could save you all. You should hope, for your sakes, that she’s right.” Anastasia’s voice sounded over the room, but even I couldn’t tell where it was coming from. No wonder no one had noticed me earlier. With all the smoke and debris, it wasn’t like you could even find the damn window.

      “Selena?” It was Alexandra’s voice, sounding more disbelieving than anything.

      A flash of metal skimmed by her, landing three feet away. Two beeps, and I knew what was coming. Swinging into motion, I crossed the twenty yards before anyone saw me and chucked the metal bomb thirty feet up as it exploded in a shower of sparks. Alexandra jumped, whirling around to stare at me. Her eyes were wide and…watering?

      “I told them you’d come back,” she whispered, oblivious to the second bomb that planted itself two feet behind her.

      “I always do,” I called as I sent it flying.

      A chorus of battle cries came from over a ridge.

      That had better be the rest of them, I thought grimly as I grabbed Alexandra’s hand and made a run for it.

      “They didn’t believe me when I said you would. Can you blame them?” she yelled over the next explosion ten meters behind us.

      I had to slow down so she could keep up, but I wasn’t leaving her behind here. Not in a war zone. No matter how pretend it was.

      We reached the top of the concrete slab just as another metal disk came flying for us—or more specifically, for our friends about thirty feet below.

      Have you ever stopped to think that if you didn’t fight it, maybe it wouldn’t hurt so much? Your instincts know what you need, even if your sentimental heart doesn’t.

      This time I wasn’t letting my sentimental heart get in the way as I pushed Alexandra off the ridge, and jumped ten feet out into the air, plummeting straight down.

      Cries of warning and relief rang through the air as I fell, my eyes never leaving the shiny metal disk as we met in the middle. Ten feet from the ground, I plucked the disk from its flight path and rebounded it like a shotput straight for the artificial sky.

      The room rattled as the bomb exploded, right as my feet hit the ground. The clearing was soft enough that when I landed, I rolled, coming up face-to-face with most of the rest of my team.

      “Where are Blair and Alec?” I asked, but all they did was stare.

      Am I really so unreliable that they didn’t think I’d come back? Assholes.

      “We lost them when the building came down. This place is a madhouse. We need to get out of here before the smoke gets worse,” Aaron said finally.

      Silently, I was thankful that someone had at least addressed me. But that wasn’t happening.

      “Over my dead body. I’m not leaving without them,” I said.

      Who would’ve thought that would be such an unpopular opinion?

      The Graeme girl spat at my feet as her brother pulled her back. “Are you bloody nuts? You’re going to get us all killed!” she cried, and I had no doubt then that she was the one who’d called me a coward.

      “I never said you all had to stay, but I’m not leaving without them. Now we can go back and forth about this all day, but last I checked, I’m the one who volunteered to come out here and save all your asses. So, you can follow me or not, but this isn’t a debate,” I said.

      For once, I found myself acting like a leader and feeling like I had a choice. It was freeing, in a way, but short-lived.

      As if Anastasia knew the precipice we were on, another two bombs came flying at us and a third at the base of one of the only standing power lines. I could’ve showed off and made a display of trying to dispatch the three with my speed and strength, but I could do one better.

      I plucked them from the sky with invisible hands, and redirected them toward the simulated black sky.

      “All right, we’re running out of time here. Whoever’s leaving needs to go now. I need to find Blair and Alec.” Last I’d seen, he’d gotten himself blown up and wasn’t looking so hot, but I didn’t need to tell them that.

      “I’m coming with you,” Aaron said.

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes and instead settled for a raised eyebrow as I looked at the others.

      “You’re going to need me,” Alexandra said. She wasn’t wrong when this entire simulation was burning up—even she couldn’t control this fire, though.

      “We’re with you,” Amber said, her arm wrapped securely around Tori’s waist, who walked with a slight limp.

      “We will fight,” Johanna said, presumably speaking for her nine as a whole.

      “We will?” the Graeme girl asked, clearly disagreeing.

      “Alec is in here somewhere, and we’re not leaving without him.” Johanna’s eyes flashed with authority, but the blonde wasn’t having it.

      “She’s a coward, Johanna. How you can you—”

      “The measure of a great leader is not lack of fear but how one faces that fear, Scarlett. She’s made some bad choices, but haven’t we all? I’m willing to give her another chance to prove you wrong. What say you, Milla?”

      I followed her gaze to the twelve-year-old child Aaron had been sparring with the day I’d snapped. Her eyes were strange, not clear or gold, but a cloudy white, like cataracts. She had darker skin and frizzy brown hair. Not entirely Supernatural, but not half-breed either. What would give a child so much authority? And how had she ended up here?

      “She has spoken with the Mother and her path is clear,” she said.

      Johanna nodded like any of that actually made sense.

      I shook my head; we didn’t have time for this. As if on cue, another scream drew my attention two hundred meters deeper into the room, where another explosion had just gone off.

      “Time to move!” I yelled, as we took off toward the swirling cyclone of smoke and ash.

      Thirteen people down. Two to go. They’d better both be in one piece when I got there, or someone was going to pay.

      Hang on, Blair. I’m coming.

      Mercy killing be damned. No one was getting left behind.

      I wished for a moment that I hadn’t spent so long moping and had actually trained with the nine like a leader. Maybe then I wouldn’t worry about the Graeme girl stabbing me in the back…but that was probably wishful thinking.

      Concrete grit rained down like hail with every bomb that went off. It seemed that for each disk I misdirected another landed just out of reach. It didn’t help that the smoke grew thicker, and with nowhere to go, it was more likely to kill someone than the fire.

      “We’re not going to find anyone with all this smoke,” Scarlett muttered. She wasn’t wrong.

      “Instead of complaining, why don’t you find a way to fix it?” I asked, not really looking for an answer. We had another hundred feet of incline before we reached the next rise, and hopefully Blair and Alec.

      “Oh really? And how do you bloody expect me to do that? Just wave it away?” She cut off, falling into a fit of coughing. She was being an ass, but something about what she said clicked.

      “That’s it,” I said, stopping suddenly. Something ran into me from behind, knocking me face-first toward the concrete. I held up my hands to protect my face, but this time, I didn’t need it. Mentally, I pushed back, and the earth yielded.

      Invisible strands of power sprang from my fingertips as I righted myself, forcing the smoke back as I went. Telekinetics moved things with their mind, but smoke wasn’t tangible. It had no form. Only the strongest telekinetics could manipulate it, because it wasn’t solid. But it was matter.

      I sucked the smoke into a tight, swirling orb of ash that spun like a dying globe over my palm. I grinned to myself at the simplicity of an act that should’ve been impossible.

      “You’re telling me you could’ve done that ten minutes ago?” the Graeme girl groaned.

      “Maybe I just wanted you to choke,” I snapped, drawing my lips back.

      A light touch to my back made me jump, and I turned to find Aaron standing too close for comfort. Meanwhile, Lucas silently skulked toward the back of the group, his eyes dark and hooded as if he had his own thoughts about Aaron being near me. Alexandra grabbed his arm, yanking his attention away as she leaned forward to whisper something in his ear. Aaron coughed loudly, pulling my attention back to him.

      “Do you have to touch me?” I asked, the orb of smoke dissipating in a shower of ash all over us.

      “When you’re picking fights with the heir of House Graeme, yes,” he said, rolling his eyes as if I were the foolish one.

      “I can—” I stopped short at what I saw coming.

      Not thirty feet from me, the fire raged, burning both concrete and wood alike. It shouldn’t have been possible for it to grow so quickly, or move so fast. Another zing through the air distracted me, as the bomb landed in the fire and went off with a bang.

      “How the fu—”

      “Run!”

      I don’t know who said it, but it was the only thing that pulled my eyes away from the terrifying blaze as I raced to the top of the ravine. The others weren’t quite as fast, and I used the time to push the smoke back toward the fire, trying to squelch its flames, but it made no difference. This wasn’t an ordinary fire. It was a living, breathing thing coming for us all. As I hauled myself up over the last chunk of concrete, my throat went dry at the sixty-foot drop, and the two people stuck at the bottom of it.

      “I found them! We just need to get them out of there—”

      “Selena, we’ve got a problem,” Johanna panted, coming up beside me. Her footing was impeccable as she twisted on the sharp edge, and spun me around.

      “What is she doing?” I asked.

      Alexandra stood at the base of the rubble, her hands raised in surrender. The fire licked at her worn black boots, trying to follow us. Try as it might, though, she wouldn’t let it past her. My heart dropped into my stomach.

      “She can’t hold it forever,” Johanna said, putting words to my fears. My own panting had nothing to do with the running as my throat closed.

      Calm yourself. She can hold it. She is fire.

      I took a not-so-deep, steadying breath.

      You’re a leader. Be a leader. Trust that she can take care of herself.

      “She doesn’t have to hold it forever. She just has to hold it long enough.”

      And then, I did the dumbest and bravest thing I’ve ever done.

      I jumped.
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      Turned out six stories was a lot higher up than I’d originally thought.

      The ground was coming up too fast. Throwing my arms wide, I pulled the air up to meet me, slowing myself just enough that I landed with a roll…and instantly regretted it. Rocks jutted out, shredding my back, until I came to a stop and hauled myself up.

      It wasn’t the safest of methods, but it had gotten me down here faster, hadn’t it?

      The ground was relatively flat in the clearing, but walls made of rubble surrounded it on all sides. The easiest way out was where I’d come from, but that wasn’t an option a second time around—especially if Alec was hurt. I squinted through the haze, sweeping the smoke away so I could find them again. Up at the top of the cliff, I could barely make out my team, and I hoped they would find a way down… Another zing through the air had me turning to catch a bomb, but what I found was far deadlier.

      “Blair.”

      Her eyes had a wild look to them. Something desperate lurked there, and I needed to make sure she recognized me before I made a move. The knife at my throat pressed down just enough to draw a trickle of blood, before she snapped out of it.

      “Selena? Oh my— Are you okay? How did you find— Where’s everyone else?” The craziness had left her eyes, but she was still wary. Dirt caked her body, and tiny pieces of debris clung to the gash on her arm where the blood had already dried. She looked like she’d been through a war zone, but for all intents and purposes, she had.

      “They’re at the top. We need to get out of here. Where’s Alec?” The words had barely left my lips when a fit of coughing flared up behind her.

      “I’m right h-here,” he rasped. Just behind Blair, Alec pulled himself up, using the concrete fragments for leverage. If I’d thought she was bruised and bloody, he was a downright mess. His pants were shredded, and chunks of his legs were missing as my gaze travelled down. His foot was only half there, and I grimaced to think how we were all going to get out of this.

      Think, Selena. Think.

      Something landed next to me, jarring me from my thoughts. Maybe I shouldn’t have been surprised, given the way everyone referred to him as my bound and soul-shackled, but when Aaron looked down at me, it wasn’t the relief I’d been expecting that someone had made it down here. It was the urge to hurl, because it was him.

      It only took a moment for Johanna to land behind him, and Amber and Tori literally popped out of nowhere. An idea slowly formed even as shouts rang out around me. I stared at Tori long enough to get her attention then flicked my chin toward Alec. I hoped she got the hint that I wanted her to teleport him up. Her eyes went big as she motioned to the rest of us with a sweep of her hand and a raised eyebrow.

      “You want to teleport all of us?” I asked, giving up on the silent communication.

      “I mean, I could, couldn’t I?” she responded, shrugging like it was no big deal even though her hands were already trembling. Amber, who was closest to us, looked between the two of us like we were nuts.

      “You’re already exhausted. Be damn sure you can do this before you agree, because we don’t need two bodies to haul back. You hear me?” Amber said.

      Part of me almost agreed with her—the part that knew that if it wasn’t this jump that pushed Tori to burnout, it would be the next. The rest of me said we all had to make sacrifices, and this was our best shot. Alexandra was running out of energy. Alec was running out of blood. We were running out of time.

      “I can do this,” she whispered.

      That was all I needed to hear.

      Linking our hands, we formed a circle around Tori, positioning Alec between Johanna and Aaron. Blair’s eyes kept darting to him, but when the time had come for us to fall into line, she’d insisted on being between Tori and me. Not that I cared, really—I was more concerned about getting us out of here—but it was interesting. Blair and Alec were another puzzle to solve, if we ever got enough of a break to bother.

      As if on cue, another disk landed a few feet to my right. Tori’s breath hitched, and she squeezed her eyes shut. The beeping sped up as I mentally counted down. Three. Two. One.

      The bomb went off, but it was distorted. Tori sucked us through a vortex so quickly that one moment, we were waiting to die, and the next, I was sixty feet up.

      Time to move.

      I opened my eyes and peered through the haze. Our world was on fire, and even though everyone was together now, we weren’t out of this mess yet. The group in front of me was still collapsed, but the others who hadn’t followed us were fighting. Each other.

      Not much time had passed, but in the minutes it had taken us to go down, get them, and come back, a fight had broken out. Lucas and the Graeme bitch were going at it, while the others were trying to separate them. Alexandra was still holding the wall, but barely. She was already on her knees, shaking as she tried to calm the fire. I’d been right to trust her, but, unfortunately for us, time had almost run out.

      When we get out of here, I’m ringing Fortescue’s neck.

      I let my emotions burn away in the flames until all that remained was the ability to do what needed to be done. I looked out over the group who’d followed me down. They’d trusted me with their own survival, and I’d failed them.

      Tori was coughing up blood, and Alec’s leg was blown to bits. My sister was about to hit burnout, and even Lucas was fighting with some German chick over who knew what. Why was it that every time I started to get myself together, the world chose that moment to fall apart?

      This was it. Make or break.

      Are you a leader or are you coward? Pick.

      We make our own peace. Don’t let your sentimental heart get in the way of what you need to do.

      I made my choice. After letting myself literally fall apart and hit rock bottom, there was only one way to go.

      Up.

      “You guys get Alec and Tori to the door. I gotta deal with this,” I said.

      Running like a madwoman, I tackled Lucas head-on, stopping him in mid-swing. I landed on top of him and quickly readjusted so that I straddled his chest and had the upper hand.

      “Go! I’ll handle him,” I yelled at the Graeme girl and the boys holding her back.

      “You better learn to control your mouth before you insult my house again. Next time, she won’t be here to save you!” Scarlett spat at the ground and threw a look of disgust at him before letting them drag her toward the door. I hoped the others had also listened, but they weren’t my concern right now.

      “Get off me,” Lucas growled.

      I pursed my lips, looking down at him with my arms crossed over my chest. “Not until you stop acting like a prick.”

      He let out another growl, and I decided to do what I should’ve done last time we talked.

      I punched him in the face.

      “Ahh! What the hell, Selena?” His nose was bloody and broken, but I’d held back.

      “Think of it as a wake-up call. If I can get my act together, so can you.” The conversation was taking a surprisingly serious turn until Lucas flipped us and pinned me beneath him.

      Welp. That’s not how I was planning on doing this.

      The concrete under my back scraped as it bit into the skin, but I didn’t have to stay like that long before Lucas was torn off me.

      “You don’t get to touch her like that. Not anymore,” Aaron said as he threw him aside—luckily not into the fire.

      “How many times do I have to—” I started to snap at him.

      “Do you want him to touch you like that?”

      No. Not that I could bring myself to say it, but it was still none of his business.

      Aaron crouched down, grabbing my hand to pull me to my feet. “It’s been my business since I first set eyes on you, and that bastard knows it. We can talk about this later, though. Right now, Alex needs you.”

      His words left me reeling, because I hadn’t answered him aloud. Somehow, he knew what I’d been thinking. He wasn’t telepathic, and that was alarming. My sister did need me, though, and it was the only reason I ripped my hand from his and turned to face the fire.

      Once again, she’d used too much of herself, and now all control was hanging by a thread that was going to burn to ash. The shaking had stopped, but only because her body had dematerialized into a living flame. Now, the only thing that could stop it was to put that fire out. Good thing my father had been paranoid, because I wasn’t the only one he’d conditioned.

      “Ignes ad cineres. Cineres ad ignes. Renascere denuō, itaque tu es incendere incendia.”

      Fire to ashes. Ashes to fire. Be reborn again so you can light the pyres.

      Her fiery figure vanished, leaving in its place a naked Supernatural girl with flaming red hair and skin as pink as a newborn baby’s. The fire bore down on us both, and I really hoped Aaron and Lucas had had the good sense to get out of here.

      I turned into the wall of flame as it hit me, but didn’t burn. No one knew why or how, but for as long as I could remember, the flames hadn’t burned. Not really. Were they hot? Hell yes, but I’d endured worse.

      Channeling anger from my core, I rooted myself to the spot where I would make my stand and bring this whole simulator down. This time, I would listen to my instincts. This time, I would not be afraid.

      I reached down into myself, smashing the dam that contained my power with a mighty crack. Strands of darkness poured from the fissure, calling for me to seize them. The dam blew apart, and the world flashed from black to white with strands of darkness connecting everything. Mentally, I pushed on those strands, trying to scatter the fire with strong enough winds. It was too far out of control, though, and bombs were still going off. I needed more power. More strength.

      “We can do this. Let go.”

      I knew who the voice belonged to, but found myself holding back, despite my burning clothes and ash-filled lungs.

      “I can’t lose control again. How do I know you’re not just going to kill them all?”

      “You don’t,” she whispered, pushing me from my body as she stepped in.

      I reached out to hold onto something, anything, but my hands didn’t move. I tumbled blindly through my mind, until there was no chance of forcing her back until she was ready. No longer in the driver’s seat, I observed as she clenched and unclenched my hands.

      “Fortunately for you, I’m in a helping mood today. Time to make a little noise.”

      My foot came down—and the ground rolled as the rubble reduced itself to nothing more then ash. With a flick of my fingertips, she summoned a wall of air so strong that it swept across the simulator, smothering the fire wherever it touched the flames. It was beautiful and terrifying to watch, as I decimated the world. A thrill ran through me when the air slammed into the walls of the simulator, creating a fissure to the outside world.

      “Holy shit. Why didn’t I do that?”

      My other laughed and said, “Because you don’t know how to. Not yet. But soon you’ll make what I can do through you look like child’s play.”

      I reveled in the darkness, finding peace in this kind of control. That should’ve scared me more than it did. Another bomb came at me, but this time, with the fire gone, I saw where it was coming from. She jumped to meet the flying metal disk in mid-air, and redirected it back to the hole it had just been ejected from. It exploded on impact, but when the dust cleared, the gaping hole in the simulator was a jarring enough sight that my other slipped out and I back in.

      “I’ll be watching,” she said, but her parting words didn’t feel as ominous as they had before.

      Which meant I was in deep shit. When you trusted the voices in your mind more than you did yourself… I shook my head. The falling soot made me cough, but I was otherwise unharmed. Even my clothes had survived enough that I wasn’t butt-naked. I stripped off my riddled leather jacket and approached Alexandra.

      After covering her up for the second time in less than a month, I carried her out, hoping she would understand when she woke. I’d let her make her choice, just as I had the others. There wasn’t always a right answer, but she and Lily were still alive, and that was enough for me. I approached the door, barely held in place by its hinges. I guess the shockwaves I’d created had done more than damage the simulator. The glass was blown out of the window where Anastasia watched me approach. Her posture was stiff, but her eyes betrayed nothing. She looked bored despite what had happened, which I found a little odd.

      I picked up the pace as my blood quickened. Just as I crossed the threshold into the classroom where I’d spent most of my sophomore year, she spoke.

      “I suppose you all pass this round, seeing as no one died. I’ll be back in three days, and I’d better be impressed.” She turned and walked out the door.

      Never mind that we didn’t have a working simulator to impress her with, or that I didn’t give a damn what she wanted. I had half a mind to follow her and cut her limbs off piece by piece.

      Let’s see how much that would impress her.

      I was halfway out the door, when Vonlowsky coughed and stepped in front of me. “What are you doing?” he asked, gentler than I would’ve expected.

      I looked down at my not-so-little sister. Alexandra was only younger than me by eight minutes, and yet I’d never looked at her as an equal. Until now.

      “I’m going after—”

      “No, you’re not. Don’t even think about it. Let it go. You did well today,” he said.

      Was that pride I heard in his voice? There was no mistaking it when he put his hand on my shoulder for a second, before pushing me toward the barracks.

      “You all did well today. Take the rest of the day and tomorrow to get back on your feet. Alec, go see Love immediately to have her look at that leg. I’ve been given orders that no one can come here, but she never said I couldn’t send you there.” His support of us and defiance of the Council Member was startling, and a nice change of pace.

      As I headed for the barracks with my head down, someone stopped me, stepping in front of the door. Probably Scarlett wanting to pick a fight for almost getting her killed in there.

      “Look, I get you’re not my biggest fan right now, but I need to get her to bed. Can it wait, like, five minutes?” I asked, not even bothering to look up.

      “It can wait as long as you need,” Johanna said. My head snapped up. “I wanted to say thank you, for what you did in there. You saved my friend.” Her eyes flicked to Alec, who was being held up by another blue-eyed Supernatural guy Johanna seemed to trust.

      “Don’t mention it,” I said awkwardly. I couldn’t remember the last time someone had thanked me for destroying something, even if I’d had good intentions. It was nice, but I didn’t know how to feel about it.

      She tilted her head to the side a little, squinting her eyes before laughing. What was she looking at?

      “Come on, Alec, let’s get you to whoever this Love bloke is before you lose that bloody leg. A little help, Oli?” She tucked herself in on Alec’s other side.

      The blue-eyed Supernatural holding him let out a short laugh as they basically carried him out the door and toward the infirmary under Alec’s directions.

      I shook my head as I headed down to the bunker. What an odd girl.

      Since Lily still occupied my sister’s bed, I put Alexandra into mine and climbed in after her. No more than a few hours had passed from when I’d come out of limbo and walked into the simulator, but I was dead tired. I told myself I was only going to rest my eyes, but it didn’t even take thirty seconds for dreamland to swallow me whole.
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      This time, when I opened my eyes, it was neither limbo nor the living world that greeted me. Dreamland, as I now not-so-affectionately referred to it, had transported me back to my childhood bedroom—powder-purple walls and all.

      “What are we doing here this time?” I groaned. I couldn’t even see child-me, but the paisley black bedspread and training weapons on the wall didn’t lie.

      “You’ll see,” my other said quietly, looking out the window just as a scream erupted from the front yard.

      A door slammed and footsteps rushed upstairs. I had a bad feeling as my bedroom door swung open, and my father ushered me in. Child-me was older still. My legs were longer than last time, my hair darker. Mother used to tell me I was born blond, like Lily, but that my hair had turned black within days. Maybe my soul had known even then just how dark I was to become.

      “Analysa!” He yelled for my mother, and she was at the door before he even finished.

      He rested child-me on the bed, and only then did I notice the writhing. Black and purple encased me in a shield even he couldn’t break, with all his might. If I’d ever questioned before whether my father loved me, I didn’t now. His brown eyes were softer than I’d ever seen them when he turned to face my mother.

      “What is it?” she asked softly, looking down at my crumpled form. Her white-blond hair billowed in the breeze that carried through my bedroom window. Whatever angelic glow I’d always associated with her faded when her eyes darkened to a charcoal black instead of their usual gray. There was nothing angelic about that.

      “What did you do, Eric?” she demanded, striding forward. My sisters’ heads peeked around the doorframe.

      “Is she doing the weird shadow thing again?” Lily asked.

      Alexandra bonked her on the head then grabbed her by the collar of her shirt to pull her away. She looked guilty, and I didn’t question why. Dressed in her training leathers, Alexandra looked like some type of ancient child warrior. Child-me was dressed much the same, and I could only guess what the dreamland’s version of my father had had them do. How far he’d gone before I’d snapped. She’d snapped. Child-me.

      “They were training, Ana. I didn’t realize until it was too late,” he whispered.

      Alexandra released Lily by the stairs, and my other sister wasted no time running. Not Alexandra, though. Her small brown eyes watered as she stared at the dreamland Selena on the bed. Her chin quivered, and fire sprang to life between her fingers—but she didn’t seem to notice.

      “You never do,” my mother whispered, bringing my attention back to my parents. She hummed a calming tune, in between scolding my father. “How many times have I told you not to push her? How many times do you need to beat her before you realize she’s a child? She isn’t a warrior, and if you don’t stop, she’ll never live to be one.” My mother’s words were harsh, with more grit than I remembered.

      Before my parents could say more, Alexandra ignited—consumed by a guilt that wasn’t hers to bear. Whatever my father had done to us in dreamland, it was his burden, and his alone. She was a child, and I was a child, and the world was cruel.

      “Take care of Alex, if you can manage not to hurt her too,” my mother snapped. I’d never heard her so angry or spiteful.

      My father leaped to his feet, closing the door behind him on his way out. The last I saw of my little sister was her firedrop tears hitting the ground before she turned and ran. Was that fear in her eyes when she looked at our father? Or was it concern? I didn’t care to know. This dream left a bad taste in my mouth.

      “I don’t understand why you brought me here,” I said harshly to my other. She may have been a figment of my imagination, but she watched the scene before her with a bored interest that even I couldn’t have feigned.

      “I didn’t bring you here. You did.” She arched a perfectly shaped eyebrow, daring me to contradict her.

      Bullshit was on my lips just as my dreamland mother started crooning to the body of a girl locked in her own mind.

      Run, run, girl of fate.

      Your dark mistress is here to stay.

      Run, run, and I pray.

      The madness won’t take you away.

      My mother was somewhere between singing and praying in her devotion to child-me. The energy was snaking back into my tiny body, but the trembling remained. And I remembered.

      Run, run, child I made.

      The darkness wants to come and play.

      Run, run, don’t delay.

      She will take you far away.

      I hadn’t thought about the lullaby in years, or what it meant. She’d told me once that her mother had sung it for her, to guide her when the path became too dark. Now that I knew she was adopted, I wondered if it was all just a lie. The more she sang, though, the more uneasy I became.

      Run, run, Mother of fate.

      They are here, you cannot stay.

      Run, run, don’t delay.

      They will burn you at the stake.

      A shiver made its way down my spine. I’d never considered the words before, but instead wiped them from my memory. Was this a warning of what was to come? Or was her melancholy lullaby simply her own madness seeping through?

      Run, run, daughter I made.

      So you can come back one day.

      Run, run, soul in pain,

      So you can make them pay.

      And pay.

      The mists of swirling color had all but disappeared from child-Selena’s body. The shaking had lessened to a slight tremor. My mother’s soothing tone may have calmed the child, but did nothing for the daughter watching. I’d always known that the madness came from her, that something in her mind had slipped after we were born, but I’d never guessed how deep her darkness ran until she murmured the last line of the lullaby.

      Run, run, they will say.

      You will take revenge one day.

      “What is this?” I snapped at my other. The memory was so detailed it looked completely real—from the way the hairs on my mother’s head shone to the texture of the fibers of my bedroom carpet—but this couldn’t be real. Could it?

      “Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t. You talk to the voices in your head, so who are you to say what’s real and what’s not. Eh?” my other said, her violet eyes glowing with mild amusement.

      I glowered at her, but it wasn’t worth debating when that would just prove her point. My mother’s sobbing brought me back to the scene.

      “I see you, Selena. I know the realm you walk in. It’s time to come back though, baby girl. The darkness is gone.” Her words calmed me, even though I wasn’t the child she was talking to. Not anymore.

      “It never leaves,” the child and I said as one.

      Returning from limbo was never physically difficult; it was making the choice to come back that was hard. I had the power, but I’d lacked the strength to abandon the safety of my mind even then. So many times—too many—my mother had had to pull me from the darkness because I couldn’t do it myself.

      “One day it will,” my mother promised. She was a damned liar, but I guess the apple never falls far from the tree.

      “No. I don’t think it will,” the child said. She peered up through her rain-colored eyes at her mother, who was wasting away before her. I’d never realized it growing up, but looking back through the memories, she was thinner now than I’d ever seen her. Those cheekbones could’ve cut someone, and the collarbones sticking out beneath her crewneck sweater weren’t any better.

      “What do you mean, honey?” she said softly, running her thumb over my hand in gentle circles. She brushed my hair away from my face so softly that I couldn’t recall ever being touched that way. Like I was fragile. No. Like I was precious.

      “Violet is the darkness, Mama, and she’s here to stay,” the child said darkly, but it was my other I looked to.

      She’d known this was coming. I could see it on her face as she gauged my reaction. Violet? There was no one I would’ve referred to as Violet other than her, with those glowing purple eyes.

      “Who is Violet?” my mom asked, an edge in her voice. A tense note that hadn’t been there before.

      I glanced back at the mother and daughter pair, unsure how this was going to play out, but unable to write it off completely. Unable to say for certain that dreamland wasn’t real. That it hadn’t happened.

      “She’s the voice I hear in the darkness, when it hurts too much. She comes to me, in limbo. She speaks to me in my dreams. Don’t be afraid, Mom. Violet’s my friend,” the child-me said, her bright eyes showing a hint of purple.

      My mother gasped, grabbing my face roughly so she could get a better look at my eyes. Her mouth went slack, but only for a moment, before she slapped me.

      Crack.

      What the hell? That was uncalled for on so many levels. My mother would never have treated me like that. I glared at the cowardly woman. Child-me turned away as fat tears slid down her cheeks.

      “I’m sorry. Oh my god. Selena, I’m so sorry. I don’t know what came over me,” my not-mother gushed. She moved to hold the child, but the girl flinched, pulling away. Dreamland mother opened her mouth and closed it again three times before backing away from the bed.

      “Violet isn’t real, Selena. I’m sorry I hit you, but you must understand that. The darkness isn’t real. It’s all in your mind, and only you can defeat it.” When she pulled back this time, it was like she’d made up her mind. Like she really wanted me to believe that there wasn’t something in those eyes that scared her. That I really was chasing boogeymen.

      “And if I don’t want to?” child-me asked. I got the impression it wasn’t just me speaking, as I now knew just how easily Violet could step in when she wanted to.

      “Then you’ll die like the rest of them, always chasing shadows,” she whispered. Her back was to us, but the vein in her neck was bulging. Her hands trembled, but with fear or anger, I didn’t know.

      “Who?”

      “You know who, Selena,” she answered, making her way to the door. It grated on me that the second she knew I was fine she fled, like a damned rabbit in a wolf’s den.

      “The matter manipulators?” child-me asked, her voice sharp with interest.

      I’d always wanted to know more as a child, about why they were afraid of me, why I was supposed to be afraid of myself. It wasn’t like I’d picked the darkness. It wasn’t like I’d chosen to be strong. Or crazy. My dreamland mother reached for the knob, but the door wouldn’t move. She sighed, and swung her gaze back to the person responsible.

      “Open the door, Selena,” she said, her voice more exacerbated then anything. I suppose that was better than fear…or pity.

      “Then answer the question. The matter manipulators died a millennium ago. How am I here? How is this possible?” Child-me was up now, out of bed with her arms thrown wide in a plea. My heart ached that it kept coming back to this: me asking for answers, and them only keeping secrets.

      “Goodnight, Selena,” she said, and that was that.

      I turned to my other—Violet, as the child referred to her. Her long black hair was tied back in a wild braid, and her eyes held mine.

      “If you didn’t do this then why am I here?” I asked. Bluntness seemed to work best with her.

      “Why did you go into limbo?” she asked, answering a question with a question.

      I scowled, but tried another tactic. “I need space to figure stuff out.”

      She pulled a knife from the wall and picked at her fingernails with it, digging the crud out while she made me wait. “Has it not occurred to you that maybe you’re still searching?” Another question, but at least this one was getting somewhere.

      “Through some twisted version of my past? I fail to see how that helps me,” I said.

      She smiled, just a little. Violet was going to make me work for whatever answers I got from her. “Sometimes you need to remember the past to see the future and live in the present. If one doesn’t know who they are then what do they know?” Her psycho-mumbo-jumbo was getting on my last nerve, but I was never able to wake myself up, not in dreamland anyway. May as well go with it, for just a little longer.

      “So you’re saying I need to remember who I am?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at the absurdity of that statement.

      “I don’t know. Do you?” she shot back, a twinkle in her eye. She was enjoying this.

      “I know who I am. What I don’t know is who you are. You weren’t around when I was this young. My mother didn’t look like a damn wraith, and my father wasn’t an abusive prick. I don’t understand why I’m seeing any of this…” I gritted my teeth, waiting for a response, but she just gave me that pretty, awful smile.

      Child-me was curled up in bed again, staring at a wall, probably talking to some godforsaken hallucination she thought was her friend. Not much had changed.

      “Just because you don’t remember doesn’t mean it never happened, Selena. Even our own minds can lie, so who’s to say what’s real or fake? At the end of the day, we’re all liars. I’m just along for the ride.” She smirked.

      Something about what she said grated at me, though—the idea that I didn’t remember my own past. That my parents were actually these kinds of people, and I this kind of daughter.

      “Let’s say you’re right. Why would I not remember this? Why would it be coming back now? Years after they died. Why?” I asked, running a damp palm over my eyes, pinching the bridge of my nose.

      Breathe... In. Out.

      “That, I think, is the best question you’ve asked in a very long time.” Her eyes flicked to the child-me lying curled in my own solitude, no longer trusting the world to care. Something close to warmth crossed her gaze as Violet looked down at child-me. Almost as if she cared. But not quite.

      I thought of the questions child-me had asked, and the one it always came back to. How was it possible for a telekinetic child to be born to into a non-telekinetic family? How did I even exist?

      Something told me Violet knew, but I wasn’t ready to know. There was work to be done, people to slay, Fortescue bitches to hunt. I needed time to think, time to contemplate what this all meant, and if it was real—but here was the crux: how do you tell real from hallucination when you can’t even trust yourself?

      They all looked the same to me.

      “Time to wake up.” Violet winked.

      The dream faded, and I had no desire to linger. Dreamland could go back to whatever forgotten recesses of my mind it had inhabited before.

      “This isn’t over,” I said, and her laugh echoed until the moment I opened my eyes.

      Gold stared back.

      “Your sister’s awake. Thought you ought to know,” Johanna said.
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      Her hair was still black as night, but her eyes were brown, so that was something. She moved almost hesitantly as she trailed her fingers along the cotton sheets of Alexandra’s bed. She sat with her legs close together, quivering ever-so-slightly, and I didn’t think she even realized I was awake.

      “You’re alive,” she said, looking nowhere in particular, making me jump just a little.

      Silently, I crept across the cement floors; Johanna trailed me quietly, more ghost than girl. Her head snapped up when I sat down directly across from her.

      “Did you think otherwise?” I asked. The dark energy that coursed through her veins came to the surface, swirling across her skin like moving tattoos. I doubted she noticed.

      “I heard them. The voices. The whispers that beg you to kill. I felt their darkness, and your pain… I saw your demons,” she whispered, her voice more impassive than I would’ve expected given the horrors she’d endured.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked slowly, scared that her eyes were seconds from turning purple and my other, Violet, was going to come out.

      Her lips quirked up in a weary grin.

      I loosed an unsteady breath, my chest relaxing a fraction as I waited for her to reply.

      “Shouldn’t I be asking you that? You did tell me not to do it.” Her voice was still too unfeeling, but this wasn’t Violet. Of that, I was sure.

      “For good reason. You nearly killed yourself, girl,” Johanna said.

      Lily jumped a little, more skittish than normal, but that wasn’t terribly strange given the ordeal she’d been through. She glanced sideways at the mysterious, golden-eyed sphinx, who’d settled quietly against the side of the bunk while we spoke. Even I had only noticed her out of the corner of my eye, and she never made a sound.

      “Who are you?” Lily asked. Her tongue clicked, and she scrunched her nose. She didn’t appreciate Johanna’s input, but was trying to be polite.

      “A friend,” Johanna said, glancing between my sister and me.

      Lily laughed, but it was hollow. “Selena doesn’t have friends. Well…not outside her roommates and Lucas,” she said with a snort.

      I would’ve facepalmed right then, if I hadn’t tensed up instead. I glanced across the aisle at Aaron, and waited for the outburst. He lounged against the concrete wall, his arms folded across his chest. Had he intentionally picked the spot next to the door for a reason, or like me, did being in this concrete prison make him edgy? His eyes were black again—I thought I saw a gleam of gold, but it was gone so fast I couldn’t be sure—and he gave no indication that he cared. I didn’t know how to feel about that, given that I still didn’t even know what being my signasti meant. Maybe if I avoided it forever, I would never have to find out.

      “She’s friends with Blair,” Johanna pointed out.

      “Blair is blood. It’s not the same,” Lily mumbled.

      “Johanna’s a friend, Lily. Let’s just leave it at that,” I said as I turned back toward her.

      “Where’s everyone else?” Lily asked, more perceptive than I’d been.

      I must’ve been so wholly focused on her that I hadn’t noticed that the rest of my team wasn’t here—apart from Johanna and Aaron.

      “The others needed some fresh air, after everything that happened,” Johanna said, mostly to me. It wasn’t like Lily knew most of them—I barely did myself. After the war zone simulation, some things were going to be changing around here.

      “Did something else happen?” Lily asked, her skin going ashen.

      “Can we have the room for a little while?” I asked, glancing at Johanna and then Aaron so he knew the request extended to him too.

      Her eyes glowed gold for a moment before she said, “We need to talk, but it can wait for now.”

      She took one last look at the two of us, before walking through the door Aaron was holding open. His eyes settled on me for a moment, all-consuming. I shook my head, turning away to clear my thoughts. The door clicked shut behind him, and with it, the ability to breathe easy returned.

      “So you know?” she asked, wasting no time at all.

      “What are you talking about?” I said, wanting to gauge how much she knew before I went there.

      “That he’s your signasti?”

      What the hell?

      “How do you know?” I snapped, mentally backtracking to the last time we’d spoken. It was before I went off in the simulator the first time, when I tried to kill him. Which meant there was only one person who could’ve told her.

      “Blair came to me after your panic attack, and the fallout in the bathroom… I figured you had enough crap of your own going on that it was best just to give you space. Until Tori came and found me, and now…here we are,” she said. Her eyes darted to the sides, like she was still seeing shadows. She rested a palm across her chest, taking deep, steady breaths. Her heart pattered in her chest, like a hummingbird in a cage of bone. She didn’t need to know I could hear it, though; it was best to let her adjust as the swirls receded again.

      “Blair told you? I thought it was Alexandra, given how much she blamed me,” I said.

      I wasn’t as bitter about it as I had been, though, not after the war zone. For a girl who didn’t know how to be anything but selfish, she’d sacrificed herself to the fire to save us. I was just glad I’d gotten to her in time.

      “Who do you think trained with me every morning? Blair took over for you and kept me updated. Honestly, I think she just needed someone to talk to. She felt like she couldn’t tell you, but it’s not like she really has any other friends,” Lily said. Her eyes were a clear, undiluted brown, not a hint of darkness in sight.

      I clenched my fists in my lap, swallowing hard. Blair shouldn’t have needed to take over for me. Lily shouldn’t have been the only one she felt she could talk to. Here we were, though, because I kept shirking my responsibilities.

      “Now’s not the moment to feel guilty. Save it for your pillow at night,” Violet whispered, and I rolled my eyes skyward.

      “Heartless,” I scoffed.

      “They used to say the same about you.”

      I shook my head, clearing away her voice and the whispers so that it was just Lily and me.

      “I’ve been a crap friend the past couple of weeks, and an even shittier sister,” I said.

      She smiled, almost amused but also a little sad. “Well, I can’t imagine it was easy finding out you’re soul bound to your sister’s now ex-boyfriend,” she said, reaching out across the narrow aisle between us to take my hand.

      “I don’t even know what it means, Lily.” I sighed deeply, and moved beds to sit next to her.

      Lily stilled, her hand fell away from her chest, and the shaking stopped entirely as she said, “You haven’t talked to him?”

      “No, there hasn’t been time. And even if there had been, I doubt talking will make him go away,” I grumbled. I stared at the empty room, silent apart from the sound of breathing.

      Lily grabbed my face roughly and forced me to look at her. “You need to talk to him. If you don’t even know what a signasti bond is, or what he’s gone through, how can you dismiss it so easily?” she asked, her voice rising a little.

      “Get off me—” I said, pushing her hands away, but she didn’t yield. She wasn’t weak, no matter how tired she looked.

      “You need to talk to him. I did some reading, while you were busy—and I think this bond is part of why you’re having issues controlling yourself. It’s making the demons worse.”

      What? The bond was making—That prick. Why was she feeling sorry for his ass?

      “How?” I asked, trying not to be too snippy with her just yet.

      “If you’d talk to him, you would know,” she snapped.

      Okay…

      “Seriously? If he’s making it worse—”

      “Don’t try to manipulate me, Selena. It’s hurting you, but by the same token, it could also help you,” she said. Dropping her hands into her lap, she pushed back to lean against the wall.

      “What if I don’t want help?” I asked, being pedantic now because I was tired of being told what to do.

      “Too bad. That ship sailed a while ago.” She smirked, not even taking me seriously.

      “I don’t want his help. He can burn in hell.”

      She tensed, just a little. Oh crap…

      “It doesn’t help him that when you look at him you see a demon, quite literally. He’s probably the only person who can help you, and he’s also your biggest trigger,” she said.

      I stilled, because her observation went beyond what she could read on my face. She was recalling what she’d seen in my memories.

      “How are you really?” I asked.

      She stretched her arms out, splaying her fingers before settling back again. Taking her sweet time deciding how to answer.

      “I’ll be okay,” she said eventually.

      I could live with that, but I didn’t like it. Being okay eventually meant she wasn’t okay right now.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” I asked, not really sure how to proceed with this type of conversation.

      She snorted again, glancing at me. “Do I want to talk about your nightmares? Hmm…let me think about it,” she said. “Smartass.” She laughed again, this time a deep throaty sound that reverberated off the ceiling of our empty cell. “They’re not my fears, or my demons. While part of me feels like I should be asking you that, the rest of me knows it’s not my place. I took a chance when I tried to shut you down, and your mind bit me in the ass for it,” she said. “I’ll live.”

      I could tell that part of this was an act, that she wanted to be more okay than she was. Maybe there was some truth in the saying fake it till you make it, though, so I let it slide.

      “Well, what do you want to talk about?” I asked, trying to give her as much space as she needed to sort it out. She didn’t look like she was falling apart, and like I had with Alexandra, I needed to trust that she would tell me if she ever hit that point.

      “So, this is where you’ve been living?” she asked, taking in the more-than-humble abode that was the barracks.

      “Yep, me and the fifteen other unlucky people who got dragged into this mess,” I said.

      The concrete walls didn’t seem as foreboding as they had a few weeks ago, though, and the space wasn’t quite so cold. On the surface, it was easy just to see the gray stone walls, and feel like you were in a prison. It was the little things, though, like our unmade beds, and the occasional trinket here and there that gave the smallest of glimpses into the minds of those who lived here.

      “It’s…cozy,” she lied, cringing as the words fell short.

      “Liar.” We laughed for a moment, before she went quiet.

      “Do you have a bathroom?” she asked, more hesitant again.

      I was going to tell her we pissed in a pot, just to see the look on her face. She was fingering her now-black hair, though, so I was pretty sure this wasn’t a normal bathroom break.

      “Yeah. You want me to come with you?” I asked, though I wasn’t really prepared if she had a breakdown or a panic attack.

      “Please,” she whispered. Her smile fell at the bathroom door. She was playing with her hands, rubbing them over her stomach and pants.

      “Just remember: it’s only hair. We can always dye it,” I said solemnly.

      She nodded, pushing the door open for herself and turning to face the mirror.

      Her mouth plopped open as she ran her fingers through her dark waves. It didn’t look like she was panicking, but I wasn’t really sure what she was thinking either as she turned to see herself from every direction.

      “I look like you,” she gasped. A wide smile broke across her face, and I let go of the breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

      “Is that a good thing?” I asked, even though I knew she thought so. Best to keep her excited. Happy.

      “We actually look related now. Come see,” she insisted as she dragged me in front of the mirror with her.

      Two black-haired beauties stared back, one with eyes like chocolate, one with eyes like steel. Our faces had always been similar, but she was right—we looked even more alike now. Her skin had a light tan from her mornings training, making her eyes stand out. While she wasn’t as muscled as I, she was definitely getting there.

      “You don’t look so bad,” I said, grinning so she knew I was kidding.

      “If you mean bad as in badass, why, yes, I do.” Her reflection winked at me in the mirror, but my own smile didn’t meet my eyes.

      “Speaking of being badass…we need to talk about your training,” I said.

      She nodded, turning and sliding up onto the counter so that she was facing me. “I’m leaving with you guys when you go.”

      What?

      That was not where I’d expected this conversation to go. I opened my mouth to object, but she held her hand up to explain first.

      “Ever since we came back, no one will speak to me. I tried to go to the boxing gym, and even though the coach would’ve taken me, no one would fight me because they didn’t know what you would do if I got hurt. Boys won’t talk to me. Girls just whisper about me. Even Bella won’t sit next to me in class anymore, because she’s afraid of being associated with me. I’m completely and utterly alone here.” She paused, swallowing hard before continuing. She didn’t break, and she didn’t cry—I had to give her that—but her eyes were as cold as the sterile bathroom walls.

      “You and Alexandra are my only family, and you’re leaving me to go fight in a war. I know you don’t want me fighting—you’ve made that pretty clear—but you need to think about what I want. And understand that when I say I’m leaving, it isn’t up for debate. This is me telling you I’ve made up my mind, and you can either help me or not.”

      We stared at each other, but I didn’t know what to say. I’d told her I wanted her to get better, so that she could take care of herself when I couldn’t. I’d told her she could choose her own happiness. Now she’d made her choice, and I couldn’t just say no because I didn’t like what she had chosen.

      “The others aren’t going to like this,” I warned.

      “I don’t really care. I can hold my own, and I’ll do what I can to contribute even if I’m not on the front lines. At the very least, it couldn’t hurt to have a healer around,” she pointed out.

      I couldn’t disagree there.

      “You sure this is what you want? No doubts?” I asked, not believing what was coming out of my mouth. My book nerd, dorky sister…was dropping out.

      “Things have changed, Selena. Everything has changed. We lost our parents, and so I clung to you and Alexandra. Then we came here, and I clung to Bella and my other friends. Sooner or later, though, I’ve gotta stand on my own two feet. I have to move on.” she said quietly, running a shaky hand through her hair. “It’s not that I don’t feel the sadness anymore, because I do. It’s always there, making me feel too much and reducing me to this withering, worthless bundle of tears and snotty shirts. I hate her, this girl who can’t control herself or the anxiety.” She paused so long I didn’t think she was going to continue, and I would’ve left it if she had.

      I didn’t know what to say to her, and every time I’d tried in the past, it just came out wrong.

      “So, I evolved, and in finding a purpose I’ve made her go away—at least for now. I still feel the crippling sadness, but now I know it has an end. Nothing lasts forever. Mom used to tell us that, but my brain never seemed to grasp it. After six years, it’s like waking up from a really long nightmare. I still feel it. I still see it. I know it’s not real, though, and that’s made all the difference.” Her voice was like snow falling on a sunny day, soft and beautiful.

      “We’ve both got our issues to work through. Maybe when all of this is over, we can settle down somewhere and try to have a life,” I said.

      The faraway look in her eyes cleared as a bittersweet smile made its way to her lips. “We already have lives. Sometimes, it’s a matter of choosing to live, and that’s why I’m coming with you.”

      The world was changing, and so were we. For better or for worse, it was time to start living.

      “We’ll continue your training like normal, and when the time comes for us to leave, I’ll make sure you’re coming with. Be ready, but don’t tell anyone yet,” I said.

      “You promise not to back out on me?” she asked.

      “I promise.”

      She nodded once, holding up her pinky. I almost laughed at the idea of a pinky promise; we hadn’t done that in so long. But if that was what made her believe me, a pinky promise it would be. I took her little finger in mine and hugged her tightly to my chest, hoping I hadn’t just agreed to something I couldn’t do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 87

          

        

      

    

    
      The next few hours passed way too fast. After sending Lily on her way, I lay in bed with a sleeping Alexandra, trying to figure out how to get my life in order. I’d been gone for five days. Suspended in limbo. I was back now, though, only to find that time was almost up. We had ten days left of training, and it felt like we’d only really started.

      I still needed to talk with Johanna and the others to find out more about how they’d ended up here, and answer their questions. If they could stick with me in a war zone and sleep next to me at night, there wasn’t much point in keeping some of the simpler things from them. And it would probably help if I took the time to learn their names.

      Man, I’d been such a shit leader. A shit friend too. I couldn’t recall the last time I’d talked to Blair, and after she was nearly blown up, she probably could’ve used some support. I needed to do better. If people were willing to throw their lives down to stand by me, I needed to be worthy of that kind of loyalty. I still saw this as a prison sentence, even if I would get a shot at revenge when this war ended, but the time for moping was over. Alexandra and Lily both needed their sister. My friends needed me to be there. My team needed me to get my head out of my ass and lead them. Lucas…well, he needed to get his own shit together. He was in no place to ask anything of me after getting in a slugging match in the middle of an elimination. It was a good thing Aaron had been there.

      Aaron.

      Did I really want to think about what he needed?

      Lily had said he could be part of the reason I was getting worse, but I didn’t have the first idea why. I didn’t even know what a signasti bond was. I was reluctant to ask Aaron, because that seemed too real. Too concrete. I would’ve asked literally any of the others—Alexandra, Johanna, Blair, hell, even Lily—but they all were adamant that it came from him. If I wanted answers, I was going to have to get them on my own, because I sure as hell wasn’t ready to go to my sister’s ex-boyfriend.

      A thought came to me, and I slipped my phone out of my pocket. Maybe the internet had some ideas. Just like this morning, though, the screen stayed black as the red battery icon flashed in the corner.

      “Seriously,” I grumbled, slipping it back in my pants.

      I rolled again, blowing the hair out of my face as I stared up at the ceiling. I really didn’t want to talk to him, especially when I knew nothing about what this stupid bond was. It gave him an advantage over me, and how did I know he wouldn’t lie? He’d obviously been lying for quite a while about it, which didn’t help my confidence in him.

      But maybe…there might be a way to find out.

      I shimmied down to the end of the bed and jumped off, landing lightly on my feet. Alexandra didn’t stir. I ran my hands through my hair, looping it around into a bun on top of my head. My mouth tasted foul, even though I’d eaten nothing in days. Come to think of it, all of me was gross. I grabbed my bag of toiletries and a fresh set of clothes, heading into the only working bathroom. I stripped quickly and sighed in almost-contentment when the cold water hit me. Wonderful, bringing an icy bliss like nothing else could. I hummed to myself while scrubbing my scalp clean with the citrusy shampoo Alexandra always got me, and five minutes later, I was already patting myself dry. I dressed quickly in jeans and a Daizlei t-shirt, after putting my hair back in a bun. I really needed to cut it, but as impractical as it was, I’d never sported short hair, and I didn’t plan on starting now. I scribbled a quick note letting Alexandra know I would be back, and stuck it in her outstretched hand. Heading out the door, I felt lighter already, more centered and like myself.

      The walk to the library was brisk, and I didn’t see anyone I knew. I had no doubt my face would draw attention, but I hoped wearing a shirt without any visible weapons would calm some of the rumors that I’d skin anyone alive who talked to my sister. I only did that to those who meant harm.

      The bell dinged when I walked in, and I found Professor Rivas, the librarian, sitting behind a broad oak counter. I breathed in deeply, inhaling the scent of old books, teenage hormones, and something like smoke. There wasn’t a fire going, but there was the faintest scent of something wild that had passed through a while ago and was probably long gone. I shook my head clear, and walked up to the counter.

      “Yes?” she asked, peering up from behind the rather large collection of encyclopedias she was organizing.

      Hi, Professor Rivas, how was your summer?” I asked, wanting to butter her up a little before getting to what I’d really come here for.

      “Short, unfortunately. I was exploring a particularly fascinating Mayan temple when our Council sent out the distress alert, ordering us back. What can I get for you, Ms. Foster?” she said, straightforward as usual.

      I liked that she didn’t waste time, and wasn’t the type to dally much. Like all underappreciated faculty, though, she wanted students to treat her with the dignity she deserved.

      “I’m looking for a book,” I said, pausing while I thought about how to phrase this.

      “Well, you are in a library, dear. I would hope that’s what you came for,” she said, cracking the briefest of smiles before motioning for me to go on.

      “Have you ever heard the words signasti animam?” I asked her, lowering my voice even though no one was paying us any mind.

      She cocked her head for a moment, assessing me. “I have. Might I ask what you want to know?”

      “I need to know everything,” I said, backtracking a second later with, “For a school project.”

      “Right,” she drawled, before coming around the counter to lead me into the heart of her books. We passed shelf after shelf, and the quiet whisper of students soon turned to true silence. The shelves back here had an inch of dust, and books with titles in languages I’d never seen before. In the very back corner on a smaller shelf were about half a dozen books with signasti animam and variations printed on the spine.

      “This is it?” I asked. Surely a place this big with a budget like ours should have more than a few...but it would have to do.

      “The bond is rare, and old. Most Supernaturals never find their signasti, and those who do don’t usually recognize them. Other species have better luck, but in the last few centuries, it seems Nyx’s turned away and taken the concept of predetermined mates with her. These are all we have on the subject,” she said.

      I took a step toward them, but something made me hesitant.

      Once I knew, I could never unknow. Blair and Lily had excused Aaron because of this. Alexandra hated him for it. This bond had already made a mess of my life. Did I really want to know?

      Professor Rivas turned to leave, pausing only for a moment to say, “I hope you find what you’re looking for, Selena. Be careful.”

      I had a feeling that warning had nothing to do with the books. For a woman who spent her days in a library, she knew more than she let on. Wasting no more time, I took my tiny collection of answers and settled down against the far shelf. The first book was small, not much bigger than my hand, with faded gold lettering that read: anima vinctum.

      Soul bonded.

      That was a slightly nicer term than the one they’d told me, even though they clearly meant the same thing. I took a deep breath and opened the book.

      The first few pages made no sense. It was just a bunch of drawings of men and women, some morphing, others splitting. Several depicted what looked like two people being cut open to search for their souls. The author noted their death, and lack of results.

      Well yeah, idiot. You can’t cut a soul out.

      The journal was handwritten and badly faded. As the pages went on, it transitioned from drawings, to discussing the theoretical concept of a soul, to talking about something like divine intervention. The passages were barely legible, but I could pick out some terms the writer kept using. Anima Vinctum. Signasti Animam. The list went on, and some were more depressing than the one they’d given me. The books talked about forever, two souls always seeking each other out—which made it seem like they believed in reincarnation—but the books were old or fading. The English wasn’t modern, and that made it difficult to decipher. Forever sounded pretty long, though… How the hell did you end up bonded anyway? I flipped through two more journals until the pages came up blank then turned to the next book.

      The History of Us. Who named a book The History of Us? Sounded kind of pretentious, but I’d give it a try. This one had more of a textbook quality, with an actual table of contents, and right there at the very bottom was signasti anima, printed in small black letters.

      “Close enough,” I breathed, turning to page one hundred and sixty-seven.

      Seriously? One lousy paragraph. Well, at least it confirmed what I’d already gathered—that this was some kind of archaic view of soul mates. Which, oddly enough, would explain the weirdness of the last year surrounding Aaron. If this was to be believed, it was because he’d known the moment he saw me. An otherworldly ‘tether’ had snapped into place, binding us forever. It seemed oddly convenient that Supernaturals hardly ever saw these bonds, and when they did, it was only after the ‘claiming’ had happened.

      “What the fuck is a claiming?” I muttered, slamming the book shut and tossing it away. Tossing was an understatement, actually, as it flew ten feet and landed with a thud on top of a pair of dull black boots. Boots? What the—

      “I was wondering how long it would take you to start looking,” a deep, distinctly male voice said.

      I glanced up into coal-black eyes as the smell of smoke and the wild enveloped me. I should’ve known he was here. I’d smelled his scent when we fought. He took slow steps toward me as I stood. His eyes heated, like a predator on the hunt.

      Oh hell. Not happening. I flicked my wrist and put away the books. They made a thack sound as they hit the shelves a little harder than I’d intended.

      “You have claws, but you’re running like prey. Do I intimidate you that much? Does this?” his voice was a whisper in my ear.

      I froze, my body instinctively tightening, as if it knew he was no good for me. Knew I would have no choice in how I reacted. I didn’t want to turn around because he was there. Right there. How he’d moved from five feet away without a sound…

      “Intimidate me? You’re more likely to smother me with that ego. My answer hasn’t changed, Aaron,” I said bitingly, hoping my venom would keep him off my tail.

      “What do you want to know about the claiming?” he asked, moving to lean against the shelf. His eyes were a burning black, the gold already peeking through like embers dancing in the depths of the darkness. My throat went dry, but at least I didn’t blush. I had a pretty damn good idea what claiming meant when the words ‘mate’ and ‘forever’ were involved—oh, and let’s not forget bound.

      “Fuck off, Aaron.”

      I turned to walk away, but didn’t even make it half a step when he wrapped his hand around my wrist, giving it a small tug. Like a string wound too tightly, I snapped right back into him. His scent was as intoxicating as it was assaulting, and I was in big trouble—because I didn’t pull away.

      The inner heat that seemed to radiate from him hit me like a wall. My body went loose, as I let him wind his other arm around my waist. His hands were so warm, filling an ache in my bones I hadn’t known was there. Unlike last time, when he’d given me ample warning, this time, he was going for the kill. This time, he didn’t let me be dissuaded. And this time, when he brought his mouth down on mine, I liked it.

      That was an understatement. It was the kiss that made people see stars, and think they could reach them. It was a wildfire raging through my body, needing an outlet, and he was ready to take it all. The restless beast inside me had been seeking something, and she’d finally found it.

      I brought my hands up around his neck, curling my fingers into his hair. He groaned, pulling me closer, as he slid his hand away from my wrist and wrapped it around the side of my neck, using his thumb to guide my face higher. I stumbled in his arms, my legs weak, and then the damn doorway appeared in my mind. The heat. The fire. The beast inside me. It all came back to the door, and the way his lips set me aflame.

      My emotions ran raw, and every nerve ending in my body came alive. When he let me slam him into the library shelf, we were wrenched apart for the briefest of moments, and his eyes glowed gold with an unnamable emotion. I reeled him back in, pulling his face to mine with all the strength my shaking arms could muster.

      Something was building in me. Burning in me.

      The door shook so violently that I wanted to reach forward and touch it. Caress it. Open it. Until it was all ripped away, and I found myself gasping for breath.

      Aaron sidestepped me, untangling himself so fast that I fell forward, clutching two bookshelves for support and snapping one of them. I recovered my footing, pulling back to face him.

      “I’ve waited a year to do that, and it was worth the wait.” He winked, but underneath that cool exterior, there was something in him that burned at my touch. His breath was nearly as unsteady as mine, and his heartbeat drummed in my ears. He wasn’t as together as he wanted me to believe.

      “Why did you do that?” I snapped, my cheeks still flaming.

      He was as cocky as the day I’d met him, sexy as sin, but it was the way he looked at me—like I was everything—that made me uneasy.

      “Because now I know your soul recognizes me, and you won’t be able to stay away anymore.”

      He turned away, leaving me open-mouthed, red-faced, and fuming, but I made no move to stop him.

      Of all the arrogant things that bastard could—

      “Oh, and Selena, darling?”

      I looked up, into the dark eyes that saw past my cold exterior into the blazing fire of my heart. He might’ve seen me, but I wasn’t his. “When you want real answers, you know where to find me.”

      And just like that, he was gone, and with him, any warmth.

      “You’re an idiot to ever turn that down,” Violet said, ogling him from the back of my mind. She was a beast in her own right, and I shuddered to think what would happen if she came out when he and I were fighting. There was already enough…tension without throwing her into the mix.

      “I don’t want a relationship, least of all with him,” I fired back, even though my body was telling me otherwise.

      I’d just told Lucas there was nothing going on between Aaron and me, and even though I didn’t want Lucas, that didn’t mean I wanted Aaron—or his signasti bond.

      “You know, for someone with so many issues, you judge an awful lot,” she said.

      “Put a sock in it,” I hissed back.

      Deep down, I knew she was right, but that was a secret better left buried in the graveyard where I kept my heart.
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      “Mind if I sit here?” I asked.

      The entire table went silent as Johanna glanced up at me, and motioned to the stool across from her. “By all means.”

      I’d come back so late last night that everyone was already asleep, and I’d left before anyone woke. They probably thought I’d ditched them all again. Quiet chatter broke out as I settled in, glancing up and down the table. I took care to avoid a certain male gaze, but noticed that too many people were missing. Alexandra was still in bed, but…

      “Did Lucas come back?” I asked.

      Wrong question, apparently, as the Graeme girl on my right ground her teeth.

      “Vonlowsky had to have a talk with him. He’s out blowing off some steam,” Alec said vaguely.

      Wait—Alec?

      “How are you back already? I thought your leg—”

      “Was nearly blown off?” he finished for me.

      I nodded, taking in the dark circles under his eyes.

      “It was in pretty bad shape, but Love managed to save the leg. That woman is a bloody miracle worker. She let me out this morning with a cast.”

      “Well, that’s good.” I’d been under her care for days after the warehouse. He was lucky.

      “It is, and I have you to thank for it. Johanna told me you came into the simulator and said you weren’t leaving until you’d found us. My mistress would’ve let us die. Thank you,” he said solemnly.

      Any ideas I’d about him and Anastasia had gone out the window when I’d seen her lack of empathy for her servants, particularly when he’d been bleeding to death.

      “No problem,” I mumbled, picking through the fruit on my plate. People thanking me wasn’t something I ever thought I’d get used to.

      “I don’t think you ever got a proper introduction to the rest of your team,” Alec said, alleviating some of the awkwardness.

      “Scarlett and Sebastian from House Graeme,” he said pointing to the German twins on my right.

      “As in one of the ruling families?” I asked.

      The blonde on my right, Scarlett, gave a sly smile. “Yes, and I’m the heir,” she said. It almost looked like the word commoner was on her lips, when Alec continued.

      “Camilla Divin and Constantine Berg.” Alec motioned to the two I already knew on my left. The small girl with cloudy eyes gave a wide smile. Her curly brown hair was pulled back into three bunches on top of her head, going straight down the middle.

      “Berg, that’s another family. You’re a…” How could I say half-breed without actually saying it? They’d wanted to kill Lucas, and I wasn’t trying to burn any bridges quite yet.

      “Constantine is part-Witch, as is Camilla,” Johanna said, noticing my effort and giving me the answer.

      “I’ve just never read about ruling families that were—”

      “History is written by the winners, Selena. There’s much I doubt your school has told you about the Council,” Johanna said quietly.

      I nodded and kept my head down. There was a clear power struggle between the half-breeds and full-blooded Supernaturals…but it could wait.

      “Liam.” Alec went on to the boy with curly, red hair. He looked gangly, and hardly more than fifteen.

      I offered him a small smile to ease the tension, but it may have looked more like a grimace. His gaze dropped to the table, focusing on the eggs in front of him.

      “And Oliver,” Johanna finished for him, rolling her eyes when Oliver gave a little bow. He was the one with blue eyes who’d helped take Alec to the infirmary yesterday.

      “At your service,” he flirted, throwing his arm around Johanna as if she were his little sister.

      She just shooed him away, muttering about daft boys. I would hardly have called Oliver a boy; he was probably as old as Alec, who sat on the other side of her, laughing to himself.

      “You knew each other before here?” I asked casually.

      The playfulness in Oliver’s eyes died.

      “In passing,” she said cryptically, leaving me to put the pieces together.

      I piled fruit into the crepes. “Does it have anything to do with a prison break?”

      Wrong.

      Wrong.

      Worst thing I could possibly have said.

      The table went stone cold silent as they turned to me. Johanna was the only one who didn’t look like she was about to murder me.

      I sighed, setting my fork down.

      Please don’t make me fight my way out of this room.

      “What do you know about that?” Johanna asked, and her eyes had gone completely yellow. Black slit irises were all that remained, making her look distinctly reptilian.

      “Your mistress likes to talk,” I said slowly.

      “She’s no mistress of mine, girl. Let’s be clear that while you may not have been raised into this world, ignorance is not bliss.”

      “I’m not trying to be ignorant. I’m asking questions. If you won’t answer them, you can’t blame me for how I put snippets together. I’ll tell you what I know, but I have questions of my own you still haven’t answered,” I said, hoping I hadn’t just overstepped their gratitude. I wasn’t going to be walked over, though, for a misinterpretation.

      Johanna settled back, running her thumb over her bottom lip. “Fight me,” she said. It wasn’t a question.

      “Umm…I’m not sure I understand,” I said.

      Oliver laughed, and he wasn’t the only one. Most of their group was now either grinning or rolling in their laughter. “Oh, but you will, mate. You will,” Oliver said, wiping his eyes.

      Johanna didn’t smile, as she stood and motioned for me to follow. “Shall we?”

      What had I just gotten myself into?
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        * * *

      

      “I really don’t understand the relevance here,” I said.

      We’d decided to take this fight outside, since the simulator was still broken. We all jogged to the other side of campus where no one would hear us. I was never one to back down from a brawl, but this was lunacy. We had no weapons, but she exuded an easy confidence, almost a swagger, as she approached. The others stood off to the side, watching with arms crossed and sly smiles. Her nine thought she would win without question, and my friends never doubted me.

      Guess we’ll see who really belongs on top.

      “Everything has a price. You want answers, and I want honesty. I’ve never known someone to lie to me during a duel. I will be able to tell if you try,” she said.

      She’s lying… But her lips were turned up in an easy grin. Her eyes never left me as I approached, and that should’ve been my first indication that this fight was going to be different. That she wasn’t kidding.

      It should’ve occurred to me that I’d never seen her use her ability. A lot of things should’ve occurred to me before I’d agreed to this, but by the time she was swinging, it was too late.

      I narrowly escaped her punch as I ducked to the side, and her knee came for me. Pain exploded across my abdomen, knocking me back a few feet.

      What is she?

      In the time it took my stomach to start healing, she was already on me again. I dove to the side.

      “What do you know about the prison break?” she said, coming up fast while I was still down.

      In the half second it took her to advance on me, I shot my foot straight for her face. Her eyes went wide an instant before my foot met her chin. There was a wicked snap as her head lurched back so hard she stumbled.

      Whiplash is a bitch, isn’t it?

      I rocked forward to get back up, landing nimbly on my feet. Dirt danced in the wind, but with the sun on my face in the heat of a late August day, I felt peace.

      “I told you that Anastasia ran her mouth yesterday before I went into the simulator. Something about how unimpressed she was with Vonlowsky’s teaching, and that she was more amused by your prison break.”

      Johanna watched me as she stretched, cracking her neck all the way. The sound sent shivers up my spine, and not in a good way. She wasn’t a hulk like Aaron or Lucas, nor was she incredibly fast like Amber. She couldn’t teleport me like Tori, or use flame and ice like Alexandra and Blair. She was something entirely different, something I’d never encountered before. I just didn’t know what.

      “Truth. What’s your question?” She grinned.

      I smirked back, wiping my sweaty palms across my pants. My scars tingled as sweat rolled down my back, and the tiny white tank top I was wearing became see-through. Dirt was already smeared all over it and me, but Johanna didn’t look any better.

      “Who was the prisoner?” I asked, letting her advance on me.

      She cut her hands through the air like knives, changing her fighting style completely. While I was used to dodging punches, this was different. With her fingers held together stiffly, she made jabs left and right. I moved to shield myself with minimal success. For every blow I blocked, one landed. At first, I didn’t understand the madness behind her movements, or why it felt like her fingers were shattering bone. Even as quickly as my body healed, the pain didn’t immediately recede. I moved to escape her hands, but she slipped through—striking a very small point just below my jaw.

      “Me,” she said just as pain blinded me.

      “Ugh!” I cried out, stumbling forward. My legs weakened, and my knees cracked when they hit the floor, but the white in my vision was receding. I was coming to, and Johanna was ready for it.

      Brown boots crossed my vision. She was going for a final blow to seal the win. A quiet trance took me as I let my eyes fall shut.

      “Why did you want to know who it was?” she asked, but her voice was slow. Warped, even. Or maybe that was just me.

      The way she moved was unnatural and eerily similar to someone else I knew. I felt the tautness of her arms through my power as she pulled back, preparing to land the blow.

      You are the master puppeteer. You control everything! my subconscious screamed, snapping something in me, and somewhere deep down, I knew I couldn’t let Johanna strike my head.

      It was as if time itself slowed, and a wave of sudden clarity washed over me. I reached up and plucked her hand from the air then threw her to the ground with all my strength. Her body hit the dirt like a bug meeting a boot. I couldn’t pull my gaze away from the impact as I stood. She stilled for a moment in the hole her landing had created, and that was that.

      “Because I want to know what you did to land yourself here,” I said, waiting for her to get back up. Seconds ticked by, and I started to feel a little uneasy with all the glares being thrown my way.

      Really? She can try to take my head off, but I throw her in the dirt, and we have an issue? Assholes. At least they were loyal.

      I took a timid step back in the direction of campus. Johanna wasn’t moving, and thirteen pairs of eyes were glued on me. The tension settled in, and I was starting to regret agreeing to this.

      “I was born.” Johanna coughed.

      I whipped my head back around, staring wide-eyed at the source of tension. “What?”

      “Anastasia Fortescue killed my best friend, and the Council sentenced me to death for it.” Wisps of brown hair had come lose from her braid and now fell strikingly around her tanned face. This story kept getting darker and darker at every turn.

      “But your friends…their families are on the Council…” How she could bear to be near them if they’d endorsed this?

      “The Council is divided, Selena, but every time a family stands up to the Fortescues, they find themselves wiped off the map. My friends risked their lives to break me out, and now we’re paying the price for what I am.”

      “Because you’re not pure-blooded,” I whispered.

      It finally made sense. Why I’d never heard of mixed Supernaturals before a few days ago. Johanna had a voice, and power of her own, but it wasn’t a purely Supernatural one. And that made her a threat.

      “I’m happy to see you’re not quite as ignorant as I thought,” Johanna said. Beneath her wild hair and impassive demeanor lay a person who was boiling with contempt—because of the hand she’d been dealt in this world. And I understood that.

      “I’m here…because I didn’t have a lot of choices,” I blurted. Telling the truth, but still not breaking Anastasia’s rule. We were all brought here as prisoners, and even though I couldn’t say what Anastasia had blackmailed me with, I could say I wasn’t willing. I didn’t want this any more than they did, and her offer to get revenge suddenly didn’t seem quite as appealing. There was a reason she’d put me here, with her other prisoners, and I wanted to know what it was.

      Johanna paused, regarding me carefully. She looked at her friends, and then mine—who were not looking very pleased with me right now. Blair in particular looked like she wanted to take a swing at my head, and it didn’t take a genius to know why.

      “You told us she asked you, and you thought it was the right thing to do!” Blair said, striding forward.

      I held up my hands and nodded slowly, swallowing hard. “Yes, it was the right thing to do given my options. I’m not allowed to say more than that,” I said, trying to put as much emphasis on the word as possible.

      I got that she was a bit pissed, but honestly, I hadn’t known that this was a group of prisoners when Anastasia brought me on. I’d really thought we were just going to be a hit squad, and when the Vampire/Supernatural tensions died down, I’d go free with a shot at hunting whoever had sent the Vampires after me, and the demons before them. Johanna’s story…changed things. I needed to give them something, because I wasn’t going to be a pawn in whatever game Anastasia was playing. Not anymore.

      “I can’t say I’m terribly shocked. You’re not exactly the type to fight for glory, or what’s right,” Johanna said. She laughed quietly to herself, and I wasn’t sure what she found so funny. Maybe she was the one losing it.

      “And you? Why are you here?” Johanna asked, turning to Blair.

      My cousin looked at me, clenching her jaw like she wasn’t going to answer at all. “Because she said she needed us,” she said eventually.

      “And the rest of you?” she asked, turning to those of my team who were here.

      Aaron, my sister’s ex and the man bound to me in ways I didn’t yet understand. Tori and Amber, my roommates who’d become more, who’d become my friends. Blair, my cousin-turned-protégée, and closest friend. They’d stood by me through it all. I didn’t deserve the loyalty, but somehow, they thought I’d earned it. And yet, they all gave Blair’s answer. They were here because I’d said I needed them. I’d just never come clean about what I really meant—that I needed them to put me back together when the time came, and not just as punching bags or Vampire bait.

      “I didn’t know how to bear this sentence alone,” I said—making every head turn toward me. I hated being this open. I hated the vulnerability. I hated the shields I couldn’t seem to keep up, as every facet of my life came down.

      But they deserved the truth. My team deserved my thanks. Johanna deserved to know that she wasn’t the only prisoner, and her friends needed to know that I didn’t want to lead anyone to their death.

      Johanna laid a hand on my shoulder, turning me to her. She was smiling despite what had brought us all together.

      “You’re not like the others raised in this world, but I don’t think the one who raised you was any kinder. Guard your heart, and tread lightly. You never know what mask evil wears…but you, Selena, I trust you.” She paused, glancing at something behind me. “Get through the next week, and then we’ll talk.”

      The tension was thick, and I still didn’t have all the answers, but some part of me knew that they truly meant me no harm. We all had our reasons for ending up here, some simpler than others, but at the end of the month, we were going off to fight—whether we liked it or not.

      The only thing that was abundantly clear was that Anastasia was planning something. I hoped I’d get the chance to end her before whatever it was came to light—because knowing her, it would already be too late if it ever did.
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      On the third day, the simulator still wasn’t fixed.

      I suspected Vonlowsky had finally opened his eyes and was trying to save us from Anastasia’s games. If he was, though, it would only bite us in the ass when she came knocking.

      Breakfast was drawing to a close, and my friends were preparing themselves for the worst. Alexandra had only woken up yesterday, and I’d filled in the gaps as much as I could within the concrete bunker. Johanna had said you never knew what mask the enemy wore, and I wasn’t taking chances. After the fight, the day had gone by slowly, and the night had been restless for everyone. Blair had tossed and turned below me until early morning, when I made a split-second decision and woke her up to train. When I’d pulled my head out of my ass three days ago, I’d taken over Lily’s training again, and though Blair and I had never spoken of it, I suspected the tossing and turning was about more than just the coming elimination. The time for war was drawing near, and everyone needed someone. Even Blair. Even me.

      She said nothing as we dressed and headed out, training for the few short hours before dawn. We were back in the barracks before anyone woke. Well, before anyone got up. About half the room was breathing too unsteadily to still be asleep, but I paid them no mind. How they chose to prepare was up to them; my job was to keep my demons in check—even if one of them had taken it upon herself to make sure I didn’t do anything stupid because of my ‘sentimental heart.’

      Violet was good at it, making little comments about my team throughout breakfast. Nothing much, but just enough to distract me, until Lucas entered. The veins in his neck stood out too much, as he looked at the only open seat, next to Aaron. Had the shadows under his eyes been so dark last time? Had he even slept in the last few days?

      I didn’t know.

      We weren’t friends anymore. Friends didn’t hit friends, but I wasn’t going to blame myself when he’d hit me first.

      I didn’t leave when he took the seat across from me, and I didn’t balk at his presence, like most of my team. I simply ignored him, letting my shields of iron will and icy wrath keep any and everything from entering my mind.

      I drained my cup of black coffee, savoring the bitter aftertaste that fueled my indifference. I’d once said that the only thing worse than hate was never caring at all, but at the time, I hadn’t believed it. I hadn’t believed I’d had it in me not to care what he chose to do, or what he was thinking. I didn’t love him, not the way he wanted me to, and he loved me too much, in a way that had broken him. Broken us.

      I shot a look at Aaron, silently asking if he could control himself, and Lucas gave me a pointed stare.

      “I’m going upstairs to wait for Anastasia,” I said. My footsteps were quieter than their breathing, and the door clicked shut behind me. I paused for a second, wondering if he’d speak when he thought I couldn’t hear. No one said a word, though, and I continued up the stairs. With each step, my jeans slid more than I liked, and my black shirt was looser than it should’ve been.

      “Damned limbo…” I muttered to myself.

      It hadn’t even felt like hours, but five days had passed in which I hadn’t eaten a thing, and my body wasn’t happy with me. I needed to eat more if I was going to keep up with Johanna. That girl was a beast, just waiting to be cut loose. I should’ve wondered what hid behind those somber eyes the moment I saw her.

      “What do you mean the simulator is not ready?” Anastasia Fortescue’s voice carried, not as a shout, but as a whisper of darkness.

      I debated turning back, but when the stairwell door two floors below opened, I knew there was no avoiding this.

      “The simulator is still down from the last elimination, Council Member. I have the technopaths working on it around the clock, but the structural damage needs to be repaired before they can work on the rest of it,” Vonlowsky said. It wasn’t quite the groveling he’d done before, and she saw it too.

      “They haven’t even started?” she seethed.

      “Council Member Fortescue,” I said briskly, interrupting her before she gutted him like a fish. “I’m glad you were able to make it,” I lied, plastering a strained smile on my face. I prayed that saving his ass didn’t get me thrown in prison or, worse, killed. After all, that was what I was here to avoid.

      An aloof stare was the only acknowledgement she gave me, before she turned back to him. “When will it be ready?” she asked. Bluntly. Brutally.

      “I was told another week. With the modifications you—”

      “A week?” she repeated, her voice devoid of any emotion.

      “Yes, Council Me—”

      “Then I will be back in a week, with something special for the last elimination. Just to make up for lost time,” she declared as the others walked in behind me.

      I was overjoyed that we had another week, and no one had lost a limb this time, but I knew deep down that this was very, very bad.

      “What does that mean?”

      Oh shit. I’d said that.

      Not good. The way she was looking at me was very not good.

      “I own you. It means whatever I want it to.” Her heels clicked against the smooth surface as she walked away, but fire raced through me with a heat that made me not care who she was—or if she would make me regret it.

      “I work for you, but I’m not your slave. We made a deal, Anastasia, in case you forgot that little detail.” The moment the words were out, all the fire in my veins turned to ash.

      She looked back at me with death in her eyes. “Speak to me that way again, and your life is forfeit.”

      Anastasia waited a moment, ensuring she had the last word, before leaving. The door swished shut, closing me in. Count to ten, I told myself. Alec had warned me, in his own way, that she was a liar and would abuse our deal. I was an idiot for not recognizing that she and I were the same.

      “Selena?” my sister said.

      I didn’t turn around, but my body shook with power, barely contained. “What?” I said softly. There was no point snapping. I knew what she was going to ask.

      “What was the deal you made?”

      I let myself cool for another ten seconds, let the ash settle in my bones. I didn’t want to lie anymore, but the truth had consequences. So, I would settle for another truth.

      “I made the best choice out of the options I was given. I’m sorry I can’t tell you more.”

      “But—”

      “When you stepped in front of the fire to save us, did I ask you why you did it?” I said, still staring at the door. I could feel every body in the room as easily as my own. Their energy writhed through my fingers like chords of powers just waiting to be played.

      “No.”

      “Then trust me when I say that that’s all you need to know. I have my reasons, just like you had yours.” Calm claimed me as Violet settled over me like a blanket of shadows.

      “Control. There is peace in control,” Violet whispered.

      She didn’t ask me again, and I didn’t bring it up.
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      The next two days passed in a blur, and then the invitations arrived.

      “Why the bloody hell would she send us invitations to a ball, five days before we’re leaving? Has she gone mad?” Scarlett asked, voicing the question for all of us.

      “I don’t think it’s an invitation,” Blair said quietly. She looked at me, as did the others, for some kind of reaction.

      I took a tight breath, running a hand through my hair.

      “I suppose there’s no way to get out of this?” I asked, looking at Alec and the others who knew her.

      “I’m afraid not. She would take it as an act of defiance,” he said, stretching out on the bed with his damaged leg elevated. It may have been a blessing for him that the simulator wasn’t fixed, but something told me these invitations were a bad omen.

      “And what doesn’t she consider an act of defiance?” Alexandra asked, rolling her eyes and sending her own invitation up in flames then blowing the scattered remains through the air like a lover’s kiss.

      “It’s not so much what you do, as it is your frame of mind. Your actions don’t matter, unless you truly want to serve her—and she knows that. So, she’ll make her demands displeasing, just to see how far she can push before you snap,” Alec said. There was a wicked sharpness to his voice, and I didn’t want to consider how many times he must’ve displeased her for him to understand her motivations so thoroughly. Intimately.

      “This is a power play as much as anything. She’s holding it on the last day of the month. I think we should just go and get it over with. She’s not going to pull anything in public,” Oliver said, holding up his own invitation and tapping the perfect script stating the date and time.

      Five days from now, right after the last elimination.

      “Well, it can’t be that bad if there’s booze,” I muttered, shutting out the other monsters that were having much darker thoughts.

      “Lush,” Violet griped at me.

      “I haven’t touched a drink in months. Hush you,” I said back.

      “And eye candy,” Amber drawled, glancing at Constantine. He cringed slightly, and Johanna snorted. While Amber was a true man-eater, I suspected that half her brazen comments were just for kicks. It clearly made Constantine uncomfortable. Then again, her wolfish grin wasn’t exactly encouraging.

      “And who doesn’t love an excuse to blow my mother’s fortune,” Blair said lazily. She eased back onto her bed, cellphone in hand. I wondered if she was looking at dresses already, or, realistically, weapons that could be hidden beneath them.

      “Well, I guess it’s settled then. We’re going to a party.”
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      Each day that led up to our final elimination dragged a little more, and the feeling that something was coming for us, the all-consuming sense of doom that had never steered me wrong had me doubled over, gasping in the bathroom stall. Blair held my hair back, and I emptied my stomach for the umpteenth time in the past twelve hours. Morale was in the toilet, like the contents of last night’s dinner.

      But here we were, on the last day of the month, more united than when we’d started.

      “You’re in no condition to do this today, Selena,” Blair said. She ran her chilly fingers over my forehead. I let out a small moan at the wonderful coolness that gave me the shortest of reprieves.

      “It’s not like I have a choice. I’ll be fine. You should be worrying about you.” I groaned, leaning back against her. Sweat beaded at my temple as my pulse hammered in my veins.

      Something is coming.

      Something worse than ever before.

      But I couldn’t tell her that.

      “You’re burning up,” Blair said as she smoothed my hair back while I wiped the vomit from my mouth.

      “Everything is hot to you,” I grumbled, gripping the toilet seat as I pulled myself up. My body swayed, and Blair locked her arms around my waist in a frozen grip.

      “Get-off-me!” I said, pulling away. The bathroom door banged open, and I knew who it was, smelled who it was, before he ripped the stall door off.

      “Animal,” I muttered.

      “What’s going on? You’ve been sick since dinner last night,” Aaron asked.

      I turned in Blair’s grip, and had to reel myself in when his black eyes threatened to consume me.

      He’s not a demon. He’s not a demon. He’s not—

      “She’s fine. Just give her some breathing space,” Alexandra said from just over his shoulder.

      They both turned to look at my redheaded sister, leaning against the doorframe with arms crossed.

      To me, she said, “It’s the feeling again, isn’t it?”

      I nodded, breaking out of Blair’s arms to empty my stomach again. So much for being strong. Rough hands scooped my hair away from my face, and I groaned into the smell of bleach and vomit.

      “What feeling?” he asked. I could tell he was gritting his teeth, but I didn’t know why he even bothered to care. Pompous idiot may’ve been bonded to me, but he was a fool if he thought this was going anywhere.

      “Blair, get him out of here,” I said, as I tried to right myself again. This time I had more success than the last, but that probably had something to do with his strong hands pulling me up with ease.

      “What feeling?” he repeated.

      “I said, get out!” I snapped, whirling on him. The monster in me eased an eye open, and smiled.

      His eyes were entirely black, as if that shimmer of gold that seemed to come out around me was locked down tight.

      His breath was fresh as cold water on a summer day, but the wildness in his scent drove me nuts. While Lucas reminded me of the forest, Aaron was wind and smoke.

      “Excuse me,” I snapped, shoving him aside.

      Blair followed me out of the bathroom, past Alexandra. I didn’t turn back when the door closed behind us, even though neither of them had walked out. Maybe they had unfinished business they needed to sort out, or maybe he’d gotten tired of waiting to get a piece of ass. I still remembered the way he’d talked about his ex a year ago, before he knew me or my face.

      After wiping my palms on my black leather pants, I got to work gearing up. My black combat boots were wonderfully sturdy, and great for holding my thinner knives, while the curved blades meant for slower killing hung from my waist. My leather jacket had been destroyed in the last fire, so I went for a different look of badassery—a simple black tank top that let me sport my scars with pride. With power.

      “You look good,” Blair said quietly.

      I nodded. “You too. No matter what happens today, I’m proud to be your teacher. But I’m even prouder to be your friend.”

      She smiled softly and nodded. “Me too.”

      We walked down to breakfast together, where we sat at the end. The room felt as somber as my thoughts. When Alexandra and Aaron finally came down, we were most of the way through breakfast, and only two seats remained. Alexandra peeled off right away, and took the chair next to Lucas, leaving the one on my left for Aaron.

      The seat creaked as he swiveled it toward the table, respectfully avoiding my gaze and trying to give me space. I rolled my eyes, but found my attention snagged by Lucas staring. And so I stared back for a moment. And then another.

      “Do you have something to say?” I asked, breaking the silence.

      Lucas’s gaze turned cold instantly. Maybe I shouldn’t have engaged him—he seemed to be having a hard enough time as it was—but I was tired of the way he looked at me when Aaron was around. I wasn’t trash just because I hadn’t picked him, and never mind that I hadn’t picked Aaron either.

      “You kind of did when you jumped him in the library,” Violet muttered.

      “He jumped me!” I fired back, and her cackle reverberated through my pounding heart.

      “Why would I? Going to sic your dog on me?” He sneered, glancing at the male on my left.

      Fire spread through my chest, but I willed ice into my veins. Blair reached under the table, putting a firm hand on my knee. It was a silent anchor that let me keep my control just long enough for her to reply instead.

      “If you’re here to pick a fight, get out. She doesn’t need to put up with your bullshit any more than the rest of us do.” The air turned icy as the frost of her breath carried across the table. A warning if I’d ever seen one.

      “Oh, so she saves dear Alec, and suddenly all is forgiven?” he shot back at her.

      Alec was half a table down, and had gone bone-white. “Leave us out of this, Lucas. You’re being a prick.”

      That only seemed to rile him up more, though. “Is that the best you’ve got, brother?”

      “You can’t handle the best I have,” Alec responded without skipping a beat.

      I damn near spewed my coffee across the table.

      “You’re crippled, so let’s see how that works for you in the elimination,” Lucas said darkly.

      I gaped for a moment, and the hand on my knee had turned cold, so I wasn’t the only one appalled.

      “Is that a threat?” Alec asked, taking a chunk out of his apple.

      It bothered me more that he wasn’t upset by this, that he almost expected it, and I didn’t know what to think of that. Or what to think of him, this new, harder, crueler Lucas—a Lucas I’d never known.

      But for once, I didn’t have it in me to fight with him. Didn’t have it in me to stop him from digging himself an even deeper hole. I didn’t know how to help, so I didn’t waste my time trying, or even look his way when I stormed from the table to the stairwell.

      Something was eating at me, clawing at me, but instead of facing it, I ran. The panic wasn’t subsiding, and by the time I reached the ground floor, my coffee was already on its way back up. I grasped the cold metal handle in my slick palm and pulled so hard the door groaned and the top hinge broke.

      I’d taken two steps into the room when a pair of cold blue eyes in a too-familiar face looked my way. The source of my panic. The reason for the dread that filled my veins.

      Anastasia.

      And she’d brought friends.

      “Council Member, I didn’t expect to see you quite so soon.” My voice was clear and unwavering as I worked to keep my breakfast down.

      “Where is the rest of my team?” she asked, not even bothering to address me.

      I pursed my lips slightly before putting a falsely subservient smile on my face. “They’ll be here shortly.”

      Anastasia narrowed her eyes but said nothing.

      I took the chance to observe the people she’d brought with her. Both the men and women were obviously Supernatural in skin and eye coloring. They stood tall, looking arrogant, and smiling coldly at what they perceived as weakness. Their whispered words were clipped, short and without emotion. I caught the glances of a few and the slight widening of their eyes when they flashed between the Head of Council and myself. Their clothes were fine, higher quality than I was used to wearing, and far more refined than the leather pants and tank top I wore now.

      Another moment passed before the door two stories down opened. Anastasia gave me a cold, calculated smile as the first of the footsteps cleared the stairs. I didn’t move an inch as the door flew open.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Johanna said, striding forward with mighty steps. She didn’t quake under the cold stares of the people surrounding Anastasia.

      “I would watch your tone, half-breed,” a burly Supernatural man growled. He was taller than any other male in the room, save Aaron, who tried to step in front of me and was snarling quietly under his breath. I understood his aversion to the term half-breed, but I most certainly didn’t need him trying to protect me.

      “Likewise, Council Member Branislav,” Oliver said, stepping up next to Johanna. She stilled them all with a death stare that said the words she couldn’t—that one day she would murder them in their sleep.

      “Silence,” Anastasia barked, only settling herself when her orders were obeyed. She splayed then fisted her fingers, stretching as if she too could feel the veins of power that thrummed under this explosive tension. “The Council has come for a demonstration. A proof of power and worthiness, if you will,” Anastasia purred.

      Half my team tensed while the other half started walking to the simulator, already resigned to what a ‘demonstration’ likely entailed.

      “Not so fast.” She paused, and dread unfurled in my belly like a raven spreading its wings.

      Goose bumps broke out across my flesh when the Head of Council looked right at me, a cruel smile on her lips. “We only require a final demonstration from the team leader, to ensure that we chose the most capable person for the job,” she continued, a huntress who’d waited far too long to spring her trap.

      “I was under the impression I’d already proven how capable I am, given what happened last time,” I said softly. A subtle reminder that I wasn’t without claws. Memories of smoke and rubble came to mind.

      “And I’ve decided to reconsider that decision. Now, a demonstration, please. We will not ask again,” she said, not-so sweetly.

      We. I liked how she used them as a weapon while never asking for an opinion other than her own.

      Cold fingers wrapped around my left hand and burning ones around my right. I looked back and forth between my sister and cousin, at the raw emotion in Blair’s eyes that she gave to no one, and the love in Alexandra’s. I nodded once to each of them, letting only the smallest sliver of my gratitude show. Anastasia was playing a dangerous game, and I wasn’t about to give her the only ammunition that could take me down.

      My friends. My family. For them, I would shatter the very earth.

      So, when I stepped inside the simulator, I didn’t show any fear. I didn’t turn back and let them see my apprehension.

      No. I kept my eyes open and wits about me, until the ground moved, like a monster opening its jaws to swallow me whole.
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      The simulator floor broke apart like the teeth of a kraken, shifting back toward the walls to reveal an antechamber of true terror below. A lake of dark water so deep I couldn’t see its bottom. The drop itself was no more than the sixty feet I’d jumped off the ravine, but in this arena, the floor was moving.

      Down below, stepping stones created a circle of sorts around the outer rim of the lake. Four massive poles rose out of the water, looking like power lines with an impressive trunk. Sheer terror seized me as the piece of the floor I was currently standing on slid rapidly away, leaving me in a world of water…and I didn’t know how to swim.

      My mother had been afraid of water, and it was the only fear she’d passed onto both me and my sisters. While I could do a shower, and even a bath, anything more than two feet was not happening.

      I was going to drown.

      Swallowing hard, I forced my legs to move, positioning myself just so. If I didn’t do something now, I was going to fall off the edge too far away from the stepping-stones that were the only land. Violet rested a reassuring hand on me, a will of steel leaving her fearless despite the very real possibility of drowning if I planned this wrong.

      “Aim for the stones. On three. Two. Jump!”

      The jump down was daunting when I knew what was coming if I missed. The brutal impact on my legs ricocheted through my spine and rocked me so hard my teeth chattered, because I couldn’t roll. I let the force tear through me, preferring it to the building panic that had my heart beating so fast it was hard to breathe. The lake was even more terrifying up close. A harsh wind whipped my braid back as I surveyed the waters that splashed over the stone’s edge and onto my dark pants.

      Black. They were truly black, and a shiver ran through me.

      How had Anastasia known? Was it sheer luck that she’d pieced together the only physical obstacle that had a chance of ending me?

      I doubted it, but down here, that doubt would serve no one. If I wanted to live, I needed to be clever and figure out exactly what I was fighting against. In the center of the lake, a ripple ran through the water, too swift to be a lazy current. I stood my ground, staring into the waters, when another, more defined shudder ran over the surface. Closer this time.

      My breath hissed between my teeth as I inhaled sharply and sprang to the nearest stone. And then the next. I had cleared four stones in fifteen seconds when the air swished behind me. I looked back just as the water parted, spiraling down like a massive whirlpool. Water poured over the three-foot-wide stepping stone as a creature of nightmares leaped over the spot where I’d been standing not a minute before. Nine heads homed in on the empty rock, their serpentine eyes so predatory it made my blood run cold. Each head had a snake-like neck that eventually merged into one massive body, with short legs and webbed feet. I say short, but each of those legs was as tall as me. One of the heads swiveled around at my gawking, as if the creature realized why I’d been sent here—just as I did.

      “You have one hour to kill the Hydra, or you become its dinner,” Anastasia said over the intercom.

      Her voice ignited my rage, and I abandoned all self-doubt, forcing the fears down. I strangled the panic, and I used it to fuel me. To jump.

      The beast gave a mighty roar, but I didn’t stop leapfrogging from one stone to the next. Hydra. Hydra. I’d heard that before. As I fled, I searched my brain for what I knew of this beast. When I’d gone on a learning spree last spring, I’d studied many creatures. The species that controlled this world, the Supernaturals, and the ones that, if given the chance to reproduce, would take it back. Like the Hydra.

      Fucking huge? Check. Many heads? Check. Lizard body? Check. Acid spit?

      Oh shit.

      I glanced behind me in time to see it leap from the water again and emit a vat of acid, aimed right where I stood. It was clear—so clear against the ever-changing black scales of the Hydra that I almost missed it. The acrid smell hit me mid-jump, and I faltered on landing. My foot slipped off the stone disk, and a girl screamed as my body hit the water.

      Cold. So cold.

      And dark.

      I reached out into the nothingness, grasping for something, anything, that could pull me out of here. I opened my mouth to scream, and icy water rushed in, filling my lungs until they burned. That thing was probably swimming around here somewhere, waiting to eat me, but I couldn’t find it in me to move or lift my arms to attempt to claw to the surface. I couldn’t swim, not that it mattered since I didn’t know which way was up—or down.

      The burning in my chest reached a climax then faded into a warm blanket as I floated in the icy depths of a lake that never ended.

      “Is this what peace feels like?” I asked myself, but no one answered.

      “Violet?” I asked again, unease flickering somewhere in the back of my waterlogged mind. Where had she gone? And why did this silence feel so cold?

      Something reached into me and ripped my ease away, pulling on a thread in my chest.

      Stop. I writhed, no longer wanting to feel anything at all.

      “No.”

      My eyes snapped open, because I knew that voice. I knew who was tugging on that invisible line. I’d felt that warm touch against my skin only briefly, but I knew the smoldering it would bring out in me.

      The burning was gone, and my eyes were open, but there was nothing I could do. I was going to die down here.

      “You are not going to die. Fight it.”

      Some flicker of sense returned to me. Only an ember of power, but an ember was all it took for the fire to spread. The world flashed in a kaleidoscope of colors as the invisible strings that controlled everything snapped into view.

      “Violet?” My call was a whisper on the wind. I pushed further and faster into the recesses of my mind, but she was nowhere to be found. For the first time in my miserable life, I was free of the voices that plagued me.

      But I wasn’t free of all my monsters.

      If Violet couldn’t help me, there was another that could. A beast that lurked so deep underneath my skin that I didn’t let others know it was there. I didn’t let them see the savagery in my eyes. Or hear death’s words on my lips, like a lover’s kiss.

      Aaron had awakened it, though, in his call to me.

      This is it. Live or die, I said to myself.

      “Get out of there, Selena. It’s coming for you!” Aaron yelled down the bond.

      I didn’t give myself time to think. I knew what needed to be done. The beast knew it too, because the moment I opened the door, I was no longer the Selena the world knew.

      I was no longer the prey.

      I was the beast.

      And I roared.

      A new fire burned in me as power consumed my veins. Water rushed far and fast from me. Fleeing like it would for no other.

      The hounds of darkness were chasing the tide, though, and even the water couldn’t move fast enough as I forced it out. My feet hit the bottom of the lake as I parted it into two mighty walls. The Hydra was here, though, and it still thought it was hunting.

      Little did it know the huntress had come.

      Violet’s presence came back to me when the water cleared—joining mine and the beast’s, meeting as one, an unholy trinity. We didn’t speak as I parted the walls further, forcing the water higher on both sides of the chamber. In the middle stood one of the lone poles—my fishing rod, for all intents and purposes. I didn’t let myself think as I wielded my knives like picks, and climbed.

      Water drenched my clothes, but I wouldn’t falter. Exhaustion made my muscles burn, but I wouldn’t fail.

      Higher. Higher, I urged myself, until I sensed its eyes on me from where it was waiting me out, seeing what I would do. When the acid came for me, I was prepared. Swinging myself up by the hilt of the knife now firmly planted in the wooden base, I didn’t have to wait long until the acid began eating through the pole. But the Hydra was hungry, and that made it impatient.

      When the monster jumped from one wall of water for me, I was ready. The wooden pole cleaved in two, and the top half, the one I was riding down, was already falling. The central mouth opened wide as it dove for me.

      I flashed it a wicked grin and took off running down the pole as the Hydra dove for its dinner—only to find a mouthful of wood too wide to break. It didn’t know what to do when I mentally thrust the forty-foot-long pole straight through its body.

      It may have survived having its heads cut off, but good luck surviving being impaled straight down the middle.

      I flung myself around as I fell to the earth, flipping off the serpent as I went. The monster was still falling, but it wasn’t quite dead yet. When my feet touched the ground, I didn’t look back.

      Not when I exploded the pole inside its body with a thought.

      Not when blood rained down on me.

      Not when a chunk of bone the size of my arm almost slammed into me.

      Not even when its heads dropped like flies, and those cold reptilian eyes stared at me, almost as if it were acknowledging me in death as the more cunning monster.

      I smiled to myself as I gathered the water under me, using it propel me upward, then ripped a hole in the wall with a spear of water.

      Cold settled in my bones, more comfortable than any heat. More natural than the burning. I stepped onto flat land, and beheld the faces of the Council.

      Disbelief. Awe. Fear. Greed. Jealousy. Hatred.

      I didn’t give them the satisfaction of groveling, and only graced Anastasia with the briefest of glances, the smallest of acknowledgements, as I said, “Don’t ask for a demonstration if you’re scared of what you’ll find.”

      I looked past my friends, past my cousin, who was frozen to the spot, and my sister, whose mouth was grim. I looked east, to where the sun was still rising, and I thought of my father. I still wasn’t sure if dreamland was real, but I thought of the man who’d forged the beast in me—out of my own blood, and tears, and broken bones—and I thanked him.
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      The cold didn’t stay as the hours passed, but the monster lurking within me did. Prowling. Hunting. We moved as one when I stepped under the shower, and my sister came in after me. Naked as the day we were born, she was babying me, but I didn’t think it really had anything to do with me being injured. She was calming herself as she scrubbed my skin clean of the Hydra’s blood then passed me off to Blair, who wrapped a plush bathrobe around my shoulders. Maybe they were both shaken. I couldn’t imagine what I would’ve felt seeing either of them go under… I shivered, leaving the memory of the lake where it belonged—in the past.

      They whispered about me when they thought I couldn’t hear. Or maybe they knew I could and were just waiting for an ember of the fire I’d felt in the simulator to resurface. The others, the nine, were stuck somewhere between fascination and fear. All but one. It was the heir to House Graeme who dared to approach me as I sat stiffly on Blair’s bed, while she worked a comb through my matted hair.

      “Remind me not to piss you off, matter manipulator,” Scarlett said. She met my gaze, and nodded.

      It had been bound to happen sometime, but I was surprised it had taken them so long to realize who I was and what I could do. Everyone in this room was deadly in their own right, but I didn’t believe for one second that any of them were as bloodthirsty as me. And I was glad.

      I didn’t say anything to her before she walked away, but gave her the briefest nod of acknowledgment. Blair and Alexandra were the only ones who talked to me after that as the day wore on. The nine stayed on their side, and my friends stayed away. Aaron hovered, out of sight from the moment I’d left the simulator, but though I couldn’t see him, I felt him. I still didn’t understand what had happened in the depths of those waters, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to. Not yet. I would need to go to him eventually, to figure this out, but not yet. Not today.

      Inside, I danced with the monster—trying to put it back in its cage. Violet watched me from a corner of my mind. She wouldn’t get involved, though. This was a test of wills I had to face alone. We were no longer bound as three, but that didn’t stop her from lurking—and now that we were out, I had questions, and as usual, she evaded giving me answers.

      “You weren’t ready. Still aren’t, but you’re getting there. You’re growing,” Violet whispered.

      A caress for my ears alone. Well, mine, and possibly Aaron’s, judging by the way he shifted uneasily when she spoke. Violet was quickly becoming more than just some demon that lurked in my dreams, and I think he sensed that. Either way, she wasn’t going anywhere long-term, so I didn’t think too much of it.

      “Why did you leave me, when I was underwater?” I asked, recalling those moments of confusion, when I’d called and she hadn’t come.

      “Even I have my limits,” she said.

      I didn’t know what that meant, but no answer came when I said as much. I groaned in exasperation, and Alexandra’s head snapped up.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked, more jumpy than usual. Fiercer than ever. I waved her off, kicking my legs over the bed to pace. The monster was restless.

      “I’m fine,” I said. My voice was nearly devoid of emotion, but I tried to show her that ember of heat so that she could maybe fan the flames. I didn’t know how to control the monster, though, and so I stayed silent when she announced it was time to get ready—and left her to it.

      Alexandra dressing me wasn’t as strange as one might think, since I let her dress me for our birthday every year. It wasn’t hard to sit in the cold metal chair, still as stone, while she applied makeup to my face and Blair arranged my hair. It wasn’t odd to feel like a mannequin in my own skin, while the girl underneath recouped.

      I used to think I was a dead girl walking, but that wasn’t entirely true anymore. Because I’d learned how to live. Learned that I could live. But I still didn’t understand happiness. The closest I came was the contented numbness that Violet’s presence pushed onto mine, helping me build weak barriers around the monster while we all regained our strength.

      It wasn’t as easy, though. While I’d kept the monster in a cage before, it didn’t want to be caged anymore. It shot fire through my veins, only to be turned to ash as Violet weighed in. It was an exhausting process, rebuilding the barriers while the monster lurked. They wouldn’t be built in an hour, though, or even several hours. It had taken a lifetime to lock the creature in the dungeon and keep it there, and the monster was fighting tooth and nail to never return. I didn’t move a muscle, though. I didn’t flinch when it roared, or buckle when it stared me in the eye with more emotion than I was capable of feeling.

      I sat straight as bone as my sister and cousin prepared me for the final test of my power and restraint. A ball with Anastasia Fortescue, where I assumed the Council would be watching our every move, no doubt seeing how tight a leash she had me on after my demonstration.

      My hands curled into fists, the only sign of my internal struggle, as Alexandra finished painting my lips. She took two steps back, her own cherry red lips curving into a sly smile. She was as gorgeous as always, a living flame in a dress of dark red satin. She motioned for Blair to come around and have a look.

      “She’s…perfect,” Blair said. Her eyes were frigid but glowed with pride and something else. Her gown was more ornate than Alexandra’s, with a tight bodice of ice-colored lace that fell freely past her waist and all the way to her feet. A single split to mid-thigh revealed a pair of pristine white ankle-boots. An odd choice for this type of party, but if it came to a fight, she was prepared. I had no doubt she’d strapped weapons where no one would see them, as had Alexandra.

      My own arms were bare, though, and my legs were entirely visible through the chiffon fabric. No weapon’s belt or straps adorned my body. I wasn’t even wearing a bra.

      “Are you ready?” Alexandra asked, reaching out for my hands, which never moved.

      The monster quieted when I slammed down another brick in an attempt at forcing it into submission. The wall climbed higher and higher, still fragile while the mortar set, but there, nonetheless.

      No part of me had been left unscathed. Even my fingernails now shone like amethyst gemstones, and I wasn’t sure I was ready to see what the rest of me looked like. Alexandra gripped my hands, spreading a pleasant heat across my skin and countering the numbness that threatened to overcome me. Whatever shoes she’d put me in didn’t suck as much as the usual strappy heels. I glanced down, past the see-through chiffon, at the sky-high black ankle-boots, more edgy than Blair’s but just as functional. They were similar enough to my combat boots that my feet didn’t complain much, despite the added height. Two fingers went under my chin, lifting my face to the mirror.

      The chiffon was draped over both shoulders, covering my breasts, but not my chest, not my scars. It bunched at the waist—where the solid black slip underneath formed the tiniest of shorts—then flared out like billowing smoke when I moved. Every inch of my legs was visible, and my arms were the barest of all. My scars on display as tattoos against my ivory skin.

      “No weapons?” I asked stiffly.

      Blair flashed me a wicked grin as she motioned to my hair. Lo and behold, she’d braided it around my head in an elegant updo, with intricate dagger handles sticking out like the jewels in a crown. My eyes were almost fathomless, but also inexplicably violet. It wasn’t the same as my other’s, not quite that hue, but it was there, and it paired beautifully with the dark purple lipstick that sealed the package.

      “I approve,” I said, turning from the mirror. I was death incarnate, with a beauty so dark only the bravest of souls wouldn’t quiver.

      “That’s all?” Blair scoffed.

      Alexandra shrugged, turning to the counter and playing with something there. “Coming from her, that’s high praise.”

      I wandered over, stopping when I saw what was in her hands. “A mask?” I asked, marveling at the red feathers of the phoenix.

      “It is a masquerade,” Alexandra replied, slipping her new identity on. It was striking with the dress, and took her from elegant beauty to an unforgiving bird of prey.

      “What do you think?” Blair asked.

      I glanced in the mirror at her porcelain white mask, with delicate little ears. Silver glittered around the edges where there would’ve been fur. The nose made it unmistakable. I grinned at the white wolf, because she couldn’t have chosen better for herself.

      “Fitting. Where’s mine?” I asked, startled when they fastened a mask of raven feathers around my eyes. Simpler then either of theirs, but a statement nonetheless. An animal of death. A warning and a promise.

      I smiled in the mirror, and a shadowed goddess smiled back.
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      “You look like a queen,” Alexandra said softly.

      “Of death,” Blair added, and my sister nodded in agreement. I didn’t disagree.

      “Where is everyone?” I asked. The leaky faucet was the only sound apart from us, and that unsettled me.

      Today had been a big day, and that demonstration had had a lot riding on it. Now, hours later, I was feeling spent, and the party hadn’t even started. Rebuilding the barriers that kept the monster locked up had exhausted more energy than I was used to, and after facing the Hydra…I needed food, and sleep, and to never see a Hydra again.

      “They left a while ago. You were pretty out of it, though…so I’m not surprised you didn’t notice,” Alexandra said.

      I nodded in silent understanding, letting her lead me away from the bathroom. Something ate at the back of my mind. Something I needed to remember. When Alexandra stored her phone inside a tiny black velvet clutch, it came to me.

      “Has anyone heard from Lily today? We leave tomorrow, and I told her I would come find her,” I said. My voice sounded as scratchy as my throat felt, despite my ability to heal from pretty much anything.

      “I talked with her a few hours ago. She told me to tell you to she’ll be in the library after the party,” Blair said.

      I nodded, but despite her assurances, I checked my phone for messages and found none. Loosing a nervous breath, I typed out a quick message and stashed my phone under my pillow.

      “Okay. Let’s go,” I said, lifting my dress with half a thought while we ascended the stairs.

      The top level was dark, and the hole from the simulator hadn’t been fixed. I shivered at the sight and kept walking, wanting to forget all about the Hydra, and the boogeyman that lived in my mind.

      My sister didn’t need to show us the way—we all knew where the ballroom was—but she did anyway. I suspected she needed to feel in control, and know that I was safe. I would’ve, if the situation had been reversed. I shuddered to think what the Hydra would’ve done to her, because in a world made of water, even a phoenix couldn’t fly.

      The soft strum of a waltz lured me to the doors, but it was Blair’s hand on my back that made me cross the threshold into devastating beauty.

      The room was painted in red and gold light, as the socialites of the Supernatural society gathered on the eve of our departure. Couples twirled around us under the colored lights, and the smell of citrus and mint permeated the room. My skin flushed under the intense heat, and the air tasted like sweat and lies. So many people were here, far more than I’d expected.

      It was the perfect place to be forgotten, just another mask in the crowd.

      I left my sister mingling near the door and made my way to the bar. Blair trailed me, a huntress in her own right as she eyed our bartender.

      “What will it be for you, ladies?” the young man asked. His eyes glowed gold, and this time I knew why.

      “Bone dry martini,” Blair purred.

      I vaguely wondered where Alec was, but it was none of my business to bring him up here.

      “Double gin and tonic,” I ordered, leaning back against the counter while I waited for my drink.

      “Make that two,” another woman said.

      I turned sharply to look at Johanna, and, man, she’d really outdone herself. Modest and classy, she wore a long-sleeved dress of pure gold, and a mask of a dragon.

      “I didn’t peg you as a gin and tonic kind of girl,” I said softly.

      She chuckled quietly as the bartender slid my drink across. I winked at him, and downed it in one shot.

      “Or I you a girl who drinks to block out the voices,” she murmured.

      I shot her the finger as she sipped hers daintily.

      “Sometimes, you have to become a monster to defeat one,” I said.

      Her eyes narrowed, piercing my nonchalance. She opened her mouth as if she had something to say, when someone coughed to announce their arrival. She gave me a sly smile then disappeared among the crowd faster than should’ve been possible.

      “May I have this dance?” Aaron asked, his voice huskier than usual.

      I glanced over at the male who’d planted himself between me and Blair. Little traitor was preoccupied with the bartender and didn’t even notice.

      “No,” I said stiffly, eyeing his well-fitting tux and...raven mask. A small gasp escaped my lips. Traitors indeed.

      “Are you sure?” he asked, his gaze traveling down before meeting mine.

      He was burning up, I realized, though I didn’t know how. Something inside him was on fire when he looked at me, and this wasn’t the first time.

      “Quite.”

      I walked away, but only made it three steps before my feet refused to move. Lucas and Anastasia were wrapped like lovers in the tango of their lives. Her dress was like midnight, and his mask was a snowy white owl. I didn’t cringe when he held her tighter. I didn’t wince when he swept her away. And when the song came to a close, I didn’t look away when he saw me over her shoulder. Even under this light, I could read the sudden tension in his jaw.

      I wasn’t jealous that he was dancing with another woman. I was livid that he’d chosen that woman. The woman who’d thrown me in a cage with a nine-headed beast not even twelve hours ago. The woman who’d watched his brother’s leg almost get blown off, and hadn’t cared. The woman who held my leash, because he’d done a shoddy job of wiping his sister’s memory, and I was the one who’d gone down for it—and for the stupidity of trusting him in the first place.

      I think I might’ve taken a step toward them, but only one, before the next song began, and I found myself being swept away to the sound of “Masquerade.”

      “You can thank me later,” Aaron whispered as he spun me around.

      I glanced up into his deep-set eyes, so much closer when I wore heels. We were only inches apart now, and despite my earlier performance with the Hydra, he looked completely at ease being this close to me. Not afraid in the slightest.

      “I can thank you never,” I muttered. The insult died on my lips the moment he brought me closer. His body exuded warmth, a heat more familiar than my own sisters’, even though I’d only felt it once.

      “Now where’s the fun in that, little signasti?” he said softly.

      I laughed in his face. “I like heartbreaker better.” I smirked. Heartbreaker was the name I’d earned boxing last year. Man, that seemed so long ago now.

      The music grew louder as the servers chimed in with, “Masquerade!”

      The chandelier shook, just a little.

      “I don’t plan on letting you break my heart,” Aaron said sharply, glancing up to see what I was looking at.

      We spun faster and faster, dancing the same way we fought—like two halves of the same whole. I never would’ve thought him a dancer, but then again, most said the same of me.

      “I’d have to have your heart to break it, now wouldn’t I?” I said slowly. The words were a dare, a whisper lost in the thundering room. Another gin and tonic was calling my name, but this dance had saved me from what Anastasia would see as humiliation and so I would stay—but only one dance.

      “Masquerade!”

      I could’ve sworn the ground shook a little, as Aaron gripped my hand tighter.

      “I know what you’re getting at. Lucas was a damn fool to go after you, though, when he knew what you meant to me,” Aaron said.

      My heart stopped.

      Literally stopped in my chest.

      “What?” I asked. Demanded.

      Aaron blew out a breath, making the air taste like rain. It would’ve been dizzying if I hadn’t been rattled by the one piece of information everyone had alluded to, but I’d somehow never seen.

      “You didn’t realize…did you?” he asked slowly, almost pained. Something dark crossed his features, too quickly for me to read.

      “Didn’t realize that he’s known for a year? Or didn’t realize he’s lied to me for a year?” I paused, looking every which way for Lucas—so I could ask him myself, and then kill him when he told me the truth. “I assumed he’d found out when the rest of them did. In the bathroom. I never— Why did you never say anything? Why didn’t he? I’m going to murder him. I swear to Nyx, to the gods, to whoever the fuck is up there that I will string him up and—” I was speaking low, but my voice was rising with every second until Aaron silenced me with a finger pressed against my lips.

      “Masquerade!” was thundering, causing the doors to shake and the room shudder.

      “I wanted to earn your affection, but you’d made your choice before I ever got the chance. Part of you recognized me when you opened up as the year went on—your soul did, anyway—but you thought it was him.” He paused, and I thought back to the summer, to Lucas telling me that I was the one who’d let him in. I was the reason he could read my mind. I hadn’t believed him, and now I knew I shouldn’t have trusted him with anything.

      “When the summer came…you agonized over him, over feelings you couldn’t understand. Insatiable urges you thought were more. But you didn’t realize until you came back that it was never him. And even then, you didn’t see it. You’re just so fucking stubborn—”

      “Do you hear that?” I asked, interrupting him.

      Aaron said nothing as we stopped in the middle of the dance floor. My feet were no longer willing to move, as I grappled with the truth of his words.

      That lying sack of shit had known for the last year that I was bonded—as in life bonded to Aaron—and never said anything. He’d made me feel guilty for not telling him about my father, and the secrets I’d kept. I’d fucking lost my freedom because of him—and had still been willing to try to forgive him up until he’d slapped me. But this? This was how he’d repaid me?

      By lying to me about something that had nothing to do with him and everything to do with me.

      I was going to kill him.

      The room rumbled, and at that moment I spotted Anastasia, entirely alone on the far side of the room. She was smiling, the most cunning and wicked of smiles.

      “Masquerade!”

      Lucas was nowhere to be found as the double doors burst open.

      Eyes, red and black, surrounded us instantly—and then the first scream came.

      The Vampires were here.
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      Utter silence was followed by a bloodcurdling scream, as I pulled one of the daggers from my hair and went to track down the rest of my team.

      “We need to get out of here!” Aaron yelled, his back to me, as one of the Made lunged for him. The red-eyed Vamp snarled, but Aaron wasn’t deterred. I let them battle it out as I searched for Alexandra and Blair.

      The column of fire that erupted toward the back of the room gave me a good idea where to start looking, and I took off in that direction. The red and gold lights suddenly seemed dizzying, even sickening, as my heart thudded in my chest.

      Where is she? Where is she? Where is she?

      By the time I saw Alexandra, she was already facing off, one against three, but holding her own as she lit each of them on fire from the inside. The smell of rotted, burning flesh was stomach churning, but I couldn’t afford to get sick. I slashed each of their necks, spraying both Alexandra and me in blood, as heads rolled.

      “I had it, you know?” She pursed her lips, not seeing the dark-eyed Vamp behind her who moved to snack on her neck and suddenly found himself thrown into a wall. Alexandra spun around as a dagger went zinging through the air and nailed him to the wall by his neck. Black blood dribbled down, and I wasted no time beheading another of the undead.

      Throughout the room, fights were picking up, as members of the Council tried to defend themselves, sometimes killing other Supernaturals in the process. I didn’t know where the hell Anastasia had gone, but she was behind this somehow. Some way.

      Why would she want us to train for a war, only to leave us blind when the war came knocking? Something wasn’t adding up here, but I could figure it out after I killed her, or got everyone and ran. Whichever came first.

      “We need to find Blair and get out of here!” I yelled to Alexandra, who was already facing another Vamp. The smell of blood and death called to me like the sweetest of lullabies, and I closed my eyes.

      I was one with the world.

      One with the universe.

      One with matter.

      And I was going to gorge myself on the snapping of bones and the feel of blood between my fingers before the night was over. The killing gene flipped on, the world slowed down, and I went to work.

      Tomorrow, I would remember the next few faces I killed, and the ones after that, but then I started to forget as the battle drum beat inside my chest, compelling me to march. To slaughter.

      Using only the daggers in my hair and my ability, I alternated between dismembering and beheading, while Alexandra baked them to ash. We were fighting our way across the room, when a low cackle brought me to a grinding halt.

      “Anastasia,” I breathed.

      She was watching me like a bug she was going to crush. The condescension and certainty were staggering, but I lunged nonetheless. She danced out of my way, but I brought my boot up in a roundhouse kick to the chest, sending her flying into the bar. Her back bent unnaturally as the stone top cracked in half. Plumes of dust and wood chips went everywhere, stinging my eyes as I stared her down. My muscles ached from my earlier fight with the Hydra, but now wasn’t the time for weakness.

      “You knew they were coming. You told me this was all to stop a war. Why bother if you planned on giving them our heads on a silver platter?” I spat, mentally reaching out and dragging her across the shattered glass and through pools of blood. She kneeled before me, blood leaking from her bottom lip, but whatever other wounds she’d sustained were already healed.

      I reeled back to punch her, when she gave another gurgle of laughter and said, “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

      She raised her hand and pointed a single finger at the stage, where spotlights snapped on, illuminating a terrifying sight. Lily. Bound and gagged like a piece of meat.

      The person forcing her into submission?

      Lucas.

      Tick.

      Tock.

      Tick.

      Tock.

      Time flashed by, as I searched for an explanation, some reason for why he’d done this. But deep down, I wandered back over the past month, and, slowly, painfully, the pieces of the puzzle fell into place.

      “Kneel if you want her to live,” Anastasia said, but I didn’t move an inch.

      I didn’t hit her again, though, as I stared up at Lily, who was half unconscious on the stage. Lucas grabbed her shoulder roughly and fisted his hand in her hair as he tilted her head to the side.

      Someone had bitten her.

      Not once in my sixteen years had I ever been so consumed by an emotion that I couldn’t react. I was furious but I couldn’t scream. I didn’t know how to look away. All I knew was that the power was rising again, and this time, what I’d done to the Hydra would look tame. I was going to burn the world down, because a Vampire had defiled my sister in the most disgusting of ways.

      Anastasia moved when I was frozen. A couple of Vampires jumped onto the stage and held Lily’s arms, as if readying to bite. Or kill.

      “Do. Not. Touch. Her. Unless you want to be wiped off the face of this planet like the dirt on my shoes.” My voice was magnified by the loose grasp I had on my rage. Power crackled over my skin, making my hairs stand on end.

      “You threaten me? The Head of the Supernatural Council? A Member of the Court?” she demanded, letting her own voice carry. The massacre was still going on, judging by the screams, but I didn’t care who lived and who died in this fight, as long as I protected me and mine.

      Instead of answering her with pretty words, I pulled the last dagger from my hair, freeing my braid, as I aimed for the spot between her eyes. So fast that even the Vampires who jumped forward to stop me couldn’t protect her. But it seemed the Head of the Council could protect herself, and by the ease with which she caught the dagger, I was in some deep, deep shit.

      “Why must you always be so predictable, Selena?” She gave an exasperated sigh, tossing the dagger in the air to catch it by its point. “First I send the demons for you, but you live and kill my darling Fernando. Then I send the Born after you, thinking you won’t fight at the cost of your friend’s life, since that’s where it seemed to go wrong with the demons. And now?” She didn’t smile or laugh as she twirled the dagger in her hands before throwing it straight between my eyes.

      My powers were exhausted, from both the Hydra and the fight. My body too tired to try to catch it by the blade. The only option left was to move.

      I flung myself to the side, spinning on my heel, but the dagger skimmed my ear and took a chunk of my braid instead. I didn’t hear the weapon land, but the swish of my hair hitting the floor was enough to make me look down and see that most of the braid was gone.

      “You’re fast, girl, I’ll give you that. But you’re not the smartest.” She went on, buying me time to find a way out of this, as her minions approached. Lucas was shifting back and forth uncomfortably, and while I wanted nothing more than to kill him with my bare hands, I didn’t have the strength to take them all out. I didn’t have the control not too obliterate Lily as well. Anastasia could thank the Hydra for that…but then again, maybe that was the whole point of my little demonstration. Not to kill me, but exhaust me.

      “I’ve suspected you were behind the demons. What I couldn’t figure out, though, was why. Why bother sending your pets after me in the first place if I’m so insignificant?” I asked, lying through my teeth, but deciding to kill two birds with one stone. If there was one thing I knew about Anastasia, it was that her pride was her downfall. She wanted to lord over me how much better she was, how much smarter, and I needed time to reach out to the others. To find a way to save my sister.

      “Stay put. We’re coming.” The voice was distinctly feminine, and carried Johanna’s essence. I didn’t understand how, but frankly I didn’t care, as long as Lily got out.

      “You are insignificant, and I’ve made sure you stay that way,” she purred, not quite buying into the lie as I’d hoped she would. I still couldn’t piece together why she’d chosen to target me, or how I was a threat to her.

      Unless, like most things in my life, it was my fault for simply existing.

      “What about him? What’s he got to do with all of this?” I asked, thrusting my chin at the dark-eyed stranger who held my sister hostage. I’d only just noticed that his eyes were black instead of green. At least they finally reflected his true nature.

      “It’s quite simple, really. You bought the story that he’d failed to do something he’d said he would, and I was punishing you for it. I was worried you wouldn’t, that you would see what had really happened, that the Made had brought me your message. You bought his incompetence all too easily, though.” She clicked her tongue, stepping into the spotlight, and dragging a long fingernail down my sister’s cheek.

      “I knew it would eat at you, that you’d gone down for what you viewed as his failure. You’re predictable that way. You cut him out of your mind that very first night, and planted the seed that let me take him, like a crop ready for harvest. You fostered the jealousy and hatred all on your own, so when I came to claim his mind for my own, there was nothing to stop him, to protect him, from my gift—because you’d relinquished your control. His mind was ripe for the taking… I told him what I planned to do to you, and the poor boy had no chance, really.” She switched to running her fingers through his hair, and Lucas didn’t flinch.

      “He was blind, because he loved you—and so he gave away his soul to save you. Little did he know that I couldn’t kill you myself if I wanted to. But now that I have him…he’ll destroy you for me.” She started cackling wildly, uncontrollably.

      When Anastasia raked her nail sharply across my sister’s cheek and brought the blood to her lips, my gin and tonic fought to come back up. I had to say something. To get her attention back, to buy more time for the others.

      “What are you talking about, you can’t kill me yourself?” I yelled, and as I’d hoped, she paused and turned away from my sister.

      “You think I’m daft enough to give away all my secrets to a pest I can’t kill? No…You’ll be gone long before you ever figure it out.” She turned back to Lily and offered one of my sister’s arms to the Vampires. They plunged their fangs into her, but Lily didn’t cry out when their teeth pierced her skin. I couldn’t stop trembling as I watched, unable to look away, too afraid of accidently killing her to stop it.

      Violet’s presence was a numbness I couldn’t afford as I rallied the power within me to try for one final shot. Aaron still wasn’t here, and Johanna was nowhere to be found. With none of my team in sight, saving my sister and stopping Anastasia was on my shoulders. The pounding in my ears had reached its crescendo when Anastasia seemed to notice that something was amiss. That I wasn’t bowing down without a fight.

      “Selena!” a voice screamed. Alexandra’s voice.

      I turned—just a fraction—but it was a moment too long. Anastasia said, “Snap her neck.”

      “No!” I screamed, sending a wild shot at the stage. The power was unsteady, though. It didn’t want to be contained. It wanted to break.

      The power exploded against them, throwing Lucas and the others, but Lily… I missed, and Lily took the brunt of it. She hit the wall with a wicked crack, her neck hanging at an odd angle. It was only when the light left her eyes, and she collapsed entirely that I realized what I’d done.

      Oh my god.

      I couldn’t breathe.

      I couldn’t see.

      “No!” I screamed again, scrambling to get to her. To bring her back. To do anything.

      She couldn’t be dead. She just couldn’t, because if she died…

      Nothing was going to stop me from killing every living thing on the planet.

      The ground rolled beneath my feet, but I didn’t care. My knees hit the floor before I could even process what was happening, and I gave myself over to my demons. Fire ignited, pressing in on me like a mob after a murderer.

      “Dormi, dea, propter manicaveris.”

      Sleep, little goddess, for you must rise with the dawn.

      Those words wouldn’t work this time, because madness had me. Grief claimed my every thought as I crawled on my hands and knees toward the stage—ripping concrete up by the chunk.

      Oh my— I can’t— I didn’t mean—

      I killed my sister.

      The one I’d sworn to protect. To cherish. The one I’d held through every nightmare and panic attack. The one who was only just learning to live, and to save herself. She would never love again. Never laugh. Never cry.

      “Lily!” I screamed, summoning an impenetrable dome of dark matter as I collapsed in on myself. Letting it disintegrate anything that dared attack me, and absorb their energy.

      One moment, I was being swallowed up by the pain, and the next I’d been sucked away and was looking through different eyes. Clearer eyes.

      Alexandra’s face illuminated next to mine, like a warrior princess in battle. She grabbed me, this body, and brought my face to hers.

      “You told me that you broke my heart for her. You told me that your entire existence depends on her. I can’t save her and fight, okay? So I need you to come through on your promise that you’ll get her out.” Alexandra’s eyes were glossy with unshed tears. Her voice cracked on a silent sob before she continued. “You take her to the place I showed you, and if I don’t return in twenty-four hours, you run. You run like hell, and you never look back. You hear me? You never let her look back.”

      Images flashed of her in the bathroom, worried that this party wasn’t a coincidence. She showed him pictures of a house with a white picket fence and an alpine larch, and made him promise to take me away. Far away, if anything ever happened—as the only repayment for breaking her heart. He shuddered at the memories, and the lump in his throat at what he was about to do.

      “She’ll never forgive me,” he said softly, but he’d do as she’d asked, and not because he’d promised, but because he thought it was the only way to keep me alive. It only took me a moment to realize whose body I was in, whose emotions I was feeling, and a moment more to understand that he loved her.

      Aaron truly loved Alexandra. He loved her fire. He loved her will. He loved how she fought for me, but he wasn’t in love with her. Not like she was with him, and they both knew that. They both knew that he cared for her like a sister, because his heart—no, his soul—belonged to another. It belonged to me.

      “I don’t care. As long as she lives, I don’t care what you have to do to make it happen. You told me you’re her signasti, right? That she’s your one and only half?” Alexandra asked, not a shred of brown in her eyes as the fire burned.

      He only nodded.

      “Then you and you alone can heal her, and make her happy when I’m gone. That’s all I ask. Make her happy,” she whispered.

      Aaron’s throat caught when she hugged him tightly, briefly, and forgave him for dating her just to be closer to me. He turned toward the dark mass that was growing, eating everything that stood in its path as my body started to self-destruct.

      Behind him, the fire grew as Alexandra faced off against my enemies, and trusted the man who’d broken her heart to save himself and the girl he was bound to. Letting her sacrifice it all in the process, just for one chance.

      I tried to pull away, to go back to my mind as his emotions ran through me, one after another. So fierce and powerful, and yet I wouldn’t let myself feel them. I couldn’t stand the burn of them, and I screamed out to Violet.

      Aaron broke through each layer of my shield, and when he looked at my face, the sight was one I never wanted to see again. I scrambled from his mind, wanting nothing more than to curl inside limbo and wither away. My consciousness left him, rushing back into my body the moment we touched.

      He jolted for a second, as if he’d realized where I’d been, but didn’t slow as he picked me up and ran—letting the world disintegrate behind him as my shield caved in and collapsed the ground.

      I closed my eyes and surrendered to unending despair as I let the fire and brimstone swallow me whole.
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      Death is a fickle thing.

      For the longest time, I’d obsessed about it, wishing I’d died instead of my parents, but I never truly understood the concept of ending. Never wrapped my mind around the very real truth of what it meant to be gone. Not until I heard the crack and saw the light fade from my sister’s eyes.

      For so long, I’d fought myself over what was right and wrong. I’d fought the killing gene, afraid of the monster I was becoming. I’d fought against Violet, because I didn’t think she was real. I’d fought against the memories of my past until I could no longer deny what had happened. And still, I’d fought to hold on to the last shred of my sanity.

      Lily was gone, though, like my parents, and she was never coming back.

      It would’ve been so easy to give myself over to the light and fade away. They said that people couldn’t die of grief or pain, but they also said that the matter manipulators were extinct, so what did they know? I could do it, and I was no longer scared, because the girl I’d been had died the moment Lily was taken from me.

      I felt it the moment the killing gene broke free and the monsters overtook me. Trapped in my own internal hell, I stared them down with a promise in my eyes. A promise of what was to come. Of what I would become.

      Lily had died, and I was never going to see her again. The absoluteness of that shook me to my very core, in a way my own near-death never had. It changed me, molded me, as I walked in limbo, watching my monsters fight each other for who would come out on top when I opened my eyes.

      It had been four months since I’d nearly died and woke up no longer dormant. What would I be when I awoke this time?

      That was the question I didn’t know how to answer.

      Not yet.

      The pain that caged me was so resolute that I didn’t know how to break out of it. I didn’t know how to ease it, like I had as a child. That was wrong, though, because I’d never eased it, not really. Every time my father had pushed me too far, my mother had called me back from limbo. Who was going to do it this time, when no one knew how to reach me? No one saw my demons, or the inferno I’d let myself be trapped in.

      No one, but one.

      Violet.

      She defied all reason, and even I didn’t know how she was here, or what she was, but I knew what she could do. I knew she could end the pain and remake me into something more. Something stronger. Something so unbreakable that the heavens would shudder when I roared.

      She could help me take my vengeance, when, alone, I couldn’t.

      “Is that what you want? More than anything?” she asked, eyeing me warily.

      I was a withering ball of nerves and bones, but what I wanted more than anything was for the pain to end. For the suffering to end. For the grief to have an outlet, and for me to take revenge. That was all I wanted, and I told her as much.

      She stared at me, with crystal-clear violet eyes. So bright, they looked like cut gems. I hoped they could cut. I burned to feel my enemies bleed.

      “Then we will become one.

      “We will become something new, something which has never been before.

      “We will become death.”

      Her words echoed through me, speaking to the sorrow in my soul.

      Death.

      I liked the sound of that.

      I would become the very thing that had taken everything from me. I would become more.

      Violet reached out to me, tenderly, like she would’ve her own child. There was no warmth in her eyes when she took my hand, though, and I was grateful for that, because I never wanted to feel warmth again.

      “Let’s begin.”
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      When I opened my eyes, it wasn’t a me, but a we. Pale purple bedroom walls were the first indication of where we’d gone, where Aaron had taken me, but I felt nothing.

      Not a sliver of sadness. Not a shred of guilt. I felt absolutely nothing as I took in my childhood room for the first time in almost seven years. Outside, the wind howled, beckoning me on to begin my hunt. I had unfinished business, though, and a mild interest in what the voices downstairs were.

      The bed creaked, ever so slightly, when I shifted to sitting, but made no noise when I stood. Footsteps echoed from downstairs, and the smell of lilacs and smoke drifted through my bedroom window. My mother had grown lilac bushes with Li—my sister. They had been gentle souls, but now they were gone, and I would hunt in their stead.

      I walked around the room, examining the bits of paper where I’d scratched out my homework in Latin, and left every ounce of innocence behind when I stepped out of this house for the last time. I’d been in that very bed, with the black paisley bedspread, when the news came that my parents had died.

      Somehow, I didn’t believe that. I didn’t believe a car crash was even a factor in their deaths, but that was just another secret I’d need to dig up when I’d killed each and every one who’d wronged me. Starting with the Council.

      Wind chimes. Wind chimes pealed downstairs, and I knew then that this wasn’t a dream. That while dreamland may have brought me here many times over the past month, I was here in the flesh this time. Hearing the wind chimes my father had created from the glass of the first window I’d shattered on command.

      He’d been so proud of the little monster I was becoming.

      What would he say if he could see me now?

      I didn’t care. Not anymore.

      I didn’t even need to flick my wrist to open the door silently, my mind loosening the hinges so they didn’t squeak. The element of surprise was in my favor, and I needed to use it to greet my guests, before I decided how I would slit their throats. How we would slit their throats.

      Violet and I were so tightly interconnected now that none of my demons could reach me. None of my emotions could overcome me. She’d once told me that there was peace in control, and for the first time in my entire life, I was at peace in my apathy.

      Voices floated up the stairs, so mortal in their emotions. So breakable.

      “It’s only been twelve hours. No one’s going to come looking here, not yet,” Alexandra was insisting. There was a time when her voice would’ve made me weep for joy, but I wouldn’t weep again. Never again. Not even when I’d built a throne out of my enemies’ bones and slept soundly at night.

      “We don’t have time. Anastasia will recover, and what’s left of the Council will side with her when she puts a bounty on our heads. If you want this place left in peace, we need to leave now,” said another voice. A voice that wasn’t entirely Supernatural, and tasted like the power of something that had left this earth long ago. I sniffed once, but only blood, dust, and smoke permeated the air.

      “My sister is dead, and likely one of the Made by now. Selena is upstairs trapped in limbo, and I’m—”

      Her voice broke off in a sob as she collapsed. From my place, four stairs from ground level, I could make out their reflections in the fireplace glass panels. My sister, an emotional heap on our dusty, old couch. Blair sat next to her, stroking her hair, her own eyes lost in something frigid and wrathful. I had no doubt that she would be useful in this quest for vengeance; I’d trained her that well.

      Johanna paced, while Oliver sat on the floor nearby, watching her with guarded eyes. There were others of the nine here, though. I could smell them, even though they weren’t in the living room. My breath hissed between my teeth when I spotted Aaron brooding in the corner. He was going to be difficult, stubborn.

      He seemed to be the only one who heard my hiss, and his eyes flashed to meet mine in the glass. He strode forward just as I rounded the corner, still dressed as the queen of death, my newly shorn hair brushing my chin.

      I couldn’t imagine what they saw as they gaped at me now. Alexandra sat straight up, her mouth open in something almost like shock. But it was Aaron who got to me first—or at least tried to, only to be thrown back by an invisible shield that even he couldn’t penetrate.

      “What the—”

      “Selena, are you—”

      “How did you do it?” Alexandra asked. She was the quietest of them all, but somehow her voice was the only one that stood out.

      I eyed her as I strode further into the room, relishing my remade body and mind. Savoring our strength.

      “Walk out of limbo?” I asked, unsmiling but not quite bored. These people still had a purpose, even if they no longer meant the same things to me.

      “Because your sister’s not the only one with us,” Johanna answered slowly. Her voice was hard, and unflinching.

      I smiled lazily, showing my lovely, sharp teeth. “How perceptive. You smell of the ancients. From whom did you spawn?” I asked, in a way the old Selena might’ve considered brash. Then again, she’d died from that sentimental heart. I’d been remade from the ashes.

      “The dragon. And you? Mother lost to time?” she asked, yielding to me, but not in complete submission. She would also be a problem, if I let it get out of hand.

      “I am death, and I’ve come for the blood of those who’ve wronged me,” I said, giving her credit for not shuddering underneath my otherworldly stare. I enjoyed the way it made the others flinch, as if something in them recognized that the girl they’d followed was no longer living.

      A sharp knock rattled the front door of my parents’ home.

      Several jumped to get it, but I was at the door before anyone could take a single step. I sniffed again, parting my lips to taste the air, but it was ash in my mouth. I unlocked it, despite the protests, and opened it wide.

      Leaning against the doorframe was none other than Elizabeth.

      The cousin who’d once betrayed me.

      “What’s she doing here?” Blair snarled, and I suddenly found myself partially frozen as the doorway turned to ice.

      A breath of fresh air wafted in with the autumn breeze as I took a very hard look at the girl who’d showed up on my doorstep. Elizabeth’s hair was matted to her head, and she smelled of sweat, and dirt, and ash. Not an ounce of her was untouched by whatever had happened back at Daizlei.

      “That is an excellent question. Why are you here in my doorway, uninvited? I’m certain I promised to kill you if you ever spoke to me again,” I said.

      Unlike Blair’s, though, my voice contained no rage. Instead, I spoke with the softest menace and the promise of death. My energy reached out to caress her, and the mortal liar shuddered, pushing back against my power as she stepped away from the door.

      “I’ve come to deliver a message to you,” she said to me. Her voice shook like a leaf in the winter. She sweated like a sinner in hell.

      “From who?” I asked, ripping my arm from the ice-covered doorway. I stepped out into the open air, tilting my head back to inhale the scent of life.

      “From your mother.”

      My head snapped up, and I grabbed her by the throat. I took two steps in her direction, and she backed up, going right over the edge of our porch. Sweat dotted her temple in the few moments I held her there, just long enough to let her think I would kill her. Just long enough to make her honest.

      “My mother is dead,” I said flatly, not wasting my breath on the whys or hows.

      “I—spe—speak—with the—” Her voice broke off.

      “She can talk with the dead,” Blair said from behind me, making no move to save the girl. Her loyalty to me was going to make this so much easier. Provided the others proved compliant.

      “Is she reliable?” I asked.

      “That’s for you to decide,” Blair said, not moving from her spot in the doorway as I threw the other girl down.

      She choked on air, taking great, rasping breaths. Her heart beat in overdrive to make up for the lack of oxygen, and I gave her a minute before I spoke.

      “I’m only going to ask once, and your answer decides whether you live or die. Understood?” I said, raising an eyebrow and daring that taut mouth to spit on me. The wind whipped around me, but I didn’t shift an inch as she nodded.

      Her eyes were burning, and I enjoyed watching the fire, because I would never again be burned.

      “What’s your message?”

      She looked me up and down, as if weighing whether death was worth it just to spite me.

      I smiled slowly, reassuring her that if she tried anything funny I had no problem ending her here and now, on the porch of my dead parents’ house.

      “Find the Crone with the third eye.”

      I stared at her for a moment, debating the truth of her words. This girl was a coward, though, and had traded my life for hers. She wouldn’t lie to me when the price was her life. I grabbed her arm and pushed her through the doorway past Blair, who stared at me in shock for what she saw as a betrayal. What she didn’t realize, though, was that I had bigger plans than just surviving. No. I had plans to conquer. To kill.

      The last words of my mother’s song played for me, as eerie as when I’d first heard them all those years ago.

      Run, run, soul in pain,

      So you can make them pay.

      And pay.

      Run, run, they will say.

      You will take revenge one day.

      I wouldn’t run anymore, because the time had come to make them pay. She’d known what would become of me, all those years ago.

      But I’d had to die to see it.

      And Li—my sister too.

      I will avenge you, and when I’m done, there’ll be no Council, no Anastasia, and most of all, no Lucas.

      I will kill them all.
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      The door to the cellar hung at an odd angle, the smells of mold and musk coming from the makeshift prison I’d created. Down the steps of my dead parents’ home sat Elizabeth, gagged and bound. I smiled cruelly and descended the stairway to greet her.

      “It’s been three days, girl. You know the drill.”

      I kept my tone conversational as I approached her. Dark brown hair plastered her face and neck, sticking to her skin with layers of sweat and grime. The left half of her face was smudged grey and black from the first time she’d tried to escape and I had pinned her to the floor. She hadn’t tried again since, but she also sported bruised ribs the last three days, so that probably helped. Her slate grey eyes stared back at me underneath all the filth. The same hate-filled eyes that stared back at me in the mirror for over sixteen years, before Violet. I ripped the tape from her mouth and placed two fingers under her chin, tilting it up to better read her face.

      “I don’t have anything for you—”

      I gripped her chin tighter. Excuses. Excuses.

      “I don’t have time for someone who is a waste of air.  You came to me, darling cousin, not the other way around.” I leaned forward, close enough to smell the acrid stench of body odor mingled with fear. “We are leaving today whether you give me a location or not, but your answer determines if I leave you in this basement to rot when we’re gone.” I curved my lips in a feral grin, relishing the small gasp that escaped her lips.

      “You wouldn’t…” she whispered as terror and anger fought for control over her. Elizabeth was a coward, and anger was not an emotion that won out within cowards. Her breathing began to hitch in short spurts as I grinned.

      “There is nothing I wouldn’t do for my revenge, cousin. It is the only reason you are still alive.” I whispered the words to her, my shorn hair falling forward to frame a curtain around us. The sound of her rapid heart rate filled the silence.

      “You don’t even know if the Crone with the third eye can help you,” she said. Her eyes pleaded like a beggar at a corner. Someone else, anyone else, might have caved and let her go by now, but not me. My mother gave her the message, and if there was anything I was confident in, it’s that she wouldn’t have come to Elizabeth if not to help me. Lily was with her now, and she wanted justice as much as I.

      “She can, and she will. You’re stalling.” I switched my hold on her face, grabbing her jaw to force it open. Her eyes went wide. Her heart rate climbing in an unsteady crescendo. “You have fifteen seconds to give me new information, or we’re going to play a game,” I said softly.

      “What kind of g-game?” Elizabeth trembled, jerking back in an attempt to pull away, but she was tied to a chair and I held firm. She was right to be afraid. Bad things happened when I made all the rules.

      “I am going to start pulling the air from your lungs, and I will keep pulling until there is nothing left to pull. After a minute, you will begin to feel lightheaded. Your throat will burn. After two minutes, your body will go unconscious. After four minutes, brain damage will start to set in, and after that you will die. Are you ready to die, Elizabeth?” My words were laced with malice, but I’d done my job too well. Elizabeth began to hyperventilate.

      “Please…Selena…don’t…do…this…” she panted, her oxygen level steadily rising to an unhealthy point. If she kept this up, she was going to pass out instead of suffocating like I’d told her.

      “Give me a location and I won’t have to,” I growled. She continued to huff and puff even as she tried to speak. The words came out disoriented and garbled, until she stopped speaking all together. Her eyes rolled to the back of her head as she lost total consciousness, her body suddenly limp and unmoving.

      “Damn it!” I cursed, pushing away from her. I pinched the bridge of my nose, sighing deeply while I paced for a moment.

      The door above me squealed as it swung open. Johanna and Oliver waited at the top of the stairs, their faces were neutral, but I could feel the shifting energy around me.

      “What happened?” Johanna asked, her eyes flicking to the fainted girl in the chair. My hair brushed my chin as I swung my head around to face them, clasping my hands behind my back.

      “She panicked,” I said, making a tsk noise.

      Oliver blanched, narrowing his eyes. “Did you threaten to kill her?” The bite in his voice was unmistakable.

      “What I do is none of your concern.” I gave him a leveled stare. He balled his fists, opening his mouth to argue. I smirked, waiting for his reply, but Johanna touched him on the shoulder and whispered, “I’ll speak with her. Go check on Scarlett?”

      Scarlett was heir to House Graeme, and possibly the only Graeme left now that her brother Seb had gone missing during the attack at Daizlei. He was either dead or turned. Her parents, too, if my hunch about Anastasia was correct, but I kept those thoughts to myself. Scarlett was too emotional for my taste with the loss of her twin. Much the same as Oliver in that respect, except he was beginning to chafe at my patience. I sent a cool look in his direction as he turned and stalked off, leaving me with Johanna.

      “You already know she’s not lying, don’t you?” she asked. Dark circles lined her red-stained eyes. She was the most put together out of the nine in that group—now six. At night though, when everyone pretended they were sleeping, I heard her, like them, crying softly for the friends she’d lost. The lives she couldn’t save. It was tragic in a way that I understood but no longer felt, and we were all the better for it.

      “I do.”

      She gaze me a quizzical stare, her cat-like eyes measuring me. “Then why continue? Why torture her?” Johanna asked. She descended the steps while I paced about, staring at the unconscious girl that I needed to give me answers.

      “She needs motivation to try harder,” I replied. “I’m giving her that motivation.”

      Johanna sighed and shook her head, pursing her lips as she did so. The older girl didn’t like my methods, but hers hadn’t gotten results.

      “Torturing her isn’t going to motivate her—”

      “Your friend that died. The one you were framed for—is there anything you wouldn’t do to avenge them?” I asked, stopping abruptly to face her.

      Silence.

      Johanna shifted uncomfortably on the stairs, but she did not deny it. As I knew she wouldn’t. You don’t become property of the Council and make it out alive without some level of resentment and bitterness. Johanna hid hers well, I’ll give her that, but no one is that good.

      I closed the space between us, looking up into her unnatural golden eyes. They reminded me of someone else, too much for my liking. She stood on the stair above mine, but we were nearly eye-to-eye as I said, “My sister meant everything to me, and I will put all of them in the grave for what they did to her. You can either help me, or get out of the way, but don’t stand there feeding me some moral bullshit when you would do the same.”

      Ash and grit coated her hairline from where a washcloth wouldn’t clean. She wore my dead mother’s clothes that still smelled faintly of lilac and cinnamon. The hint of a tattoo with scales started at her hand and went as far as her neck, just below her ear. The tidbits of knowledge I’d gained from Violet told me she was not any kind of species I’d encountered before. Her kind were much older than mine, but the Supernaturals had run them nearly extinct.

      There’s no way she wouldn’t go after them after what they’d done to her. I was banking on it, because she and I, we weren’t so different. Johanna, like me, was a one of a kind, and she suffered for it.

      It’s time she took that chip off her shoulder and stopped pretending she was better than this.

      Johanna gave a slow shake of her head, blowing out a cool breath. The dust drifted between us for a moment before she said, “I’ll help you, Selena, but I don’t want to see you lose yourself along the way.”

      Too late for that.

      “I already have,” I said, my voice devoid of emotion.

      “No, you haven’t.” She didn’t smile, and she didn’t look at me like some pitiful animal she couldn’t save, but the look she gave me was resigned nonetheless. “But you will if you continue down this path.”

      Behind me, Elizabeth’s breathing steadied, and I suspected my little prisoner was waking up. If she tried that little hyperventilating trick again, I really would start withholding air, and when she passed out, she wouldn’t wake back up again.

      Johanna’s eyes cut to the girl behind me in a tight gaze, accepting of her fate. The burner phone in her jean pocket began to light up, sounding a basic ring tone. It only rang once before Johanna flicked it open.

      “Jo,” she said, by way of greeting.

      “It’s me. I think we found somewhere—”

      “One moment,” she said, holding her hand over the speaker. She glanced between me and Elizabeth, seeming to weigh whether it was worth it to say more on the subject. “This is my contact. I need to take this, but I will be back to…see how things are going.”

      I nodded once and turned my back to her as she left the room. Elizabeth was already trembling when I crossed my arms and deliberately raised my eyebrows, cocking my head to the side as I smirked. Her lips went white as they pinched together, her eyes wide.

      This was a different reaction than the other times she’d woken up. Over the past three days, this was the fourth time this had happened, and the first that she hadn’t woken up begging for her life. Something had changed.

      “She came to you,” I said, keeping my hands clasped behind my back so she couldn’t see my fidgeting with the grey crocheted sweater I wore. It was my mother’s. The same mother that came to her, would speak to her, and that I’d never see again. I stopped that train of thought. Almost like I’d forgotten it. Like I could not remember how to feel, and so I simply didn’t.

      “I don’t—I’m not sure—I think it—”

      “Spit it out. Did you get a location or not?” I demanded as she nodded her head vigorously. I motioned with my hand for her to continue.

      “Go to Sin City. The Crone will find you,” she rasped in broken voice. I watched her closely for lies, but all I saw was relief in her features. The sweat on her brow broke, leaving a stream of perspiration running down her nose as she smiled at the ceiling as if she really believed that was all.

      “Sin City?” I asked. She nodded, swallowing hard before coughing. After being down here for three days, the dust must be getting to her. Good. The weaker she is, the more compliant she’ll be.

      The door to the upper floor swung open. Johanna stood in the doorframe alone, her face grim.

      “What happened?” I asked. Her eyes scanned over Elizabeth in a cursory glance before she answered.

      “My contact found us a safe house,” she said.

      “Then why do you look like someone else died?” I asked.

      “Because it won’t be easy to get to,” she replied. I had this feeling I just knew what she was going to say. What she was going to confirm.

      “Where is it?” I asked, anticipation building in my blood as my innate sense of knowing overcame me.

      “Las Vegas. It’s an eleven-hour drive. We’re leaving in ten minutes,” she said. My face broke into a fierce grin.

      Sin City.

      I didn’t believe in fate because that was giving the ancients too much credit. I made my own destiny.

      “We’ll be ready in five,” I said. Behind me, Elizabeth protested.

      I pulled a Ka-bar from the knife holder hanging on my belt underneath the long sweater. Elizabeth went pale as I strode toward her, the blade gleaming in the low light.

      “No!” she screamed as I slashed at the ropes binding her to the chair. I rolled my eyes and returned the knife to its holder.

      “Don’t be dramatic,” I said as I pointed to the door where Johanna watched the exchange. Her lips were curved in the smallest of smirks.

      “But—but—you said you would let me go if I found out where the Crone was!” Elizabeth stammered. I grabbed the back of her neck and started pushing her forward and up the stairs.

      “I said you would get out of the basement. I never said what would happen after,” I replied.

      Elizabeth tried to twist as she groaned, “You can’t keep me—”

      “Prisoner?” I asked, clocking her on the back of the head. She blacked out, falling to the ground, limp. “Actually, I can.” I said, throwing the taller, skinnier girl over my shoulder. We were going to Vegas whether she liked it or not, because I had a Crone to find and a Council to kill.
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      “I’m hungry,” Elizabeth complained as we pulled off the highway. Aaron took a right at the corner, pulling into a rundown gas station without a name. We’d been in the car for eight hours, and all eight of them had been blissfully silent. Until now.

      “Didn’t I tell you not to speak unless spoken to?” I said as Aaron rolled to a stop and got out of the car.

      “Oh, come on, Selena—”

      “Why are you still speaking?”

      “But—”

      “Speaking.”

      “But—”

      I turned in my seat fast enough I thought she was going to get whiplash from the way her eyes darted between me and the girls on either side of her. With Alexandra to her left and Blair to her right, she was trapped with nowhere to escape and no one to save her.

      “Do we need to play another game?” I asked, cocking my eyebrow. Her face went white at the same instant her stomach let out a loud growl. She swallowed hard, pressing her lips together, but didn’t say more. I turned around and settled back into my seat as Aaron came out of the station and began pumping gas.

      “Is this the wrong time to say I’m hungry too?” Alexandra asked.

      I groaned, leaning back in my seat. A food stop was not on my list of things to do. Not when we were traveling in the open and hadn’t bothered to ditch the cars that they’d used in their getaway from Daizlei. It was a stupid move, but Johanna insisted we’d be safer keeping them and getting to the meeting point as quickly as possible rather ditching them and stealing new ones. I hoped she was right.

      “Blair?” I asked, a note of annoyance permeating my voice.

      “I could eat.”

      The driver’s side door opened and Aaron climbed back into the car. “I take it we’re getting food,” he said. Not exactly a question, so I chose not to answer as he pulled out for the McDonald’s across the street. The lot was empty apart from two cars as we went through the drive-thru. Aaron ordered six meals without asking what anyone wanted and pulled up to the window.

      “That will be thirty-five dollars and sixty-four cents,” a girl with bright pink hair said.

      Aaron handed her a fifty and winked. “Keep the change.”

      “Thanks…” she trailed off, leaving her question open-ended.

      “Aaron,” he supplied. Cotton-candy-head blushed like a virgin at the wrong end of an innuendo. In the back-seat, Alexandra said, “Like, can we get our food?”

      She looked past Aaron and locked eyes with me. Her flirty smile faltered and without a word, she turned away from the window and produced our food. Aaron thanked her, and this time she just gave a tight-lipped nod as we pulled away from the window.

      I didn’t say anything when a hamburger wrapped in yellow paper appeared on my lap, courtesy of the driver. I unwrapped it reluctantly, and ate with slow, deliberate bites as I ruminated on her odd reaction. It seemed a bit of a one eighty, even if she did think I was Aaron’s girlfriend.

      “Did her reaction seem strange to you?” I asked, swallowing a mouthful of the greasy fast food.

      “Strange?” Aaron asked.

      I shook my head. Never mind.

      We pulled back onto the highway and headed south, silence ensuing within minutes.

      I looked to the sun as it descended over the mountains to the west and I thought of my sister. The one who died. Who I killed. I could admit it now, with Violet here. I could admit that in my attempt to save her…I ended her life.

      But did she stay dead?

      That was something I didn’t know.

      “Until you do, it doesn’t matter,” Violet whispered.

      I ran a hand through my blood-caked hair, pulling it back from my face. After nearly ninety-six hours without a shower, I could almost forget the battle at Daizlei. The sweat and blood and grime clung to me like a second skin, but my shorn hair was not something I could forget. My sister was not someone I could forget.

      Use it. Own it. Let it fuel you to return every action tenfold.

      I turned away from the light and glanced in my rearview mirror. To Elizabeth, who would lead me to the Crone. To Blair, who would follow me until the end. To Alexandra, who once she realized her potential, would burn the world in her rage. I made a choice to look to the future and it was filled with vengeance.

      Even in my malicious meanderings, something wasn’t quite adding up. The same innate feeling I had when something just wasn’t right.

      “How much longer?” I asked, unease prickling up my spine like a trail of knives across my skin.

      “Shouldn’t be too long now. The meeting point is just on the other side of the border,” Aaron said.

      This was all any of us were told, since Johanna wasn’t being the most forthcoming about who her contact was or how exactly he planned to get us into Vegas undetected, and I was pretty damn sure walking in wasn’t going to be an option. The welcome sign for Nevada appeared in the distance, shining like a beacon when the headlights reflected off it.

      Something was off. Something was wrong.

      I opened my mouth to say as much when a phone rang. Aaron pulled the burner from his pocket and flipped it open.

      “Get off at the next exit,” said a deep voice that reminded me too much of someone I used to know. The line went dead as soon as the words were out of Alec’s mouth, and Aaron veered sharply across the highway. We crossed three lanes in a second, and took the off ramp still flying.

      “He said get off, not get us killed! Don’t you know how to drive?” Elizabeth shouted. She broke off in a scream as he continued to accelerate the car with a curve coming up.

      “What the—”

      In the side view mirror, a car was eating up the distance between us and the curve. My heart began to pound as a second vehicle appeared on the other side. They were trying to box us in. We weren’t going to make it.

      “Floor it and don’t stop until I say so,” I said, gripping the door handle. Aaron didn’t question it. His foot hit the gas and the engine revved. We shot forward, barely clearing the cars. I grabbed the wheel and yelled, “Now!”

      The gas died instantly when I yanked the steering wheel down and sent the car skidding as it closed in on the curve. I let go of the wheel and flung my door open.

      The hood of the first car wasn’t even ten feet from me and the driver had a gun aimed straight for my chest.

      “Now,” Violet urged.

      I jumped from my seat and landed in front of our pursuers.

      The last thing I saw was the red of his eyes before the car hit me.

      And then it cleaved in half.

      Fire ignited as the two halves of the car spun wildly out of control. One drifted off into the welcome building of a rest area—the other slammed into the remaining car and sent both drivers up in flames.

      I crossed my arms and stared into the fire. The smell of burnt tires and burning flesh made me grimace, but I wouldn’t turn away.

      I mentally reached through the flames and dragged both Vampires before me. Black blood streaked the ground, two separate trails leading to the horrid creatures at my feet. The one on the right had the gall to grin despite half his face being melted off.

      The Vampire on the left averted his eyes, and there was a visible tremble about him. Why would he hunt me if he feared death? He had to know what I did to those who crossed me. I recalled what Vonlowsky had taught us about the Made. How they were forced to do the bidding of their sire.

      “Who sent you?” I phrased it like a question, but I wasn’t asking. I was demanding.

      The one with parts of his face missing began to cackle. Black blood sprayed from his lips, coating his teeth and splattering my boots. I raised an eyebrow, daring him to speak and give me a reason to end him.

      “Selena…” Blair said from behind me. I didn’t need to look to know that the others had recovered and decided to join in the fun.

      “Who sent you?” I repeated. I would not repeat myself a third time.

      “You think you can—”

      He didn’t get to finish before I reached forward and grabbed a fistful of his hair. I wrapped my other hand around his half-healed shoulder and ripped his head clean off, tossing it into the blazing inferno that I’d dragged them from.

      The decapitated body fell to the ground, bleeding out as I turned to his partner. I squatted down until we were eye level. His downcast eyes flicked up to meet mine and I smiled encouragingly. I didn’t need to say anything. My performance was enough to make this one talk.

      “Our master sent us,” he said, gulping hard. The sweat on his face glistened in the sunlight and he flinched under my gaze.

      “Who is your master?” I continued, my voice soft.

      “Victor…” the Vampire said. His mouth opened and closed twice.

      “Which one?” The voice came from behind me. I glanced over my shoulder at Johanna. She was dressed in long black sleeves and pants, despite the weather. Her lips were pursed, and her long dark hair whipped around in the breeze.

      “The Dark Prince.” His answer brought a spark of recognition to her eyes before she grimaced.

      Good. She knew of him. It would make this so much easier.

      “Why are the High Council sending their Made after us?” she asked. I stilled. The High Council? That can’t be good.

      “To arrange a meeting with Selena Foster,” he whispered. His eyes were darting every which way, making me suspicious. Shadows danced in the corners of my vision. They whispered to me, telling me to kill him. To make him pay.

      “You tried to kill me,” I said flatly.

      He gulped again and looked to the ground before he said, “Our master told us you would be resistant and to use force if necessary, but that he means you no harm.”

      “Why does the High Council want me?” I asked, gritting my teeth.

      “My master did not share his wishes with me. My instructions were to deliver this message and not tell his would-be queen,” the Vampire whispered.

      His would-be queen? One guess who that could be. It explained why Anastasia had so much control over the Vampires. What it didn’t explain was why he wouldn’t want her to know. Did the Vampire intend for that slip up, or if it was pure coincidence, had he given me another piece of the puzzle? He couldn’t possibly be that stupid.

      “Your master sent you to retrieve me, and you say he means no harm?”

      The Vampire nodded. His skin was mostly healed, but still painted by his own blood. His face would have been lovely, if not for the red eyes. Too bad for him it took more than a lovely face to make me forgive lies. I may not be a truthsayer, but the helicopters in the distance probably weren’t a coincidence. We didn’t have more than five minutes if my instincts were right.

      “I don’t believe you,” I snarled, plunging my hand into his chest.

      His blood reeked of wrongness and that feeling intensified as I gripped his cold heart in one hand. The Vampire gasped, his eyes wide with terror.

      “They’re coming, Selena,” Aaron ushered. I needed to end this.

      Take no prisoners. Leave no messengers.

      “I know,” I said, leaning forward. My lips were only a hairsbreadth from the Made when I whispered, “You’re stalling. I know a liar when I see one.”

      Vampires were the spawn of demons and my kind. Made or Born, they died the same.

      Burning. Beheading. I settled for ripping his heart out and leaving it on the ground next to him. That would be the only message I sent to the High Council and their queen.

      I am alive. I am fighting, and one day—I am coming for you.

      With that, I turned and walked away, my hand still black with his blood and dripping from the wrist down. My team stood in a loose semi-circle watching, their expressions stark. Somber. The helicopters in the distance were only minutes out and the sirens were steadily approaching.

      “Where’s your contact?” I asked Johanna. She stood regal despite our impending doom, should Anastasia’s lackeys arrive.

      “He’s coming,” she answered, meeting my glare with a leveled stare.

      “What do you mean ‘he’s coming’?”

      “For fuck’s sake, Selena. I said he’s bloody com—”

      The air in front of me shimmered. Gold particles that looked like glitter shifted and merged into the form of a human. A man. Within seconds, the outlines of a face and eyes appeared. Clothes took shape. A crop of hair appeared.

      The air stood still as a golden statue emerged in front of me. Then it blinked and the gold faded, revealing a young man with dark blonde hair and honey-colored eyes. Half breed.

      Johanna stepped up to say something, but the boy didn’t appear to be listening. He had his eyes glued on me.

      “Eh, what is this?” he said, motioning towards me like a piece of distasteful furniture. “I specifically told you that we couldn’t take her in. The alpha cannot—”

      “Cade?” Aaron asked. The golden-boy turned, his anger temporarily forgotten as a smile lit his features.

      “Ash?” Cade asked, disbelieving. He strode forward to clap him on the back.

      Ash?

      “It’s Aaron now,” he answered. His dark eyes flicked to me as if he were answering us both.

      “Of course,” Cade murmured. “I’m so sorry about—”

      “Cade!” Amber yelled, ducking around Johanna to face the newcomer.

      The golden-boy pulled back from Aaron, his head perking up and looking for where the yell came from. The two locked eyes and he uttered her name once.

      That one word held so much, or so it seemed, as she ran at him in the blink of an eye and  literally jumped on top of him. I looked away from the intimacy of the moment, only to see Aaron staring at me, a smirk on his face.

      I flicked him off with my bloodied hand.

      “Charming,” he mouthed. I snorted and turned back to the embracing couple. Next to me, Blair tapped the toe of her white boot. We probably didn’t have more than sixty seconds. This was cutting it a bit close, even by my standards.

      Amber jumped down, a smile lighting her face. She tucked herself into his side as he turned back to Johanna. “Sorry about that. Back to what I was saying. I can take the rest of you, but not her. Alpha’s orders.”

      Johanna didn’t even blink as she said, “That’s going to be a problem.”

      Cade raised an eyebrow, silently questioning. The air stirred around us as the chopping of blades descended closer. Thirty seconds. Thirty seconds and this is what we were arguing about?

      Who were these people anyway? This Cade was going to have a lot of questions from me if I had to fight my way out of here and then hunt them down.

      Half the group stiffened as we waited for someone to answer. Seeing as I didn’t know why I’d been excluded in the first place, I didn’t know what to say.

      “She’s my signasti,” Aaron said from the other side of the circle.

      Cade stiffened. “Well then. That changes things.”

      Nobody said a word as the trees a hundred yards away shifted in a breeze that wasn’t coming from the helicopter. We were out of time, but Cade wasn’t perturbed. He clapped his hands together, rubbing them while he bounced up and down on the balls of his feet. Gold dust sprinkled the air as he said, “Alright, everybody, listen up. We’ve got a strip club to crash.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 98

          

        

      

    

    
      Having your body disintegrated into gold dust was not as unpleasant as it sounds.

      I didn’t feel a thing from the moment my skin turned yellow and broke apart, until I was pieced together again under the strobe lights of what was indeed, a strip club.

      Albeit, an empty one.

      The lights. The girls. The bar. It was all there, just not the patrons.

      “Pull it in, guys,” Cade called on the other side of the room. I pushed off the bar, shaking the remaining golden flecks from my skin. The scantily clad server walking by paid me no mind as she adjusted her bra. I waded through the tables and chairs towards the back of the room where the group had gathered around a section of sofas.

      “Is this it? The safe house?” I asked, a bit disbelieving. How does a strip club in Las Vegas constitute as low profile? I was pretty sure it didn’t.

      “Yes and no,” Cade answered. “We’re at the safe house, but you won’t be able to enter it until we come to an understanding.” He shook his finger at me like I was a bad child. “You weren’t in the plans when Tam agreed to take you all in. I’m going to need to speak with him about that.” He broke off as Amber stepped out of his embrace, standing in between us.

      “She stays with us, Cade,” the golden-eyed spitfire said. She glanced back at me, a small amount of respect and healthy amount of reproach in her gaze. “You’re Aaron’s signasti, and that means you are under Shifter protection whether an alpha likes it or not.”

      The alpha? They kept throwing that term around but still hadn’t explained what he had to do with anything? And what does Aaron have to do with it? I didn’t comment as she turned back to Cade, but I did wonder…

      Cade nodded his head. “I know the laws as well as anyone, Amber. I’m not disputing you, but until I’ve spoken with Tam, she can’t leave the safe house and risk anyone recognizing her.”

      His eyes bore into mine, searching for the truth when he said, “You good with that?”

      I took five seconds to answer, measuring him up before I nodded once. I knew that he couldn’t stop me from leaving if I really wanted to. Nothing could. But something told me that would make him all the more suspicious of me, so I said nothing.

      If he thought I was lying, he didn’t show it. A smile broke across his face as he said, “Alright then. I’ll take you all up. Follow me.” He turned and started walking towards the elevator behind him. There was no button on the wall to call it, and yet, the doors opened just before he ran into them.

      “There’s no way we’ll all fit,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. The others turned, giving me curious glances.

      “We’ll fit,” Cade said as Blair and Alexandra stepped on. One by one, the others followed until I was all that was left. Somehow, there was just as much room with fourteen people on it as there was when there were four. How was that even possible?

      Magic. The thought came to me swift and sudden. There was magic at play here, and not the kind I was well acquainted with.

      “You’ve never been to a black market, have you?” Aaron asked. Amusement lit his features as I stepped inside.

      “No,” I said flatly, keeping my back to the wall. The doors closed behind me, making the tightness in my chest constrict. I hated small spaces with nowhere to go, realizing that I was in some kind of magical elevator didn’t help that. There were no buttons inside, or any indicator of where we were going. No one else seemed to think this was strange, so I kept my thoughts to myself.

      It wasn’t soon enough that the elevator dinged, and the doors slid open.

      White.

      Everything was startling white from the alabaster couches to the ivory end tables. The walls were just a shade softer, more of a cream than bone. Pillows adorned every seat, round and plush, shimmering with an opalescence I’d never seen on fabric. The geode table that sat in the center was the only item of color in the room as far as I could tell. The outside matched the monochromatic scheme with its pasty white exterior, but the inside revealed bright blue crystals.

      “Nice place you got here,” I murmured, running my clean hand along the back of the couch. The material was softer than I’d expected.

      “It’s yours for as long as you’re here,” Cade said.

      “Why do I get the impression there’s a caveat in that statement?” I asked. Cade gave me a lopsided grin, similar enough to Lucas that I recoiled.

      “Your signasti’s smart, Aaron. Snarky too. I like it,” Cade said. I forced a saccharine smile and the grin fell away from his face. “I need to meet with Tam before the club opens. The lot of you need bleach taken to you. Clean up and get some sleep. I’ll be back in the morning.” He turned to give Amber a kiss goodbye and I wandered down the hallway to the left.

      The first door had a sign on it that read: Scarlett and Liam. I looked across the hall to see another. This one read: Alexandra, Amber, and Tori. That’s odd… I followed further down the hall to the last two doors. More names, and none of them were mine.

      “Why do all the doors have names on them?” I asked, coming around the corner. Cade pulled himself away from Amber and said, “I forget to mention. The safe house was built on magic. It’s kind of taken on a mind of its own. In your rooms, you should find clothes and anything else you might need. And a word of advice: sleep in the rooms it gives you. Strange things have happened to those that go against it. If you know what I mean.” He waggled his eyebrows at Amber as he said it, and I was tempted to punch him in the solar plexus.

      “No, I don’t know what you mean,” I muttered under my breath. Everyone stayed put as I turned down the hallway directly across from the elevator. There was a single door with my name on it. And someone else’s. I could sense the eyes watching my back as I stared at the black and white sign that hung on the door.

      Aaron and Selena.

      I turned around and Aaron’s black eyes sought me out as he approached from across the room. The others were finally starting to disperse, and I could hear Blair and Alec arguing down the other hall, but I couldn’t look away. Frozen to the spot, I didn’t move to block the sign as he stepped in front of me. His eyes flicked behind me, a slow grin spreading across his face.

      “Looks like we’re sleeping together,” I said.

      The scent of smoke and fire drifted over me, cracking the frozen lake that I’d built between him and I. Something like heat stirred in my chest, making my breathing slow. Warmth was the last thing I wanted—needed. I was meant to be ice. To be cold. To not feel anything except rage.

      And yet his presence made me feel.

      Made me want to feel.

      “Why aren’t you opening the door?” he whispered, his lips grazing the hollow of my ear. I narrowed my eyes and reached behind me for the cold handle of the bedroom door. Inside, the marble floors were black with gold veins. A canopy bed made of ebony loomed in front of me, a crackling fireplace at the foot of it. I scowled at the dark chambers. They were beautiful and far too sensual for my liking.

      Approaching the long dresser, I began pulling drawers open. Plucking a shirt from one, pants from another, and even a pair of underwear from the last. I didn’t think about the clothes or whose they were as I slammed the drawers shut. I didn’t want to think. I didn’t want to analyze.

      But I was not the same Selena that died either. I was not the girl that could simply escape inside my own mind. Nor did I have the emotional capacity to feel much more than icy rage and bloodlust. Yet…the embers were there. Still burning. Still waiting. I just didn’t see it until now. Until I let Aaron too close.

      I thought no one could hurt me, no one could touch me, but I miscalculated because he could do something I hadn’t foreseen. He could make me feel.

      A cough behind me made my head snap up. “Do you need something?” I tensed as he drew closer, prepared to put a shield between us before he tried anything funny.

      “You’ve changed,” he said. I let out a caustic laugh and slowly rose to my feet. You could say that.

      “What would give you that impression?” I said, crossing my arms over my chest, my face a mask of apathy. Aaron stared at me, his eyes burning like the flames of hell. Dark and devilish.

      “You let the other one in.” He said it like I betrayed him. Like I hurt him. I shrugged callously, not denying it. Maybe if he knew I wasn’t the only one in this pretty little head of mine, he might get it through his thick skull that we were nothing. I didn’t have room for him in, for any of them, outside my need for revenge.

      “I did what I needed to do,” I replied in a monotone voice. I sounded like death, but he didn’t back away. His eyes bore into mine as he stood his ground.

      “No, you did what was easy. I was there, Selena. Hell”—he threw his arms wide to make a point—“I saw what happened. I watched you snap and I carried you out. Don’t tell me you did what you needed to do. The only person you’re lying to is yourself.” He took a step forward dropping his hands. “You want to be angry? Okay, be angry. You want to go after her for what she did? We’ll go after her. But don’t—” His voice cracked, sending another spear straight into my frozen lake. I took a step back until I was flush against the dresser. “Don’t do this. Don’t be this…unfeeling thing. Because you still feel. I can see it when you look at me. You are still in there, but you’re choosing to feel the wrong things and eventually it will destroy you.”

      He took another step towards me and reached forward. His fingers stopped before they could ever touch my face, running into the invisible barrier I kept between us.

      “My emotions were what made me weak. They were what got my sister killed. I will never be weak again,” I said. His fingers fell to his side, closing into a fist.

      “Your emotions are what keep you grounded. Without them, you’ll spiral out of control until the voices consume you,” he whispered. “Your rage has you by the throat, Selena, and you don’t even see it.”

      Seconds ticked by as we stared each other down, and after nearly a minute I finally said, “I need to take a shower.”

      I told myself it wasn’t admitting defeat as I gathered my clothes and walked away. I pretended that I was the bigger person for walking away and slamming the door in his face. I lied to myself when I said that he was wrong. He wasn’t. My pain. My anger. My hurt. I had taken those things and let them fuel my desire for vengeance.

      I shoved my thoughts away, glaring at the venetian bathtub. There was no shower and I would not bathe, but I couldn’t just walk out of here either. Aaron would know something was up, and I was not giving him that satisfaction.  Glancing across the obsidian counter, a cup appeared in front of me.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I muttered. Making sure the drain wasn’t plugged, I turned the cold water on full blast and settled into the tub. Over the next half hour, I washed myself with a cup. From the back of my mind, Violet said nothing as I washed the blood from my hair and scrubbed the black from under my nails. The dirt and the dust, and the gore of that battle went down the drain at last, but the darkness in my heart—my soul—that was something that would never leave me. Aaron may be right that my rage was going to consume me, but if I went down, I was taking the world with me. And that was something I could live with.
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      Cold shackles rubbed at my wrists. I coughed, my throat dry and burning. The air was stale with an unsettling coldness that made me shiver.

      Where am I?

      I pulled back, trying to get up and stand, but a sudden pounding in my head made me cry out. My knees hit the ground with a crack and the chains clanked together. I hunched over ready to vomit, but nothing would come. The dry heaves continued for another few moments before the grinding of rusty hinges had me forcing it down.

      Someone was opening the door of my cell. Why I was in a cell, I still didn’t understand. What had I done?

      I couldn’t seem to remember.

      Fire illuminated a man’s face as he strode toward me. I shrunk back into the wall, not wanting him to touch me. Not wanting him to burn me. But there was nothing I could do when he grabbed my chin, forcing me to look at him.

      “You’re not going to fight me, are you?”

      This wasn’t a question. It was a demand. An expectation. The temperature of the room decreased even further, almost…arctic. I swallowed hard and shook my head no just the tiniest fraction. He beamed a smile that was all teeth.

      “Very good. It wouldn’t be very smart of you to try.” The smallest of whimpers escaped me as he stroked my matted hair. I smelled like a sewer. The air was permeating with the stench of my fear. But that didn’t deter him.

      “You’re prettier than I expected.”

      I flinched at his words. They weren’t meant to be kind.

      His hands touched the shackles and they fell away, leaving me backed into the corner of a dirty cell with only the man and his torch standing in front of the door. The thought of running crossed my mind, but only for a moment. It would be stupid, and likely anger him. I was better off going with him and biding my time.

      They would come. They always do.

      The man stepped back, reaching out a hand. Tentatively, I placed my dirty fingers in his, shivering when his closed around mine. He pulled me to my feet, the pounding in my head becoming unbearable within seconds. I put my free hand to the wall, trying to brace myself against the overwhelming dizziness and urge to vomit.

      “You’re hungry,” he observed, pulling me towards him. I was helpless to stop him as his arms snaked around my back and he picked me up under the bend of my knees. “Lucky for you, your master wants you trained.”

      Master? I didn’t have a master.

      What happened? How had I ended up here?

      The last thing I remembered was sitting in the forest. We were supposed to be leaving that day. I was supposed to wait, but there was someone in the trees. I turned and—

      The cries and moans of others made me curl inward, but I said nothing. His footsteps were silent as the grave as he carried me down one dark corridor to the next. We made enough turns I got lost, but that could be because he wanted to confuse me. After all, I’d been in shackles. I don’t know what kind of people would put someone in shackles without mal intent. Still, I stayed silent.

      They will come for me. They always do.

      I repeated it thrice before he came to a standstill. He laid me on the bed gentler than I would have expected for the type of man I could only assume him to be. A door slammed shut and panic filled my chest as I looked around.

      “This is your bedroom. You will remain here until you have been trained well enough to do as you’re told. That won’t be a problem though, will it, pretty Made?”

      Pretty…Made? No, that can’t possibly be right. I shook my head as the darkness inside me unfurled. Something thick and ugly seized my throat, making me suffocate. I looked up to the man with the dark silver eyes. No…I can’t be a Made. That’s not possible. I can’t—

      “It will please your master that you are docile. So much more pliant than he was expecting.” His eyes glassed over as someone entered through the door behind him. I shuffled to the side of the bed, peaking around him.

      It was…a girl.

      “Ahh, your dinner has arrived. Excellent.”

      No. No. No…

      I retched, but that only made him laugh. The girl came closer, but I held a hand up for her to stay away. I didn’t want her near me. I didn’t want to chance that he might be right.

      “You won’t be able to fight it, try as you might. It’s best to just relax.” I couldn’t tell if he meant his words to be reassuring. They were soft, seductive, and made my skin prickle. He motioned for her to step forward and I tried to jerk back. Cold hands locked around my wrists, forcing me to stay kneeling on the bed as the girl drew near.

      Her brown eyes were meek. She cast them downward as she advanced. When she was only a foot away, she stopped and slid her long brown hair over one shoulder, exposing a slender pulsing neck.

      She was pale, so very pale. I distantly wondered if she ever left here. Wherever here was. But the longer she stood there, invading my space with her sweet scent, the more something in me changed. Something in me awakened.

      I blinked once and my hands were no longer bound. They were pulling that pale throat closer and closer. I ran my nose over her artery, caressing her skin. The pumping in her veins absolutely transfixed me. I’d never heard anything so captivating and I couldn’t tear my eyes away. I’d never wanted something so badly that I couldn’t control myself. Stop myself.

      I kissed her neck softly, and then I sank my teeth into her.
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      I woke in a cold sweat with someone on top of me. Without thinking, I lashed out, my body bucking off the bed as I psychically threw the person across the room. Tremors shook me as shadows skated across my visions. The whispers were already calling for blood.

      I jumped to my feet, ready to strike, when the lights turned on.

      “What’s going on?”

      I recognized the girl before me. I’d seen her a thousand times, and yet, I could not place the face I knew to an entity that I cared for. I couldn’t connect anything outside the pounding in my veins that had me clenching my fists.

      “Get out, Amber,” said the person I had thrown. I eyed him coldly, cocking my head to the side, examining my prey.

      “I’m not leaving you in here with her like this,” the person at the door snapped. I narrowed my eyes and prepared to defend myself in a crouched fighting stance. Her fear sang through the air, promising the whispers an easy kill. This one was afraid.

      “Selena. I need you to come back right now,” the other one whispered. The one with the black and yellow eyes. He was trying to distract me. Footsteps down the hall had me hissing. My fingers curled into claws as the whispers berated me. Kill her. End her.

      “Leave, Amber. I can handle her,” said the male.

      “I’m not leaving you—”

      “Why are her eyes black?” said the red-haired she demon in the doorway. Behind her, others were lining up. Readying to fight.

      “Selena,” the male said again. The embers inside me flared, searching for something to catch fire. Something to bridge the gap.

      To cross the carefully constructed void of nothingness that I’d built for myself.

      “Selena,” he repeated. The room stood still as the entities inside me battled for dominance. I was the monster. The killer. The whispers spoke destruction and I gave it to them.

      I was the protector. The fighter. The girl who felt too much, only no one could see it. I needed to fight this. There was a reason I needed to fight the whispers. I need to smother the rage. I needed the cage the monster.

      “He’s calling her back,” someone whispered.

      My concentration snapped.

      Phantom hands lunged for the girl at the same time a shield moved to stop them. My power slammed into an invisible force and I growled. The monster inside me lunged to the surface and swirling energy shattered the shield like glass.

      “She shouldn’t be able to do that,” a blonde-haired demon said.

      “She’s a matter manipulator under strain. It’s the bond madness,” said the male. I could sense him creeping closer. Something warm brushed my mind making me stiffen. “That’s right. I’m right here. I’m right—”

      I lunged for him.

      “No!” someone screamed. Black flames rose up around me, trapping me in. On the other side, pure golden eyes stared back, and I reached for him, but I couldn’t break through. The flames licked at my skin, singeing my clothes. Fire could not hurt me, but this fire trapped me. It confined me.

      I turned on the redheaded demon controlling the flames. Her eyes bled black and she stared me down. “I want Selena back. Now,” she demanded. Something about her calmed the rage inside me and silenced the whispers. As sudden as my monster had taken control, it receded.

      Only then did I realize I was mistaken. The she-demon—as the other me called her—was Alexandra. Falling to my knees, I curled in on myself, trying and failing to process what just happened.

      The black flames dissipated as Alexandra came toward me. Her eyes faded back to brown as she crouched down. I didn’t say anything as she wrapped her arms around me, pulling me close. I couldn’t bring myself to hug her back. Over her shoulder, Amber watched me warily. She had been the one I homed in on first. The one who didn’t want to leave Aaron with me, and looking at it now, I couldn’t blame her.

      I thought coming together with Violet had saved me. I thought I had my rage under control, but a single nightmare provoked everything inside of me and I turned savage. Unable to think or process who I was seeing. They were all a threat, and I couldn’t see past that.

      Blair stepped forward, her mouth set in a grim line. She sighed deeply and gave me a look like she didn’t know what to do with me as she said, “We need to have a talk.”

      “That’s an understatement,” Johanna muttered.
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      We gathered in the living room at three in the morning. The atmosphere was heavy, thick with tension and unspoken words. The black cotton shirt I wore was singed up to the elbow from the flames. Black flames. Flames that could trap me. I didn’t know what to think of that. I didn’t know what to think about a lot of things right now.

      “Did you know that you are part demon?” Johanna said, getting straight to it. My eyes snapped to hers. She sat with one leg drawn up, her arm resting on her knee.

      “I’m not part demon.” Even as I said it, my eyes sought Alexandra. Her eyes had turned black, just like a demon.

      I could deny everything. I could lie through my teeth to them. All of them.

      But I saw it with my own eyes.

      Could I really lie to myself?

      “Oh, you are. I’m quite certain. Both of you are.” Her eyes skipped between me and my redheaded sister. My mouth thinned.

      “How is that even possible? You yourself said all half breeds have golden eyes,” I retorted. I wanted to snarl at the accusation, rapidly realizing my emotions were not locked in tight.

      “Yes, because the only children demons have are other demons or Vampires. They defy the natural order, Selena. I didn’t think I needed to explain that.” Johanna’s voice was hard and unflinching. I don’t believe she meant to be aggressive, but her abrasive tone was grating me.

      “Then how do you know we’re part demon? You don’t have proof.” I crossed my arms over my chest, looking between her and Alexandra.

      “You are impervious to fire. Your eyes turned black. Your sister called upon hellfire, and now that her demon and yours have surfaced, I can see them in your auras. You are part demon, Selena, whether you like it or not. I needed to know if you knew that, because if you knew and kept this from us—”

      “What would you do?” I couldn’t keep the sneer out of my tone as Violet pushed forward. I snapped at my other and shoved her back. Her job was to keep us balanced, not to act as my mouthpiece. Violet shrugged coldly and settled. I would deal with her later.

      Johanna still hadn’t answered as she watched me. Assessing me. Studying me. I could see it on her face that she knew what just happened, and I didn’t like it. Not one bit.

      “You may be powerful, Selena, but you are not a god. There are not many things I have asked for, but I need your honesty if we are going to keep everyone safe.” Her words were not a threat, and it was the only thing that kept me seated with my mouth shut. I nodded once to convey I understood. She let out a breath and gave me a tight nod in return.

      “So, we’re part demon. Question is how it happened, and who do we get it from?” Alexandra said. It didn’t take me any thought at all to figure out which parent would be responsible—which one was prone to rapid, unexplainable mood swings.

      “It has to be mom,” I said. She nodded a few times and looked at Blair next to her.

      “That means you are, too,” she said to our cousin. I looked at Elizabeth standing against the wall behind Johanna. Her eyes were dark and unreadable.

      “And you,” I said to her. Elizabeth swallowed hard but didn’t respond otherwise.

      Demon. Like the very creature that carved me up. I wasn’t sure how to feel about that. It did explain a bit, but…was Violet the demon? Or was it the monster?

      “I am not the one you are afraid of,” Violet answered.

      “That’s exactly what a demon would say.”

      “You don’t have to believe me, but I strongly warn against you locking us out.”

      “Us? You and it talk now? What the hell is going on, Violet?” My face must have shown something because the others were beginning to stare.

      “I have to use the bathroom,” I excused myself. Once in the bathroom with the door securely closed, I turned to the mirror and stepped into my mind. Violet was sitting in an overstuffed arm chair, the one across from her was vacant. Waiting for me.

      “What is going on?” I repeated. She looked me over once and frowned.

      “You always ask the wrong questions,” she said. I growled under my breath and set her with a hard stare. She sighed and said, “Me and your demon speak, the same as you and I, because you and it are the same. It is a part of you, even more than I am. It will be here long after I am gone.”

      “What are you?” I asked, no longer trusting the entity in front of me. I fell into madness and clung to her. I killed my sister and embraced her. She lied…but I didn’t know what to do without her.

      “I cannot answer that,” she said.

      “Can’t or won’t?” I demanded, the hairs on my neck bristled.

      “Can’t.”

      Bullshit.

      “Why not? Who’s stopping you?”

      “I can’t say that either, not that I expect you to believe me.”

      Damn straight I don’t believe you.

      “You won’t tell me what you are, but you’re not a figment of my imagination, or my demon. That doesn’t encourage trust. Why should I not shut you out again?” I asked, vaguely aware that someone was moving in the bedroom outside the door.

      “I cannot protect you if you push me away, and your demon will get out of control. If you want to live long enough to see revenge, you need to find the Crone and kill Anastasia. It is the only way.” This was the most forward she has been, and it made me wonder why. Violet never did anything out of the kindness of her heart. She also never hurt anyone I cared for. I did that all on my own.

      Someone knocked on the door and I knew I was out of time to chat.

      “Why do I feel again? It wasn’t supposed to be this way. You told me—”

      “I am not the one that took away your emotions, Selena. You cut yourself off from them because you were grieving. Your signasti broke the lock you held on them. Your nightmare opened the door. You can choose how much or how little you feel. That power does not lie with me,” she said. Her words echoed over and over in my mind. Numbly, I flipped the light off and went to answer the knock. Blair gave me a hard smile.

      “How are you doing?” she asked.

      “Truthfully?” I asked. She nodded. “I don’t know. I feel like there’s a lot of stuff that doesn’t add up and someone’s in the background pulling the strings.” She let out a breath as we walked towards the door that led back into the living room.

      “Yeah, it does feel like that right now.” That was all we said to each other before we sat down, but it was the most real interaction I’d had with anyone in days. It was almost…nice.

      I nearly jumped out of my seat when someone touched my shoulder.

      “I’m not mad at you for what happened back there. You didn’t know you have a bloodthirsty, evil entity living inside you,” Amber said. I think she meant it partially joking, but I wasn’t laughing. Her lips quirked up and she settled back onto the couch.

      “I don’t suppose either of you know how this happened?” Johanna asked. She motioned to Alexandra and me, but we shook our heads. Behind her, Elizabeth opened her mouth. I flicked my gaze up and cocked an eyebrow, prompting an answer from her. She closed it abruptly and shook her head.

      “Oh no you don’t,” I muttered. Mentally I dragged her forward by the throat until she kneeled in front of all of us. “You were going to say something. What was it?”

      Her eyes started to water and I eased my hold on her throat. She shook her head back and forth, like that would stop me from getting what I wanted. I moved from my seat to squat down in front of her.

      “What. Do. You. Know?” I asked, enunciating each letter painfully clear. It was right then that she finally understood that I had no problem hurting her here and now. I didn’t care that there were people around. Johanna wouldn’t stop me. Blair wouldn’t stop me. No one would save her.

      Her shoulders slouched forward as she whispered two little words. “My mom.”

      “Your mom?” I repeated. Elizabeth swallowed hard and her eyes darted to Blair. I looked to my blonde cousin who watched her sister struggle. If she felt sorry for her, she didn’t show it. “Your mom knows how we became part demon?”

      “If she did then she didn’t tell me,” Blair said.

      “I don’t know if she did or she didn’t. She was paranoid and obsessed with the truth. She went crazy when your mom died. If anyone knew anything, it was her,” Elizabeth said. Her whole body was sweating profusely. I loosened my mental grip on her even more.

      “Why do you keep talking about her in past tense?” Blair snapped. Elizabeth swallowed hard, looking at Blair with water sheening her eyes. She opened and closed her mouth three times, when Johanna spoke what Elizabeth could not say.

      “Because she’s dead.”
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      “What do you mean she’s dead?” I don’t know who asked the question, but between Elizabeth’s shaking and Johanna’s pained expression, I didn’t doubt it.

      “I mean she died. Her soul is…beyond here now,” Johanna said slowly, weariness weighing on her slender shoulders. Blair blinked once, frozen in the moment.

      “Beyond here?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. “And how would you know that?” I was more than a little defensive after the questioning I’d just received. Johanna’s lips thinned as she turned her glowing gold eyes on me.

      “Her soul is lingering to say goodbye,” Johanna said, both by way of answering and a non-too-subtle reminder of who she was and what this meant.

      “Goodbye?” Blair murmured, like it was only just sinking in.

      I pressed my lips together and averted my gaze.

      Not in my life had I cared for Mariana, but I never wished her dead either. With her gone, our trail ended in smoke. I knew that’s what I shouldn’t be thinking right now. I knew I should probably be shocked. Sad even. But there was simply no room left inside me for grief.

      No room left to mourn.

      No room left to…break.

      Not when my own sister’s death was still so fresh in my mind.

      Blair let out a choked sob, collapsing on the ground in front of the couch. She wasn’t loud and noisy like most people were. She was silent, in so much pain that she couldn’t move. She couldn’t cry. She probably couldn’t think. I knew what that felt like. I remembered the day my parents died.

      Johanna slowly eased herself away from the couch, coming to crouch in front of my cousin. Whatever pity she felt, it didn’t show on her face. She leaned forward, offering Blair her hands. “She cannot stay for very long, Blair. It’s not the way of the world, but you can see her one last time to say goodbye. Take my hands.”

      Blair latched her fingers around Johanna’s, squeezing so tight Johanna’s fingertips looked swollen, but she didn’t complain.

      “Mom?” she asked tentatively. She blinked twice, like she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. I squinted at the spot she was staring at but saw nothing. Mariana must have said something because both girls were crying within seconds.

      “I love you too, Mom. I’m sorry I didn’t understand. I didn’t know.”

      “Didn’t know what?” Violet asked.

      “I’m not asking her right now. This is her goodbye,” I whispered back even though it was only in my mind. The moment was both so touching and utterly tragic because not a person in this room hadn’t suffered. Not a single person.

      “I’m so sorry, Mom. I’m sorry I didn’t call. I didn’t warn you—I…I thought it was better if we didn’t call. I thought you would be safe. I’m so sorry, Mom. I’m so sorry.” She repeated it over and over again, closing her eyes and surrendering to the tears that froze and clung to her skin. The temperature dropped a good ten degrees in seconds as Blair succumbed to grief.

      Right then, I knew. I just knew that Anastasia had something to do with this. It was too convenient. Too perfect. The same day I evaded her again, the only relative we had left that wasn’t with us died.

      “It’s almost time, Blair. She needs to cross.” Johanna was gentle, guiding as she spoke. I could tell it pained her to do this, that tonight would be rough on her when this was all said and done. Like everyone else, she had lost friends, family, only days ago. The death toll was mounting by the hour, and we were helpless to stop it right now.

      But not forever. We will avenge them. All of them.

      “I will kill them. I will kill every last one of them. I will make them hurt as you hurt. Please,” Blair pleaded. “Please don’t leave.” She blindly reached with one hand, and just for a second, I saw a ghost of something grab her hand.

      “I will protect her. I promise. I promise. Just please don’t leave.” Blair was on her knees begging. Reaching for the ghost of her mother, but it was too late. She begged, she cried, but in the end, there was nothing she could do.

      I knew the moment she was gone. The sudden unending sadness that seemed to consume the room as my cousin cried out. The floor turned to ice as Blair screamed.

      I think that was the moment my heart finally broke for her. Broke for her loss, when I thought I had nothing left to break. I got on my hands and knees and crawled across the icy floors, mentally shoving the geode table aside. Blair released Johanna’s hands, and collapsed into me. She didn’t shake the room with her grief, but she froze it. Ice crawled up the walls and across the ceiling. Blair and I curled together as I pulled her on my lap and rocked her back and forth.

      “Shhh…” I whispered, brushing her hair aside as it bled white from the roots to her ends. Her pain…I did not know how to ease it or make it better. I knew from experience nothing I did would help. It wasn’t about me, and therefore I could not fix it. I hated that. I hated myself, because just like my own sister, in the moment it mattered most, there was absolutely nothing I could do. For all my gifts and power, I could not heal anything I touched because I only knew how to destroy.

      “I will kill them,” Blair sobbed over and over again.

      I believed it. If her mother told her who killed her, Blair would hunt them to the ends of the earth. She would use every trick I’d taught her. She would craft a punishment just for them, but in the end, it wouldn’t bring Mariana back. None of us had that gift. None of us were saviors. We didn’t heal. We hurt. We killed. It’s what every single one of us had been trained to do, outside Elizabeth, but she was no exception.

      I turned a fraction to my youngest cousin. Her dark grey eyes swirled like the clouds of a coming storm. Unlike Blair, she hadn’t screamed or begged. She didn’t give apologies. She didn’t break. I despised her. Hated her, and yet, in that moment…she and I were the same.

      Both of us feeling in the only way we knew how. I held Blair through the shudders that racked her body, but Elizabeth, she held herself. Maybe it’s because she knew no one else would, or maybe it’s because she finally knew she was truly alone.

      I don’t know how much time passed, but we stayed in the living room that night. At some point in the early morning, people started to trickle back to their rooms. But not us. Blair and I stayed on that floor through the night while Alexandra watched from her place on the couch. We banded together to grieve our losses in our own ways.

      I didn’t cry because I had no more tears. I wondered if I ever would again, and decided it’s probably best if I didn’t. I thought I lost everything when Lily died. I thought I died too. Sitting here on the icy floor in a Vegas strip club…I still had something to fight for. People needed me. Maybe I would never be the same as I was, but could I really continue down the path I was on? Could I continue to strip myself of emotion, losing more of my humanity in the process?

      I had been through so much. Learned so much. To continue like this would be letting her win, letting Anastasia win. And that was something I simply could not allow.

      It was a tragedy what happened at Daizlei, but I could not let it be the end of me.

      Somehow.
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      “What in Nyx’s name happened?” Cade stood in front of the elevator, arms crossed and pissed off. I stretched languidly, popping my joints to relieve the tension within them.

      Ice still coated pretty much everything, but it was beginning to melt. The cold water made my clothes cling to my arms and legs like a second skin. I groaned, pulling myself out of the slush that was the apartment living room.

      “Hold that thought while we go change and wake the others,” I said.

      Fifteen minutes later, the group of us gathered in the magical elevator and we were on our way down.

      The tension was thick, suffocating, when the doors opened.

      Once again, the strip club was empty. Only this time we were meeting Tam, the alpha of the Las Vegas pack.

      “Hello, lovelies.”

      I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, but the man at the bar was not it. He was short, only an inch or two taller than me, wearing a glitter red vest and leather pants. His short black hair had spikes of blue and gold, complementing his sea-blue cat eyes. His smile was sneaky and goading, like he knew something we didn’t.

      “Tam,” Cade said by way of greeting. Tam smirked and led us to a lounge off to the side. His hips swung as he walked, reminding me of a cat that was full of itself. He sat fluid and graceful in the only armchair, throwing one leg over the arm like he was king. Think much of yourself?

      “Well, well. What do we have here?” he said, smacking his lips together obnoxiously. “The Wraith of London.” He eyed Johanna shrewdly but was already moving on before I could ask.

      “Heirs to Fortier, Graeme, and Kearney.” His eyes flicked between Oliver, Scarlett, and Liam.

      “The Maiden.” He gave Camilla a wink before turning borderline cold.

      “The right hand of Anastasia Fortescue.” Alec bristled under his passive aggressive glare.

      “Aaron White and his signasti, Nyx’s blessed. You are quite possibly the Council’s worst nightmare if the rumors are to be believed.” He grinned savagely at me, either not noticing everyone’s discomfort, or simply not caring.

      “And you brought friends. How delightful!” He nodded to the others, making the merely uncomfortable silence downright awkward.

      “Thank you for taking us in,” Johanna said diplomatically. I got the distinct impression she took it upon herself to thank him because it didn’t look like anybody else was going to.

      “It’s a pleasure to have so many interesting and highly sought-after people—”

      “They need to explain what happened last night,” Cade interrupted.

      “What happened last night?” Tam asked.

      I stayed quiet, twisting the ring on my pinky finger as Johanna gave him a recap of the night before. Blair clasped and unclasped her hands, twisting her fingers in a way that had to be uncomfortable. Her leg bounced up and down, thrumming so intensely that I doubt she knew she was doing it. I reached over and placed my hand on her knee, squeezing lightly. She stopped fidgeting instantly.

      “Sorry,” she murmured. I nodded once, noticing Tam out of the corner of my eye. He had moved his hands, drawn together in a steeple under his chin. His cunning cat eyes watched me with peculiarity.

      “You’re a demon? That is simply fascinating.” His shrewd smile didn’t win him any favors.

      “Part. I’m part demon.” His smile only widened.

      “And how did that come to be?” He phrased it as a question, but it was surely rhetorical. I didn’t know if he really wanted me to answer, or if his staring meant he wanted to figure out the puzzle himself.

      “They don’t know. And their only living relative that may have known died last night,” Johanna murmured. The red tinge around her eyes had finally faded, and here to replace it was the dark circles of sleep deprivation.

      Tam sat up straight, putting both legs on the ground in front of him. “Died?” he asked. Johanna nodded in confirmation. “How do you know?”

      “Because she came to me,” Elizabeth whispered. My eyes snapped to the girl curled tight in a ball. The lifeless expression on her face was ghostly. Callous.

      “She came to you?” he asked slowly, stroking the blue-tipped hairs on his chin. Elizabeth nodded robotically in response. “Did she say who killed her or why?” Elizabeth shrugged and turned to Blair. Even from across the room, the motion was clear.

      “Yes and no,” Blair said. She wasn’t whispering, but there was a hoarseness when she spoke. I had a damn good idea who was responsible, but I waited for Blair’s reply. “She told us someone was hunting her. That they wouldn’t let her go because she knew too much. After finding out they’re part demon…”—she swallowed hard, avoiding my gaze—“I can only assume it had something to do with them. It’s no secret Anastasia is hunting Selena, and no one knows why. Maybe my mom did. Maybe that’s why they killed her.”

      An uneasy sensation spread across my skin, like an itch just out of reach. There was something there, at the very corners of my mind, reaching out to me and trying to tell me something, but I didn’t know what.

      “Your mother had information and you think the Head of the Supernatural Council killed her for it? That’s a hefty claim, but I’ve heard worse. You got any proof to back it up?” Cade asked, his Adam’s apple bobbing.

      “They saw her ghost, not her body. I don’t see how you can expect proof of anything when Anastasia can slaughter a school without repercussions. If Mariana did have information, it probably died with her,” I said. Around me the club music turned on, EDM and R&B melting together to induce a euphoric mood, but there was nothing euphoric about the conversation we were having.

      “Unless she recorded it,” Elizabeth said.

      The skin on her face was drawn and tight, all semblance of the mourning daughter and pathetic prisoner wiped from her demeanor.

      “You think she recorded the killing?” I asked.

      “No. I think she recorded whatever she knew. My mother was a truthsayer, and it made her obsessive. She went over the edge when your mom died, thinking that people—someone—was trying to find us. If she learned something, then it’s somewhere in that house,” Elizabeth said. I wouldn’t argue that Mariana had been paranoid, but I don’t think I ever realized how deep that paranoia ran. I turned to Blair who had gone stiff.

      “Do you think it’s there? In the house?” I asked her. Elizabeth may not be at the top of my shit list or bound and gagged at the moment, but I didn’t trust her any more than I did before. Even grieving, I had no doubt she would put her own life first and try to escape if we gave her the chance.

      Blair stayed silent, her hands shifting uneasily. “If it exists, it’s there,” she whispered.

      “Well, that settles that. We need to find a way to get to her house, like, before whatever evidence that may be there of how we came to be ”—Alexandra paused, motioning between us—“is destroyed.”
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      We agreed we needed to find a way back to Michigan to search Mariana’s house, but no one knew of a way how. Not that didn’t risk us being attacked. Again.

      “Could you take us?” Amber asked Cade, batting her eyes a little bit like that would sweeten the deal.

      “No can do, babe. My powers have limits just as much as any other teleporter.” He ran a hand through his honey-colored hair, seeming unruffled by it. Admitting he couldn’t do something was acknowledging his own weakness by Supernatural standards. It was something most were ashamed of, embarrassed at the very least, and he didn’t even seem perturbed.

      Amber shrugged and looked at Tori who shook her head. “There’s no way I’ll be able to go that far with so many people,” Tori said. I wasn’t going to disagree. A few states with a couple people she could manage, but she wasn’t strong enough to hop across most of the country with this many people. Especially twice, so close together.

      “Hmm…” Tam said. He stroked his blue-tipped chin hairs into an inverted triangle. “Ordinarily I wouldn’t get behind this type of thing and risk angering the higher ups, but”—he tapped his fingertips together, shifting to give us his full attention—“finding out how a couple of part demons came to be is just too tempting to stop.” The wicked gleam in his eye made me stiffen. “Give me twenty-four hours and I will find a way to get you there,” he said.

      At that, Tam jumped to his feet and gave a small nod to the group before leaving. Cade untangled himself from Amber and escorted us back to the elevator. Once again, the doors magically opened without needing to be called. It was unnerving in a way, but it had me curious.

      “How does this thing work?” I asked, trailing behind the group. If you watched closely, the more people that entered it, the larger it grew.

      “Magic,” Cade said with a bit of flair. He clapped his hands together and gold sparks appeared in the air around him. I wasn’t impressed.

      “Obviously.”

      “The door is sentient. You think your request, and if it has access, it takes you there,” Aaron answered as I sagged against the wall. The doors closed behind me. Like last time, it started moving on its own.

      I scoffed. “Sentient? It’s not like it’s a living, breathing thing—”

      “I wouldn’t go around saying things you don’t know are certain,” Cade commented. I shot him a withering look.

      “What powers the elevator then?” I asked pointedly.

      “The ley lines,” Johanna answered. I turned to her and raised a questioning eyebrow. “Every black market is built on ley lines and they’re nearly as old as time itself,” she continued. “The elevator is the only door into and out of any black market. As times change, so does the door, but no one knows how or why.”

      “That’s why they call it sentient,” Aaron said. I glanced up to see him watching me. “It opens when it’s needed, and it takes you where you need to go.”

      “Then why don’t we take it to Mariana’s house?” I asked.

      “It can’t. It will go to any black market in the world, but that’s a risk we can’t take. This group showing up to the Detroit black market and then trying to get to your aunt’s house would be easily noticed,” Cade said.

      “Alec, could you—”

      “Potentially, but there are too many variables. This is a large group over a great distance. If I lost sight of anyone in the crowd, or if…one of you was in danger, I could lose my concentration and we’d all be exposed.” He shot a glance at Blair for a fraction of a second before looking away.

      “I guess we’ll see what Tam has to offer then. So, it can go to any black market, is that right, Cade?” I asked nonchalantly. Aaron tilted his head, his eyes narrowing just the slightest as Cade nodded in response.

      “The safe house isn’t a black market though,” I said as the doors beeped and slid open to reveal all the ice and water from Blair’s meltdown to be gone. The apartment looked much the same as when we’d entered it the first time.

      It was almost like…magic. Wild magic. Sentient magic.

      “The safe house is special for many reasons. That’s why it’s safe,” Cade smirked.

      The wheels were already turning in my head as I stepped off the magical elevator and began to plot.
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        * * *

      

      I waited until the others had gone to bed before I pulled on a pair of combat boots and approached the elevator. Taking a deep breath, I stared at the metal double doors. It could take me anywhere in the world, but I didn’t need to leave Vegas. I wanted to enter the parts of it that were hidden from the human world by the only thing more powerful than science. Magic.

      Swallowing any hesitation, I took my first step and the doors opened.

      The cold metal grey wasn’t a welcome sight, but it was a good sign. They hadn’t lied to me. Embracing the now or never mentality, I took one look behind me at the empty apartment and stepped inside, the doors closing behind me.

      Just like the other times I’d used it, there were no buttons to tell it where to go. I was supposed to trust it, but I couldn’t believe in such a superfluous ideal as trust anymore. Apprehension sat like a stone in my stomach, making me grimace as the elevator began to move. I hated enclosed spaces, and elevators were the worst.

      The ride was short. Abrupt. I held my breath as the doors slid open revealing a whole new world that was operating under the guise of night. I stepped out of the elevator, unsure if it really was the Las Vegas black market.

      A gust of wind swept down the alley, flinging my hair away from my face. I took in the scent of mold and magic, both pungent and strong. The bricks of the alleyway were black as onyx, the grey grout gleamed in the moonlight. At the end of the empty alley, people—no, not people—paranormals flooded the street. I crept closer, peeking my head around the corner.

      Either end extended farther than I could see with shops of every color. Across from me, a young Witch was running a gambling game that was roping in paranormals off the street. Next, a scarred Shifter woman was selling pelts far bigger than any animal I’d ever seen. She claimed they were Shifters that’d crossed her and this was how they paid their debt. The faint white bite marks around her neck made me disinclined to disagree with her.

      I stepped out of the shadows of the alley and hooked a left down the never-ending street. Up and down either side, young men and women of all species were offering their bodies or blood. The mercenaries, or drunken fools rather, boasted their killing abilities for hire to any that could afford their rate. Even better were the fighting pits, where crowds gathered to watch two people battle it to the death. In some cases, I thought the crowd was more worked up than the fighters themselves. The paranormals went into an all-out frenzy, betting on who they thought would come out on top. It was savage and gruesome and called to me in the worst way possible.

      I stayed near the outside edge of one pit, watching two particularly large Shifters swing at each other like beasts instead of men. They fought with a pure rage that resonated inside of me and made me barely able to turn my eyes away.

      The larger man was a brute by any definition. He threw his weight around like a hulking goliath, thinking he was too big to be taken down. The smaller guy, we’ll call him David, he was fast and he fought with heart. Goliath could put him down, but he couldn’t seem to keep him there. It was like every hit Goliath landed fueled David more, and something about that made me rage right along with him.

      It didn’t take long before I was pushing my way to the front of the crowd and staring down into the pit. Up close, it was clear that neither of them were small, but Goliath was a frickin monster by comparison. His mostly naked body was smudged with dirt and bleeding from the nicks that David got in on him. It didn’t compare to the hits David was receiving. I wasn’t sure how the guy was still standing, given the blood that coated his body.

      He needed to finish it fast or he was a goner. It seemed that David realized that about the same time I did.

      Faster than Goliath could react, the smaller guy swept his foot under him and sent his claws straight into the larger fighter’s throat. I couldn’t look away as David shredded his tendons and ligaments in half a second, and took his head clean off in the following.

      The crowd went wild, high off a good fight as money swapped hands. Not I though. I watched him, David, as he struggled to bottle that rage back up. His breathing slowed as he worked to ignore the crowds, and I knew right then that he could have ended the fight sooner. But he didn’t.

      Because like me, something in him wasn’t quite right. Something deadly and terrifying that the rest of the world was too frightened to even speak about. A rage so pure and potent that there was never any hope of taming it. The best we could do was keep that demon on a leash.

      It was that moment that I understood the stranger in the pit. He looked up at me—and I realized he wasn’t a stranger at all.

      He was Aaron White.

      And he’d just spotted me.
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      I locked eyes with him just long enough to see that spark of recognition. His eyes shifted from black as the alleyway bricks to pure gold. Aaron was pissed. He took a step towards me, his jaw tight with tension—and I ran.

      Backpedaling through the crowd, I dived down a narrow side alley, hoping to escape his notice. I had no doubt he would be hot on my trail, even after his fight, given the fury radiating off him through just a look.

      I was in deep, deep shit.

      Slinking down the row of tents, I could practically feel his anger pumping through my own veins. It was strong enough to make me stop short and catch my breath, reminding myself that the goddamn bond was probably acting up again. I grit my teeth against the string of curse words threatening to fly out of my mouth. Best save those for when he finds me.

      I didn’t even notice the jingling of wind chimes until a crooked black finger pointed at me and beckoned me closer. I paused, looking to either side. This woman seriously couldn’t be talking to me, could she? The old Witch nodded her head and revealed a row of yellow teeth.

      “Care to have your fortune told?” she asked. I almost said no and kept on walking, but there was something in her voice that made it sound like a test.

      “Sure. What’s it going to cost me?” The old woman smiled, but it wasn’t reassuring.

      “You’ve already paid,” she said cryptically. Before I could respond, Aaron’s anger hit me like a freight train, making my blood singe. He was getting closer.

      I took a breath and stepped into the tent, feeling a bit like the idiot girl in horror movies that forgets to lock the door.

      Inside her tent, a fire burned in a hearth, but it had no smoke. Next to it sat a table with two chairs and a black velvet bag. Along the edge were tables full of artifacts from all over the world, some magical, some unknown. Hanging above my head, wind chimes pealed as the tent flap fell closed behind me.

      The old woman kept her hood drawn, hiding half her face in the shadows as she pointed to the table. I took the hint and sat in one of the rickety old chairs. The Witch sat across from me.

      Reaching forward, she pulled on the drawstring of the velvet bag and held it up.

      “Take three,” she croaked. “If you dare.”

      I didn’t hesitate as I reached inside the bag and felt for three objects. The texture was recognizable immediately.

      What kind of Witch keeps a bag of bones in her shop? I meant it rhetorically, but Violet answered nonetheless.

      “The kind that walks with the Three-faced Goddess.”

      “Those are Witch tales, Violet. The ancients left us,” I said. She didn’t reply.

      The Witch pointed to the hearth beside us and said, “Throw them in the fire.”

      I did as I was told, mildly creeped out, but kind of curious. There was a popping sound as the bones shattered, turning black against the flames. That can’t be good.

      “Interesting…” she murmured.

      “What is?” I asked, more anxious than I’d originally thought I’d be. Violet’s response had me on edge, and I had no idea if this Witch could really see the future in a handful of blackened chicken bones.

      “You are on a dark path looking for revenge, but you do not have all the answers. There is knowledge being withheld from you.” Her voice took on that of someone who was young, but also middle-aged, and at the same time, very old. It was so contradictory. It made no sense, and the cold wind that swept through the tent had me shivering.

      “Hard times are ahead of you, child. Truths will be revealed that will make you question everything you know, and your decisions will change the very foundations of this world as we know it.” This fortune was oddly specific and vague at the same time, but the cold, bone-chilling tone of her voice had me questioning.

      “Trust in your signasti and the darkness inside, but do not trust the one who calls to you. She is not who you think.”

      The chunks of bone burst into ash, and I resisted the urge to jump to my feet. This was more than I bargained for, but I wasn’t running scared from an old women’s tent.

      The Witch let out a low chuckle and said, “You don’t scare easily. That’s good. You’ll need it.”

      Her voice had fallen back into the rasp of an old woman.

      “Need it for what?” I asked, hoping to get more information out of her. Whether it was true or not, she put on one hell of a show.

      “Your first trial approaches,” she said, falling into a coughing fit. She hacked twice and spat a wad of mucus into the fire. “Should you pass, we will meet again, and I will tell you a story. But should you fail, darkness will reign until the end of times.”

      “Uh huh,” I said, rising to my feet. End of times? What a crock.

      The Witch reached out, faster than I expected, and wrapped her cold, crooked fingers around my wrist. I looked up and found myself staring into eyes that changed like the shifting sands. They were red, and then yellow, but green, then blue. They were every color. “Who are you?”

      “Now, Selena,” she smirked. “What has Valda told you about asking the wrong questions. You already know the answer to that.”

      Valda? I frowned, but that’s when I realized just who I was staring at.

      I’d found her.

      The Crone with the third eye.

      I swallowed hard and blinked once, but when I opened my eyes, the scene had vanished. There was no tent, no Crone, hell, even the temperature had risen again. I blinked another ten times, looking around in every direction, but she was nowhere to be found.

      It was just me and her parting words in the same side alley I’d found her in, like it never happened.

      I had her. I lost her.

      How the hell do you lose a person and an entire tent of junk?

      I let out a string of curses under my breath, kicking at the air in frustration.

      It took me fifteen seconds to realize I was literally just standing in the middle of a street of tents with people moving around me. Taking a deep breath, I retraced my steps back down the row, waving off the different paranormals trying to approach me for any multitude of things.

      I’d just had an encounter with the Crone. The same damn Crone I had been trying to find for a week, and I didn’t realize it until she was gone. I could kick myself right now, but it wouldn’t appease the anger that pulsed in me.

      I rounded the corner to the main street where I’d taken off from the fighting ring, and of course, that’s exactly where Aaron was waiting for me. One second, I was wading through the crowd and making my way back towards the entrance, the next I had one massively pissed off Supernatural Shifter crossbreed dragging me into the gap between two tents.

      “What are you doing here?” he demanded.

      “I could ask you the same thing.” Dirt marks covered his face and arms, but his clothes were remarkably clean for someone that had been nearly naked and fighting in the pit. A thin sheen of sweat still lined his skin, glistening in the moonlight.

      “But you were supposed to lie low,” he growled.

      Like that made a difference? No one trusted me, and while that was understandable given the situation, he was the one down here killing people in a pit fight. I crossed my arms over my chest, glaring at him.

      “Why? So you could have all the fun down here ripping heads off people?” He opened his mouth, but I held up a hand for silence. “I don’t see why I’m the delicate China doll being told to stay in the goddamn safe house while you’re down here in a pit fight letting off steam. Does that seem fair to you? Because it doesn’t seem very fair to me.”

      I wasn’t going to mention what I felt standing outside that fight. Oh no. Just like I wasn’t bringing up the Crone. Not until I sorted out what the hell I was going to do.

      “Cade didn’t want you to leave because Anastasia put a price on your head, Selena. Which makes you very valuable, not just to the Supes that would turn you in, but to every other paranormal wanting to get ahold of the matter manipulator that led a Vampire invasion and collapsed Daizlei.” His eyes flashed with sympathy for a moment before hardening again. “I’m sorry, but they didn’t want to tell you after the last few days. I was outvoted, but I think you deserve the right to know why Tam didn’t want to take you in. Every paranormal in the world is looking for you right now.”

      That was—no—no—I mean, I did collapse the building—but—

      “That’s not what happened.” It was all I could think to say as the cold realization hit me. “But nobody knows that…because Anastasia and I look the same.”

      He nodded solemnly, some of the anger in his eyes seemed to have cooled, but I wasn’t finished with this conversation just yet.

      “I’m not staying cooped up in the safe house every day. I can’t do it.” He opened his mouth to argue with me, but I cut him a harsh glare. I swear to Nyx if he interrupts me, I’m going to punch him. “Listen to me. I get it. The whole world thinks I’m probably some kind of monster, and you know what? I kind of am.” That had him shutting up. His mouth closed so hard his teeth clinked.

      “That’s exactly why I can’t stay in the safe house though, because if I’m not doing something—anything—I will lose my mind. Ask Alexandra. Ask Blair. They will tell you what happens when I’m forced into a box. But don’t ask me to do this when it’s something not even you will do.” Aaron raised his brow and shook his head. I couldn’t tell if he was impressed or frustrated.

      “What if people see you—”

      “What if people see you?” I repeated back to him, clasping my hands together and raising a brow.

      “They won’t.”

      “That’s a bullshit answer,” I scoffed. “You have no way to guarantee that.”

      Thunder roared overhead, the declaration of an incoming storm. We weren’t done here. Not by a longshot, and I wasn’t going back to the safe house until I had some answers.

      “Actually, I do.” He paused, and I motioned for him to go on. “I can shift into anyone or any animal in the world. Currently, I look like some random Shifter off the streets, but it appears you can see through it now.”

      Of course, another awfully convenient ability no one tells me about until after the fact, but that wasn’t what snagged my attention. He said now. Like he was implying I couldn’t before…

      “How do you know I couldn’t see through it before?” I asked sharply. His body went tense and his jaw twitched. There was something he wasn’t telling me. Something that nagged at my memory like an itch I couldn’t scratch, telling me not to let him off the hook. “How do you know I couldn’t see through it before, but that I can now?” I asked him again.

      “Because tonight is the first time I’ve taken someone else’s form,” Aaron said slowly. “And you saw through it. You saw…me.” His eyes looked to the heavens and he smiled, just a little, like he thought something was funny.

      “Who?”

      His dropped his gaze to me and an almost painful look crossed his face. He knew what I was asking.

      Whose form did he take? My heart rattled as heat rushed to my head.

      I had a suspicion, but I would not say it. No…

      “Don’t be angry with me…”

      Not the best way to start a sentence. My suspicion mounted, and I steadied myself for the truth.

      “Whose form, Aaron?” I demanded for the last time. His smile turned sad and he quirked up his lips in a stupid half-smile that looked so familiar…

      “Lucas. I used to pretend to be Lucas.”

      He—I—we—I didn’t know what to say. But fortunately, I had Violet, and she knew how to think.

      “Don’t shut him out for this,” she said. Her presence brushed closer to my mind and a numbing cold followed it. It didn’t take all the bite out, but enough to sort through my mess of emotions.

      “He’s a liar, just the same as Lucas,” I snapped.

      “How often?” I ground the words out, but he knew what I was asking.

      “Often enough that I should be groveling right now,” he replied, pinching the bridge of his nose and sweeping his hand down his face. It was a motion I did frequently. A tell when I was stressed, but much like he’d taught himself Lucas’s half-smile, he also knew mine.

      “Then why aren’t you?”

      “You know why,” Violet responded.

      “I didn’t ask you,” I snapped back at her.

      “Because I’m not sorry for it and I’d be lying if I tried to grovel.” He stepped a foot closer and I moved a foot back. The thick material of one of the tents brushed against my back. “I’m sorry you’re pissed off by it, but I can’t be sorry I did it. You wouldn’t let me get close to you, and I couldn’t seem to stay away.”

      “He cares about you,” Violet grumbled. I mentally shoved her away and this time she moved willingly.

      “So you thought you’d impersonate my best friend? Did Lucas know about this?” I took another step back without thinking and stumbled in the tent fabric. Aaron grabbed me by my wrist and pulled me forward. My hands landed on his chest with a thud and my head spun.

      “Yes, he did,” he answered. “And he allowed it because he knew what you were to me and that if he tried to stop it, I would tell you and prevent him from ever having a chance at anything with you. He entered your life and stole you from me before I was ever given an opportunity, and after you made it clear you didn’t want me around, he and I came to an arrangement. So long as you were happy with him, I would stay out of your life. But I refused to keep you completely out of mine.” He swept back a stray lock of hair, tucking it behind my ear. “I trained with you as him most late nights you couldn’t sleep. I did the bulk of helping you study to pass our classes. I was the one that found you on the anniversary of your parents’ death, and the one who tracked you down in the warehouse after you went missing.”

      I knew I should pull away. I knew it with everything in me, and I couldn’t seem to. My body was frozen to the spot.

      “So, you see, I’ve actually been at your side since I found you. You just never knew it.” I swallowed hard as he ran his fingertips across my cheek.

      Part of me could understand his reasoning. A very, very small part of me even felt bad for him, but it wasn’t enough.

      “You…lied to me. You—you—” I couldn’t find the words to explain what he did. To tell him how it was so much worse than lying, because it was infinitely more complicated than that. He’d made me believe Lucas was someone he was not. I knew Lucas as intimately as I had ever known a person. I knew what he liked and didn’t like. I knew about his parents and his family. I knew what time he woke up every morning because he couldn’t sleep, and how restless he was late in the evenings…but I didn’t know if that was even Lucas. Was it him, or was it Aaron? And how had I never noticed the difference?

      This was wrong on so many levels. I could barely contain the anger boiling within me.

      “And you’ve never lied to me?” he asked as his fingertips brushed over my bottom lip. It snapped whatever trance I was in and I shoved him back.

      “We need to get back.” I turned on my heel to walk away and he grabbed my arm, stopping me in my tracks.

      “Be angry, but please don’t shut me out.” He didn’t plead and he didn’t beg. I could give him that. But I was in no frame of mind to talk about this.

      I was compromised.

      He didn’t know it yet, and it needed to stay that way.

      I jerked my arm from his grasp and stalked off into the dead of night, wondering if every moment I had wanted Lucas, I really wanted the man who betrayed me.
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      We returned without saying much of anything to each other and I didn’t sleep. Aaron spent hours in the bathroom and I could only assume it was to try to scrub the blood from his skin so thoroughly that maybe he could pretend he wasn’t that guy in the ring. Hide it just like he hid everything else.

      But I knew the truth now.

      And the truth is that he was just like me.

      We were both liars and killers. Maybe that’s why fate put us together.

      Because only someone just as ugly and depraved on the inside could ever possibly be made for me. The other half of my soul.

      It was sometime early the next morning that he finally came out of the bathroom. I didn’t say anything, and he didn’t comment as he laid on the other side of me. Our hearts beat in time with the crackling fireplace that never seemed to burn out. I felt the mattress sink as he rolled on his side, toward or away from me, I couldn’t tell. I was pretending to be asleep, and for the remainder of the night, he did too.

      Neither of us acknowledged our exhausted state the next morning when we rose with the dawn. I changed my clothes in an attempt to rid myself of the scent of smoke, but it clung to my skin. Snatching a new set of pants and a plain shirt, I locked myself in the bathroom and took another makeshift bath with a cup. Black particles swirled in the water as I scrubbed myself sterile with the lavender and honeysuckle soaps. Only after every hint of Aaron and the black market was down the drain did I set the cup down and turn the water off.

      “Selena?” Aaron said on the other side of the door, his voice hesitant.

      “What?”

      “Cade and Tam are here.” He didn’t wait for my reply before his footsteps trailed out of the bedroom.

      I dried quickly and subbed brushing my hair for shaking it like a wet dog as I dressed quickly. I was pulling my shirt down as I left the bedroom and I entered the living room to meet them. Tam quirked up an eyebrow in my direction, but I didn’t respond as took my place standing behind the couch. The sound of sizzling grease and scent of bacon drifted through the air as Amber strolled out of the kitchen holding a platter in her hand.

      “Have you figured out how to get us to Michigan and back?” Blair asked, sitting next to me. Dark circles lined her eyes, and her face was drawn, but determined.

      “We have actually,” Tam said pleasantly, stroking his beard.

      “Well, what is it?” Alexandra said impatiently. Tam turned his eyes on my sister and gave her a mischievous grin.

      “Patience, child. Good things come to those who wait.” Even as the words were coming out of his mouth, the elevator chimed and the doors slid open. A tall, dark-skinned man walked forward. He was thin, but under his plaid flannel shirt I could see respectable muscles. A belt buckle twice the size of my fist reflected the light at an awkward angle.

      I’d never seen a Witch dressed as a cowboy. This would be a first.

      “Who are you?” I asked bluntly. The man tipped his hat to me and turned to Tam.

      “This is Xellos, and he’s going to open a portal for you,” Tam said proudly. He gave him a feline smile and motioned him forward into the room.

      “How?” Amber asked, munching away at her bacon. She plopped down on the couch and kicked her feet up. The girl liked to pretend she didn’t have a care in the world, but few of us were afforded that luxury, and she wasn’t one of them.

      “By creating a rift in the dimension,” Johanna answered, coming around the corner. My eyebrows rose in skepticism.

      “A rift in the dimension?” I asked her. She sighed deeply. Tension coiled around her body like a vice, but she managed to give me a stiff nod before coming to a stop with her arms crossed over her chest. “Since when can Witches open rifts?”

      “Excuse me, miss.” Xellos dropped a hand to his belt as he swaggered into the living room like a good ol’ southern boy, not that he had much of the accent. His cinnamon colored eyes swept over me. “But since when did the matter manipulators return?”

      “Isn’t that the question we’d all like answered?” I replied softly. The others all pretended to find the particles of dust in the air just fascinating. All but one.

      Aaron lurked in the corner of the room, leaning against the only wall, half cast in shadow. His arms were crossed over his chest while he watched me with dark, unreadable eyes. I pushed him from my mind and turned back to the conversation at hand.

      “So you’re going to open a rift. How does a non-Supernatural go about something like this?” I asked, a note of my irritation creeping into my tone.

      “Very carefully,” Johanna muttered under her breath.

      “You seem to know an awful lot about this,” I noted. Johanna narrowed her eyes at me.

      “The rifts in this dimension are not meant to be opened. It is a dangerous task at best, and ends with everyone killed at its worst, because it requires infinitely more energy for a Witch to do it than a gifted teleporter,” she snapped back at me.

      “My question stands.”

      “She isn’t wrong,” the Witch stepped forward before the silence could crack whatever semblance of peace we’d been trying to hold together. “Opening a rift is not something most Witches can or should do. The consequences are…costly.”

      “But you can, right?” Alexandra asked. Xellos nodded once.

      “Of course he can,” Tam piped up, walking forward to loop an arm around the Witch’s waist. “Xellos has many gifts,” he purred.

      That explains a few things.

      “What’s the catch?” I asked.

      They turned their eyes to me and Xellos’s lips settled in a wary expression. Either he was born with it, or he made himself more powerful. But there was always a catch.

      “To open the rift, I will need someone who has been there to remain and act as the guide. Once the rift is open, I will need to tap the ley lines that fuel the black market. If I mess that up, the rift will do one of two things”—he paused, holding up one finger—“It will either close, killing any who are in it and trapping those who are already out on the other side.”

      I got the distinct impression that wasn’t the worst-case scenario, and it should have scared me more than it did.

      “Or?”

      He glanced at Johanna whose mouth formed a thin line.

      “The rift will expand until it implodes, killing everything for miles on both sides.”

      “And how likely is that to happen?”

      Once upon a time there was a small inner voice that wouldn’t have allowed me to ask that question. I would have deemed it too dangerous to attempt. Not worth the risk.

      It appeared that it, too, had died that night at Daizlei.

      “Difficult to say,” he said and rubbed the stubble alongside his jaw. “I’ve done this before, but I don’t make a habit of it. Probably wouldn’t be here if I did.”

      My heart beat steady as a drum, not changing tempo in the slightest at the possibility of a very imminent death. Thoughts about my sister swirled in the back of my mind, but I couldn’t give those power here and now.

      Those demons needed to stay buried for the time being.

      “How soon can we do this?” I asked.  Johanna went rigid as a board, and Oliver stepped forward in front of her, a blue energy swirling in his eyes, just waiting to be unleashed.

      “With all due respect, Xellos—Tam, this is quite a lofty risk for us to be taking for information that may or may not be there,” he said.

      “Feel free to stay here, Fortier,” I replied. He turned that icy gaze on me, taking a step forward.

      “You would do well to remember your place in all of this,” he growled.

      “You mean below you? Because I’m not a royal prick born with a silver spoon, is that it?” I replied, closing half the distance towards him. I would have moved the rest of it, had Aaron not intervened. One moment he stood stoic and watching, the next he was stepping in between us, making motions like he was going to restrain me.

      I stopped short, a wicked cold smile coming to my lips.

      “Selena, can we please—”

      I lifted my hand slowly, waiting for the flicker of fear in Aaron’s eyes, but it never came. His jaw tensed as the room held its breath. His hands clenched briefly at his sides. But his eyes never flickered in fear, and I didn’t like it. Not one bit.

      I flicked my fingers to the side to force him to move.

      My eyes dropped to that hand as I did it again.

      Nothing.

      Why was nothing—

      “Your powers won’t work on me. It’s part of the bond.”

      I didn’t let myself show how much his mention of the damn bond made me bristle. I didn’t want it. I didn’t need it, but yet again, the universe decided to screw me over. Not only is my soul shackled to this man, but my body, too, it appears.

      He couldn’t have my mind. That was blissfully untouched.

      “How inconvenient,” I said. My eyebrow twitched, and the couch Amber was sitting on shoved into the back of his legs. He fell backwards, clearing my path once again.

      “Selena,” Amber said in warning. It wasn’t a warning for me. It was a warning to me. I ignored her.

      “This is exactly what I’m talking about. She’s out of control—”

      “Stop saying that.” I paused at the sound of Aaron’s voice. “She’s not out of control. She’s grieving just like the rest of us. Her aunt died last night. Her sister died less than a week ago. She has no family outside of those here. No nothing, and to add to it, the world has gone to shit while the bond madness is setting in.”

      The bond madness? A chill ran through me, but I held in the shudder.

      “She doesn’t even want the bloody bond. It’s only going to get worse,” Oliver said.

      “What she does or doesn’t want with the bond is none of your business. That is between her and I, Fortier.” The grave tone in Aaron’s voice left little room for discussion, not that Oliver pushed it.

      “Apologies for my insensitivities,” he told me. “But the point still stands. Her power is part of what got us into this mess. She should not be able to break shields without effort. She should not—”

      “You would think then”—I trailed my fingers along the back of the couch—“that you would believe it imperative that we find out how I came to be. If you are so threatened by my power.”

      Oliver scowled, cruel lines marring a more than handsome face.

      “You think you’re invincible because of your power and you dive into situations without having all the facts. One of these times, you’re going to get someone killed.” He stormed out of the room without waiting for a reply and Johanna went after him.

      If I hadn’t hesitated, Anastasia would be dead. Not her. Not Lily.

      I would take those words to my grave before I uttered them aloud.

      Xellos cleared his throat, making me painfully aware of our audience.

      “Well, don’t you all make a lively bunch,” Xellos chuckled, unperturbed. Tam had taken a place on the white sofa with his arms spread out along the back of it, his face calculating and unreadable.

      “How soon can we do this?” I repeated, already tired of dealing with them.

      “Three days. There are supplies I need to get, but I should have it together by then—if you want to go through with it, that is,” he said. I nodded once, ignoring the heavy feeling weighing down my chest.

      “You’re still breathing. Those are good enough odds for me.”

      I did not look to Aaron’s eyes as I walked by him on my way back to the room, afraid of what I might find there if I did.
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      With every day that passed, I lost a little bit more of my mind. My sanity. The hours blended together into a meaningless void that pulled me in and refused to let go.

      They hadn’t come. No one had.

      No one but Victor.

      He came and went as he pleased. Bringing gifts of lovely young girls that tasted like heaven.

      I was going to burn in hell.

      I deserved to burn in hell. The things I’d done. The actions I barely held myself back from doing. I swallowed hard on the stale air, breathing in little more than dust and the scent of sweet red wine. At least that’s what I preferred to call it.

      Blood was such a nasty term, with moral implications.

      And there was no room for such implications when you lived in a darkness where the only thing to be afraid of—was yourself.

      Footsteps echoed down the hall with a steady purpose. As sure as they were silent, at least to the others. I seemed to be more sensitive to these things. Noise. Sight. Touch. They said that’s natural. It’s normal. I tried not to think about it as the wooden door swung open.

      Victor.

      And my meal.

      Meal. My heart would have thumped in my chest at this. Under normal circumstances, I would have cringed. But there was nothing normal about dying, and then undying.

      Nothing normal about drinking this girl’s blood.

      I was an abomination. A thing. Something that shouldn’t be alive in any capacity.

      I…was a Vampire.

      My hands fisted in the material of my t-shirt in a vain attempt to show more control. To be better than I was. I gripped the fragile cotton and tried not to think about how long I’d been wearing this same shirt. How long had I been in here?

      It was impossible to tell without windows, but I had a decent idea. I spent every second of the day counting time while it drifted by unbroken, apart from these visits.

      “I’ve brought you dinner,” Victor said, not quite cheerful, but with as much happiness as one could have in a place like this. Where even the shadows cowered in fear at what went down within these walls.

      I nodded to him, going still as the girl walked forward on her own.

      They dressed her like a doll in a light blue dress. Cupped sleeves stopped short of her shoulders and cut across the girl’s clavicle, leaving her pretty porcelain neck bared to us monsters. She had rosy red cheeks and a mane full of chocolate curls that would have once made me jealous.

      She was absolutely stunning, and just a child.

      But it seemed that they had a taste for beautiful things here.

      The girl reached out to me with a tentative hand, running her feather soft fingers over my cheek. I inhaled sharply, out of habit more than anything, but it was a habit that backfired.

      My mouth watered at her scent. So sweet, but natural. Her blood was like a fresh plucked strawberry, just ripe with juice. Dripping with vitality. Completely and utterly alive.

      I leaned into her touch, unable to control myself again.

      My world faded to red the moment my teeth cut her skin.

      I gripped her wrist with a bone crushing strength that I battled to control. They brought me these lovely, sweet children as a reminder. As training. They were so much more breakable than grown creatures, and all the more succulent.

      Her legs began to tremble as she swayed before me, but curse me, I wanted more of these precious few moments where the dry scratchiness in my throat subsided and I felt alive. I fastened my teeth in more, trying to draw it out and make it last.

      To make myself last, just long enough for them to come for me.

      I told myself that three times before her eyelids fluttered closed and her body sank against me. My teeth unlatched, my lips peeling themselves away from her skin while I shifted to hold her weight. Victor snapped his fingers once and someone came forward to take her back to wherever they kept human children, like her, that they dressed up and used to train the newly transitioned.

      Where the children came from, I did not know, but I did not ask either.

      “That was better. You didn’t break anything this time,” he told me. “Your master will be pleased.”

      That was code for my master won’t kill me. Not yet, anyways.

      I chose not to respond and opted for keeping my eyes averted. He liked it when I was submissive. He was…kinder—if there was such a thing. More tolerable. Less caustic. But always callous.

      “M-must I work w-with children?” I stammered, keeping my eyes downcast.

      “Until you have proven yourself,” Victor replied. Fancy Oxfords stepped into my vision, stopping directly in front of me. The black stood stark against the gleaming, polished white marble, drawing my attention to the droplets of blood painting the floor.

      “How do I prove myself?” I asked.

      It was hardly more than a breath, whispered softly into the dank air that weighed heavier on my chest with every moment I sat here. Fingertips grazed my cheek, smooth as the satin sheets I sat upon. They trailed over my jaw, securing my chin. He lifted my face to his, a silent command.

      I raised my eyes obediently. Every thought. Every feeling. Every essence of me locked away, so deep that even they will not see. They will not know.

      “You wish to prove yourself to your master?” he asked softly. My lips parted as I gazed into his eyes. A blue so dark they were almost black and heated with something I needed him to feel.

      “Yes.”

      The smile he gave me would have stopped my heart, had it beat. The most beautiful man I had ever met, and he served the monster that did this to me.

      I couldn’t decide if it was karma or cruel, that his unwavering loyalty to this creature behind the curtain would be what earned me a smile. He had to believe it though. Believe that I wanted this.

      “My dear, I thought you would never ask.” He lowered himself to his knees before me, taking my face in his hands. “I knew you were different. Your master is going to be so very pleased, my beautiful flower. So very pleased.” The strength in his hands was unlike anything I’d ever felt, but I did not tremble. She would not want that.

      I smiled back at him, small and unassuming. Timid, but hopeful.

      Cunning, although he never saw it.

      If I was ever going to have a chance of surviving here, this was it.  My one opportunity to change the cards dealt.

      They will come, the small voice whispered inside of me.

      It was quieter with every day that passed.
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      I woke with an inaudible gasp, trembling in my own cold sweat. My limbs jerked restlessly as my mind came back to the body it was trapped in. Thin sheets tangled around me, sliding over my sensitive skin with an uncomfortable softness that sent me into sensory overload. I clenched my fists around the fabric, heaving in copious amounts of oxygen, attempting to calm my rapid beating heart and the demon that stirred just below the surface.

      “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      Without thinking, I turned my head to the voice that drew my attention. Aaron stood in the doorway of the bathroom. Firelight licked across his bare chest where condensation outlined every ridge and curvature that was him. In the dim light, his dark brown hair looked black and his onyx eyes were depthless. Gold flicked through them, like shooting stars against a moonless sky.

      “You didn’t wake me,” I said softly. My head was in pieces and my ordinarily cold shoulder couldn’t be found. I was too out of sorts for my liking. Too vulnerable to let myself occupy the same space as him and pretend that warmth didn’t stir in my chest. That embers weren’t beating against my iron heart, desperately trying to catch fire. All for this man.

      “You look nervous,” he said. His bare feet were silent against the hardwood floors as he slowly started towards me. I kicked the sheets away and swung my legs over the edge of the massive bed. It seemed that even when my head wasn’t working, my instincts were.

      “I’m not,” I snapped. My feet touched the floor and I moved to stand on shaky legs, but Aaron moved faster. In the blink of an eye, he went from five feet away to right before me. His toes were only a hairsbreadth from mine, and my quaking limbs caused my chest to brush against his.

      “Then why are you shaking?” he asked. His right hand shot forward and looped around my waist, pulling my shuddering body flush against his.

      I glared daggers up at him but didn’t give him the satisfaction of replying. My nightmares had a lot more to do with my body’s reaction than his presence, but saying so would only open myself up to a whole new line of questioning, and the scent of smoke and savagery was already getting to me.

      “Get off me.” I shoved at him with both hands, but he didn’t give. It was like slapping concrete. He was sturdier. Stronger. Because Aaron actually had the power to withstand me.

      “Tell me what has you trembling with…” He paused. His nostrils flared as he inhaled deeply. The gold flecks in his eyes compounded together in an explosion of fireworks, turning them nearly yellow. “Fear and…desire.”

      Damn him. Those words brushed against my skin like a drug straight to my system.

      “It’s none of your business.” I shoved him again and he held me tighter. His fingers wrapped around my hip, flexing against the thin t-shirt that kept my skin safe and protected from the likes of him.

      From situations like this happening.

      I should have worn a parka.

      “You’re my business,” he whispered in the hollow of my ear. I shivered under his touch and it had nothing to do with my weak muscles.

      “Spoken like a true asshole that thinks it’s okay to impersonate people,” I whispered back with bite. He chuckled darkly against my skin, his lips brushing against me. I went hot, then cold, as my body couldn’t decide whether to succumb to sensation or cramp so tightly I had a heart attack.

      “Spoken like someone that cares about you. I’m not an idiot. I know what you desire. What I don’t know…is why you’re afraid.” I froze in his arms, struck by the arrogance so similar to another man I let hold me close before I had the good sense to push him away.

      For all I know, they were one and the same.

      “You must be mistaken. I don’t feel fear.” I pushed just enough impassiveness into my tone that I came across as the cold-hearted demon I was. Or at least that I had been.

      “You’re mistaken if you think I buy that. I don’t need the bond to know you’re lying. I’ve spent a year watching you, waiting for you.” I sucked in a sharp breath and the air between my teeth hissed as I turned my face to his.

      “I wouldn’t hold your breath. You’re waiting for something that’s never going to happen. The bond isn’t complete, and I have no intention of going through the claiming,” I whispered. My breath fanned his face as I saw those dark eyes that I so loved to hate. It was easy for me to dislike him when he looked so like the demons that tortured me in flesh and mind. He let out the softest of growls as his eyes bled gold. Those combusting fireworks let up so much that there was not a shred of black when he looked at me, and it was this look, these eyes, that I had a much harder time with.

      He was no longer reminiscent of a demon, but the most beautiful creature I had ever seen. Brimming with power I had yet to discover inside him. Sensual, yet savage. Bloodthirsty as I.

      When he was like this, he was the one and only creature that could stare at me without an ounce of fear, and I hated him for it.

      “You make a lot of empty threats regarding a bond you choose to know nothing about. The madness is already eating at you, and I’m the only one that can stop it. I don’t need to hold my breath, little signasti. You will come to me, and we will complete it. Of that I am absolutely sure.” Wind and smoke invaded my senses, drowning me in his scent. The heady combination of that scent and soap paired lovingly with the heat of the fire and warmth of his hands. My shaking legs went utterly still, pressed between him and the edge of a very large bed.

      “You make a lot of promises for a man that knows nothing about me,” I replied. If only my voice was half as steady as my legs.

      Aaron gripped me tighter, but it wasn’t painful, as he took a haggard breath.

      “I watched you with another man for a year. I tried to leave you be, to give you time, and if he could have made you happy”—his voice trailed off into heavy silence, cutting me more than I cared to admit—“I would have let you go. I would have found a way.” His eyes flicked to my mouth and those embers in my chest began to grow.

      “Is that why you impersonated him and never told me? Or why you strung my sister along for months?” I said harshly. It was angry and spiteful and gave him all the ammunition he needed to know that I cared.

      I blinked once as the realization hit me. I cared. Sure, it was a dark and twisted way of it, but deep down, some part of me chafed against him dating my sister and it always had. It chafed because I cared about a man because of a bond I did not want. A bond I could only assume was the basis for everything between us, and the reason my body and soul betrayed my so very apathetic mind.

      The reason I couldn’t truly hate him, despite what he’d done.

      “You can be pissed about me being Lucas, but don’t throw Alexandra in my face, Selena. I dated her because it was the only way I felt I could be close to you. Your very soul sought me out, but you chose to be blind and pin it on Lucas. You chose to deny not only yourself, but me as well.” His words were angry, furious really, and they ignited those embers into a fire that heated even iron and it had the potential to consume me.

      “Get your hands off me, or else—”

      “Or else what?” he asked, his face only inches from mine. I hadn’t realized how close we were until it was too late. “Or else you’ll continue to snap at me as a means of deflecting the truth? Or else you’ll push me away because it’s easier than admitting that you’re attracted to me? Or, even better, you’ll keep lying to yourself and choosing to see me as evil—because you can’t stomach that I give a damn about you and chose to put you before everything in my life—despite knowing that you may never care enough to even look at me as a person because you fear me?”

      My mouth went dry as my lips parted.

      He thinks…he thinks I’m afraid of him?

      If it were anyone else, I would laugh at such an obscene statement, but…it was Aaron. His heart beat as slow and steady as mine did. After a year together, I hadn’t noticed until now that our hearts beat in sync. Forever locked in a dance of life and blood.

      “You think I’m afraid of you?” I asked, my lips looming even closer to his.

      “Yes, but not in the way you think,” he replied softly.

      “Oh?”

      “You fear me because you know I’m the only one that will ever truly understand you.”

      I never told him that. Never even hinted at it…yet somehow, he was seeing what I myself was only just coming to realize. One of the many reasons, but perhaps the most important, for why I needed to stay away from him.

      I realized it when I saw him fight to the death for nothing to gain but pure savage release.

      We were so alike in the ways that no one else saw that it didn’t just scare me, it terrified me, because this man had a power that no other before him held.

      He had the ability to change me.

      Time froze as the silence slipped around us. Pressure built inside me. Climbing. Clawing. Higher and higher.

      And the one thing that I clung to throughout the years…snapped.

      My control broke for that moment suspended between time, as I—not him—leaned forward and closed the space between us.

      My lips touched his and there was nothing soft about the scorching heat that flooded me. I kissed him with a feral need that I didn’t understand but surrendered to anyway. My hands slid up his chest, my nails trailing over his bare skin as I went. Not hard enough to scratch, but enough to trigger a groan. I wrapped my arms around his neck, slipping my fingers through his still wet locks of hair.

      Aaron broke the kiss abruptly, but his lips continued to pepper me with sensations as he trailed them along my jaw. He stopped at the hollow of my ear and whispered, “You have no idea what you do to me.”

      I opened my mouth to refute that when he nipped sharply at my earlobe. Desire clenched in my abdomen as the bite acted as a line straight to the heat between my legs.

      A moan slipped out as I dug my fingers into his hair, pulling him closer. He breathed hard and heavy against the sensitive skin just below my ear. The feeling rattled me further and I didn’t snap at him when he hoisted me onto the bed, placing himself between the part of my legs.

      He released the tight hold he had on my waist to instead run his hands along my body. I arched into him, going against everything I believed in as I got caught up in the scent of wind and smoke. At least that’s what I told myself when his fingers slipped beneath my shirt.

      The shudders that racked my body were different than the muscle exhaustion that my nightmares caused. This kind of trembling was unlike anything I had ever known. Maybe it was because I never let anyone touch me. Maybe my skin really was too sensitive. Or maybe, Aaron had the power to elicit such a strong reaction because I was exhausted to the bone from fighting him.

      I once told Blair that I craved touch, but that wasn’t quite true.

      I craved his touch.

      As his fingers slid higher, my mind blacked out from sensation. A doorway appeared, brilliant and blinding against a world shrouded in darkness. Golden light slipped through the cracks, warming my skin without me even touching it.

      It wanted me to open it. To slip my hands around the handle and just tug.

      It would be so, so simple. So easy.

      Had Aaron not just pulled away.

      My conscience slammed into me as his hands fell to either side of me, pinning me to the bed with his strong body. His face was only inches away again, but the divide was enough to clear my senses.

      “That was a mistake,” I said hoarsely.

      “Would you have stopped if I didn’t?” he asked. The huskiness in his voice made me shiver again and he smirked.

      “This changes nothing,” I spat.

      “Yet you can’t answer the question.” We stared at each other, locked in a battle of wills before I averted my eyes and pushed him away. This time he moved.

      I practically ran from the room, only letting myself succumb to shaking once the door was closed. I stumbled to the couch as my mind tried to process what just happened and what I was feeling. He could probably hear me right now and knew how close my control came to shattering in front of him.

      I curled up alone on the couch, taking deep breaths that slowed my still racing heart. As the heaviness of sleep overcame me faster than normal, I realized in that place in between—that the darkness inside didn’t weigh as heavy on my broken soul right then, but I quickly forgot as the world faded black.
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      The comfortable cushion of the couch disappeared as a light sensation filled me. Almost like I was floating…or falling. Flying? That wasn’t right.

      My eyes opened a second too late as that feather padded cushion was replaced by a rock-hard curvature that didn’t give an inch when my shoulder blades impacted hard. My head whipped back with a thud as my arms flew out to catch myself.

      My fingers brushed against soft silken material and I frowned. Groaning, I moved to pull myself up to figure out what was going on. Shadows danced at the edges of my mind, waiting to pounce when they saw the chance. In the darkest corners and recesses, a monster—no, a demon—watched intently. Violet stood at its side.

      Warm arms wrapped around me, enveloping me in an all too familiar scent. It settled over me like a heavy fog I couldn’t shake, calming me against my will. The shadows dissipated instantly.

      “Let. Go. Of. Me,” I choked out, clenching my fists in the sheets on either side of us until they ripped. I should have recognized the gold canopy that hung far above me. I’d stared at it plenty into the sleepless hours of the night.

      “Couldn’t stay away, could you?” he murmured. His lips brushed my ear as he rested his cheek on my hair.

      “Goddamnit—”

      My cursing broke off abruptly as the door flung open. I turned my head to the copper curled spitfire that stood in the doorway. Her bleary, sleep-coated expression morphed into one of amusement as her lips tugged up into a satisfied smirk.

      “I see how it is,” Amber mussed, crossing her arms over her chest. Aaron growled under his breath and I tilted my head to see his face.

      “Get out of here, Amber,” he snapped at her. His eyes flashed between black and gold, but she didn’t cower like the others did. Like Lucas did.

      Lucas…his name hit me with a pang in my chest, but I wouldn’t think on that now.

      Vengeance would come for him soon enough once I sorted myself out.

      For now, I would let him remain at Anastasia’s side where he could see every reminder I left that I was alive and biding my time.

      “Does this mean she’s going to complete the bo—”

      I didn’t let her finish before I twisted sharply and slammed my elbow back into his jaw. Judging by the sharp pop, the bond didn’t inhibit me from hurting him. Just from using my abilities on him.

      Interesting…I tucked that thought away for a later time as I scrambled to get off of him and out of bed. I stumbled on the slick black marble, and without thinking, I flung out my hand to catch myself on the nightstand, accidentally taking off a chunk of wood in the process.

      I straightened slowly, feeling both their eyes on me as I opened my fingers and released a handful of ebony wood dust.

      “I’ll take that as a no,” Amber quipped. I cocked an eyebrow at her, ignoring the groaning man behind me that was creeping closer.

      “Is there a reason you keep barging in here to save him?” I asked, more amused than anything.

      “She has strong protection instincts. It’s nothing,” Aaron started to say. He halted his approach towards me, and instead slipped off the bed on the other end, giving me the much needed distance.

      “Liar.” His words were so smooth I wouldn’t have known better, if not for the scratching along the back of my neck that rubbed me wrong. I don’t know why or how, but somehow, I knew he was lying.

      Amber stepped forward, all traces of humor gone. “It’s not what you think,” she said.

      “Considering I don’t know what to think, that’s not a high bar,” I replied dryly. The air beside me rippled as they both stepped closer, and instinctively I wanted to back away.

      Distance. Distance was safe. Distance kept the emotions at bay. Distance—

      “We should just tell her the truth. Daizlei’s in the ground. She deserves to know,” Amber said, but she wasn’t speaking to me.

      Aaron stayed silent. Her glare persisted.

      “Asher Aaron White—”

      “Asher?” I asked.

      His first name was Asher? I glanced over his features, taking in the dark hair and flashing eyes. He always smelled like smoke. I suppose it was fitting that Asher was his real name.

      “She doesn’t even know your first name?” Amber asked. She facepalmed herself, letting out an annoyed groan.

      “Well I do now.”

      “You seriously need to be filling her in. It’s only a matter of time until your dad summons us, and she isn’t going to appr—”

      “She is standing right here,” I snapped. I hated being talked about like I wasn’t in the room. It transported me back to my first night at Daizlei all over again. Amber and Tori fighting, neither speaking to me like I wasn’t there.

      If only I knew then what I knew now. I would have…what would I have done?

      The question irritated me more than I wanted to admit, because I had no idea. It seemed that every time I thought I had it all figured out, I was blindsided by the truth of how little I knew. We weren’t raised in this world, but we were raised with the knowledge of it. Except even those memories weren’t quite accurate. Dreamland had proved that much, although I don’t know how. What had happened to my memories? Had they been altered? Changed? Or did I suppress them because they were too much?

      The lies mounted on all sides, but they didn’t stop there.

      I came to Daizlei and thought I found a home, only to be the one to put it in the ground.

      I befriended a boy I thought good and kind, and then he turned on me when I wouldn’t love him.

      I found a group of friends, only to be cleaved apart by the secrets we kept.

      And all along, I had an unbreakable bond with the one person that I resented most in my time at Daizlei. I went from loathing him, to tolerating him, to almost acceptance, and now…I didn’t know where we were or who I was.

      I had emotions. I didn’t feel a thing. Violet was my own insanity. Then she became the beacon of light. I was Supernatural. I was demon.

      The truth was I didn’t know anything.

      But as much as I needed to find answers, I needed space more.

      Without thinking, I walked to the other side of the room and tugged on my faded black boots. A leather jacket appeared out of thin air beside me and I pulled it on without hesitation. Behind me, their voices warbled and bled. I could hear them. I knew they were speaking, but the words themselves made no sense.

      I had fallen into an ocean so treacherous that nothing could reach me. Within myself, my head slipped below the waves. It was funny, in a dark sort of way, that I could withstand the hard things without crumbling—but something so small could trigger me.

      In the past, when I succumbed to such emotion, I chose limbo. Then, when my sister died, I chose Violet. Neither of those worked, so it was time to try something else.

      I crossed the threshold of the room and they followed me, but they weren’t fast enough to stop me from summoning an elevator.

      Magic. They called it magic.

      I called it freedom.

      I had one foot in the metal cage and the other in my marbled prison.

      Ten days. I hadn’t made it eleven with this group before the need to run kicked in. Fight or flight. Sink or swim.

      I descended deeper into the water than ever before. Me, my demon, and Violet.

      One of them grabbed my arm and tugged hard enough it would have yanked a lesser being five feet through the air. I simply stopped in my tracks.

      I couldn’t hear them, but it seemed that Aaron—Asher—had other ways to communicate than words or body language.

      “Don’t do this. Don’t run.” his voice whispered across my mind like a stray wind.

      “Outside,” I croaked. “I need to see the sunrise.”

      Those were the only words I could get out before the water dragged me under again, to where even wind could not reach and smoke could not follow.

      I stepped inside the elevator, barely aware of the two people that followed me in.

      The doors slid shut behind us, and before any of the others knew it—the three of us were gone.

      The elevator didn’t go far. It didn’t have to. I called upon it to take me out. To take me to the only place in this forsaken city where there were no lights. There were no humans.

      And I was only a face in the crowd.

      We went to the black market and no one attempted to stop me as the doors slid open again. I stepped out into the cold embrace of the early morning where twilight reigned supreme.

      A sky so dark it looked black still spanned one end of the alley to the other. I raced into the streets that I had only seen once before, not paying any mind to vendors or the array of creatures that walked these streets under a moonless night.

      This was a place of shadows and death. Of secrets and lies. It was where the darkest entities of this world did their dealings, and the monsters that never saw daylight lurked.

      It was where I felt most at home now, as I sank to my knees.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered as the light appeared on the horizon, chasing the darkest of blues. The light acted as an anchor, a signal that reached me even in the deepest parts of an ocean filled with blood. It was the blood I spilled. The pain I caused. The scars I bore. The secrets I killed for.

      It was the dawn, and it beckoned me forward.

      “I see the sun and still think of you. Not a day goes by that I don’t wonder what really happened, and the part I played.” My words were hardly more than a whisper, but I didn’t doubt the ears behind me were listening intently.

      Let them listen. This isn’t for them. It’s for me.

      “I wonder if you would be proud of the monster I’ve become,” I continued. The blinding light rose slowly but surely, and I didn’t blink. Not even once. “Or would you be ashamed? I failed you, father. I couldn’t keep my promise. I couldn’t protect them.” I took a stuttering breath, and my heart expanded and bruised as it fought with the bars of my ribcage that kept it contained.

      “I don’t know who or what I am anymore. Do I have you to thank for that? For the memories I was supposed to never remember? Or is there another?” My mutterings were the words of a drowning girl, trapped by things I couldn’t even comprehend.

      “I never understood when I was younger. I couldn’t make sense of why you pushed me, or the secrets you burdened me with that never should have seen the light of day. You taught me to fear them. To fear myself. So much so that I would die for them.” The first cracks of a burning star rose above the horizon, scorching my eyes blind.

      Still, I did not look away.

      “But I wasn’t the one who died.” If I could have cried, I would have. “Did you know that? Did you know it would be her? Did you know I would lose control and end her life?” A gust of wind slapped my face, blowing my shorn hair behind me.

      “I have to think you did. That you knew, somehow, the darkness that lives inside. You saw it. You fostered it. Mom thought you were breaking me, that it would destroy me, but I see it now. I see the truth, and it’s a terrible thing to behold.” The cold air made my throat burn and taste like blood. I licked my cracked lips, relishing the way they stung.

      “You did break me, Daddy. Over and over again. But every time, I came back. And you knew then that no one else—nothing else—would ever break me the same way. For every time I broke, I healed. I am strong because you made me strong, and maybe I’m not invincible—but if I could heal from what you did, then I will heal from this. One day.” My heart was an iron casket that contained the embers and ashes of a dead girl, but I was a phoenix.

      And from those ashes, I would rise again.

      Not as Violet. Not a demon. Not an unfeeling, rage-driven thing.

      I would rise from nothing, but for the life of me—even I couldn’t see what I would become.

      “One day I will be whole again, because anything else means she won. And if there’s anything you taught me, it’s to be spiteful enough to heal.”

      And then I broke.

      One by one the barriers in my heart and mind split apart at the seams. My chest cracked down the middle. Crashing, falling, tumbling into nothingness.

      Pain racked my body, hotter than hellfire and colder than the waves that held me below. The pain edged with grief and rage consumed me so wholly that I finally broke.

      I broke in the way that I wouldn’t let myself for Lily.

      I broke in a way that could only be described as a time bomb.

      For so long I ticked away as people chipped at my heart and humanity. It’s almost amusing that the thing that broke the dam within was so small. So simple.

      Amber talking over me served as a reminder from a time I thought I was whole. It sent me spiraling through memories in a way I never could have predicted. It triggered an avalanche inside of me that I had withheld for so long.

      But kneeling in the dirt, I made one last promise.

      And then I gave into the sobs as the sun rose in the sky.
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      There’s something to be said for feeling pain so acute that you literally black out from it, and that’s exactly what I did. At some point, the sobs and shudders became too great and it was only the warmth tethered around me that kept my mind from slipping into those watery depths again. Here in my mind, only an endless darkness existed.

      But I was not alone.

      “Am I in limbo?” I asked them. On one side Violet stood, on the other, my demon.

      “Not quite,” Violet replied.

      “What do you mean?” I looked from one to the other. It was a strange thing to come face-to-face with your demons. One, a glowing-eyed carbon copy that seemed to level up the more time that passed. The other, a dark-eyed version of myself that stared at me with a savageness that was all too familiar.

      “You are dreaming, for now. Your signasti is already trying to pull you back, but the dragon has assisted in keeping you here.” I circled them both, although there was no floor. Somehow my body stayed upright and moved just as if there was, even if I was in a place where only shadows and smoke existed. I suppose if my mind was to have a physical representation, this would be fitting.

      “The dragon?” I asked. She had given me bits and pieces of information before, and there was only one person that she had ever referred to that way. “You mean Johanna?”

      “They are one and the same,” Violet replied. About as straightforward as it usually gets with her.

      “Alright. Given how things were when I last saw her, I assume it’s not out of the kindness of her heart. So why am I here?”

      Violet’s lips curled up into a cruel smile. “Because it’s time,” she said simply.

      My heart stumbled in my chest as her eyes swept from me to the demon.

      The other.

      The very real entity I fought my entire life.

      “Time for what?” I asked, leery about where she was going. She smiled again, and this time, it held an edge of sadness.

      “Acceptance.”

      Acceptance?

      I wasn’t sure if I liked the direction this was headed.

      “You want me to accept that thing, don’t you?” There was a bite to my words, but not enough for what I knew Violet was asking.

      “I’m not asking you to do anything you aren’t ready for.” Her words were resigned, staunch, and unmoving. I crossed my arms over my chest and watched them both. Violet was cold, cruel, and clinical in her assessments. It made her my greatest advisor, even if I didn’t know who or what she was.

      “There’s more, isn’t there?”

      The grim resolve on her face spoke volumes. She nodded stiffly and my shoulders deflated. I didn’t expect her to offer her hand, and I was hesitant to take it after last time.

      “Let’s take a walk, shall we?” she said softly. Something about her tone left no room for discussion. I accepted her hand and found us transported yet again.

      The yellow house with a white picket fence was not what I expected. It looked the same as when I left it. Alpine Larch and all. I waded through the unkempt grass to the rock where I used to sit with my father while contemplating the universe.

      “When she first died, you tried to deny. You hoped. You pleaded, and eventually you were consumed in anger. Rage.” She took a seat beside me, kicking her legs out in front of her. “It led you to make a deal with me. To bargain for a revenge that has always been yours to take. I gave in and yielded to your desires because I care for you in a way I have not cared for another in a very long time.”

      On the other side of me, another sat. I didn’t look at the demon, but I sensed her. Similar, yet entirely different from Violet.

      “But when we surfaced from the veil, we were not complete. It made you even more unstable. Volatile. You turned on everyone in your life and alienated them. You fell into a depression of sorts. Grieving is what the humans call it, but you are a Supernatural and a demon. Grief is never so simple.”

      Spanning before us was the sunrise coming over the mountains. Only it was frozen, and we were suspended in time.

      “And then you broke. Again, except this time you want to change. You want to heal, but there is only one way how. The dragon knows this. Your signasti knows this. They will help you, but it is you who must do the work.” I dug my bare feet into the earth, flexing my toes around the bits of grass and compact dirt.

      Do the work?

      Why did it seem like this was only the beginning?

      “Because it is,” Violet replied. I wasn’t even phased that she answered it. Weirder things have happened. “The last step, and the hardest one to reach, is acceptance. If you want to feel and be whole, you must look at yourself and accept it. Just as you accepted me, you must make room for the demons. For the vulnerabilities. You must accept that you are who you are and take your destiny into your own hands—or history will repeat itself.”

      “Repeat itself?” I asked. Violet nodded solemnly.

      “You are not the first to come along with such great power. Your parents warned you what would happen should you stray down the road of every matter manipulator before you. They tried to fix you before you were even broken.” She sighed heavily and shook her head.

      “But I am broken,” I said. “And I don’t know how to put myself back together. But I don’t want to merge with that thing or be angry at the world anymore.” Violet made a tsk sound and clicked her tongue.

      “That thing is part of you and it always has been,” she said sternly. “You will never be whole without it. You have tried for years, and for years you have failed. If you truly want to get better, then you need to make some sacrifices and let go of your assumptions about how the world should work, or what your demon is.”

      If I ever had a moment in my life where I felt like I might be speaking with a higher power, this was it. Violet was giving me the ultimatum: get myself together and let go of all the rest…or be like this forever.

      Did I want to change enough to do that? Enough to be that?

      Yes. Yes, I did.

      To end the pain and the suffering, to give my life meaning again, to be able to continue without constantly feeling like I was jumping from one extreme to the other…I would do almost anything.

      I blinked, opening my mouth to tell her my decision, but we no longer sat on a rock beside an old tree. We stood in a room with black marbled floors, streaked with gold. Beside me, a canopy bed made of ebony wood held a frail girl wrapped in golden sheets. The firelight danced across her skin, paler than it’s ever been. Only once have I ever had an out of body experience like this, and it was just as trippy then.

      “Is that really me?” My voice never sounded so small.

      Violet nodded.

      “How? How is this possible?”

      “Time is passing faster than you realize. You spent more time in the darkness than before, and I could not reach you until you were ready to talk. It is only your strength and will of mind that is keeping you alive at this point.” Violet walked over and brushed the hair from the fragile girl’s face. She didn’t respond. Didn’t stir. “Eventually you will have to wake, and when you do, the choice will have to be made.”

      The choice.

      She said it like it was that simple. Like I could just choose to be normal.

      To be happy.

      “It is a choice. You don’t see that now because you’re so deep in your anger and grief that you think there is nothing you can do, but all that does is take away your authority. You can choose to be better. To be happy.” She raised her eyebrows and gave me a knowing look. “But you have to remember to choose that every day, in and out—and eventually it will come naturally.” I walked toward her and the girl on the bed. She was so very pale, and her hair so very dark, that her sallow cheeks and eyes looked like bruising.

      “If I choose to try and change, what will happen to me? To us?” I didn’t glance at my demon, but I could feel her shifting uneasily. Did she have thoughts? Feelings of her own? It seemed like she did, but then again, I had never acknowledged her. Never let her speak. I didn’t know.

      “You’re only going to get one shot at this, Selena. If you succeed, you will be more powerful than they ever imagined. You will change the world for the better.” I didn’t say anything as I stared at the girl in the bed. That couldn’t be me. It’s not possible. She looked like she was…dying.

      I was dying.

      “But if you fail, if you don’t accept yourself and your future—you will doom them all. Your enemies will win, and you very well may damn yourself to an eternity of madness. Your signasti too.”

      “I…” My voice trailed off before I could get the words out. “I don’t want to be the person I was…or am, but I don’t know how to get better. I don’t understand how to fix this, but I can’t live like this.” I swallowed hard.

      “Then you know what to do. You’ve known it all along,” Violet said to me. She gripped my hand in hers, giving me the strength I needed to look up. My demon stood across from us, watching me warily. She was as hesitant of me as I was of her.

      I steeled myself. Straightening my spine with a resolve that had my heart hammering as it pushed blood to my head. My ears pounded with a pressure that settled on me trying to force us together.

      “You have locked her away for so long that you are equally scared of each other. Neither of you are inherently evil, but you aren’t good either. You’re neutral beings, some of the only ones in existence.” I took a tentative step towards her and Violet walked beside me. Across the room, the demon took a step towards us. Raising her hand, a question in her eyes.

      “That gives you the power to choose, and your decisions will change the foundations of the world as we know it.”

      I’d heard those words before.

      From an old lady in a tent with a bag full of chicken bones and a yellow smile.

      “The Crone told me that,” I said.

      “If you succeed, it will not be the last time you see her,” Violet replied cryptically. How could she possibly know that? How could she know any of this?

      She looked at me and I stared into her hypnotic eyes. There was something about Violet I always found unsettling, like the color of her eyes itself held secrets.

      “I have no reason to believe you, but I don’t know who to trust when I can’t even trust myself,” I said. She raised her hand to my cheek and turned my face to the other entity: the demon that waited, hand raised and arms open.

      “You trust the people who have nothing to gain from you. Those who you’ve hurt, but that still try to help you. You look inside yourself and learn to love what you see. She is a part of you that has been waiting a very long time to be accepted.” The demon took another step towards me, and I took a shallow breath. “She helps you when you need her, and you lock her away every time. You want to know where to start? Look at her.”

      I did. I looked long and hard, watching the way she averted her eyes. Savage she may be, but that didn’t make her evil. Violet was telling the truth there. What merging with this being would do, I had no idea. It terrified me to consider it, but I had tried things my way and lost.

      If my way didn’t work, it was time to try another.

      Slowly, but steadily, I raised my hand.

      “Come,” I whispered, flinching at the hope in her eyes.

      Was I really so cruel not to see that before? So hopeless in myself that I didn’t look elsewhere, even at the thing living inside of me?

      Violet turned adjacent to me and held out her hand for the demon who took it. We stood as a married couple would, prepared to say our vows and promises. This joining would not be like any other. An unholy trinity.

      A chance at something new. A reach for balance.

      A gamble at what it means to be whole.

      I stared at my demon and I did not feel afraid.

      “You said I only get one shot,” I said under my breath. “Tell me what I have to do.”

      We made a pact, right then and there. A union, of sorts.

      Sealed by a single touch.

      I didn’t even get the chance to pray that I wasn’t a foolish idiot before my eyes cracked open.

      Awake and alive, after being gone far too long.
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      I gasped once, inhaling a breath of fresh air. My back arched off the bed, aching and stiff. How long had it been since I moved? I had no idea, but I was going to find out.

      Twisting my fingers in the silken bed sheets, I heaved myself up into a sitting position. My muscles protested loudly with a series of snaps and pops, but I was feeling better already. Lighter. Freer.

      Just as Violet promised, my demon was with us, experiencing all of these things as if it were the first time. I suppose it was for her since she had been locked up every time before. Already my mind was relaxing as a tension I didn’t know I had began to evaporate. She was content for us to move and stretch at will, not making any sudden grabs for power like before.

      Tentatively, I swung my legs around and shuffled closer to the foot of the bed. The firelight licked at my skin. I basked in its warm glow as I slipped my legs over the edge of the bed and extended both hands.

      The demon in me was mesmerized by the fire. It had never seen anything so pure. It danced on the edge of destruction, depending on how you used it. A contented warmth spread in my chest, and there was nothing unnatural or extreme about it this time. It didn’t burn.

      I crouched down before the fire, sinking to my knees on the plush rug. The fibers tickled my overly sensitive skin and a laugh escaped my lips.

      It wasn’t a caustic or cruel sound. More like wind chimes.

      Light and free. I had never felt so free.

      Without thinking, I extended my hands towards the fire, brushing my fingers over the flames.

      So warm… I could curl up inside of it. The flames didn’t move for me like they had my sister, but I was impervious nonetheless. They heated my skin, but they didn’t burn. They’d never burned. I guess I knew why now.

      Voices carried from down the hall. It was strange how they sounded so clear but not close. It didn’t make sense. I pulled back from the flames and rose to my feet. My legs were clothed in loose fitting sweatpants, and an obscenely large t-shirt bunched around my waist. If it weren’t for my butt, the pants would have fallen off.

      I turned away from the fire to search for clothes. The magic drawers ought to have something. I reached for the one that usually contained tops and pulled out the first thing I saw. Except…it was too big.

      That can’t be right.

      I placed it back in the drawer and pulled open another. Sweats. All the wrong size. Then I went to another. Jeans. Still far too large.

      Okay, looks like the magic safe house was broken because this was all meant for Aaron. Still, I dug through the drawers and the closet, and while all of it was men’s clothing, a few pieces looked like they might fit me. I swapped out the baggy t-shirt for one that I found in the back of the closet with The Beatles printed on it. It was still loose, but not so loose I was swimming in material.

      Pants were a bit trickier. I debated going in the boy short underwear, but I found a pair of male boxers that looked about the right length for actual shorts. After rolling them a couple of times, they fell to mid-thigh and fit me almost perfectly.

      I stepped out of the closet and looked to the door again. If I concentrated, I could hear a lot more than voices down the hall. Grunts and growls sounded further away, followed by a—was that howling?

      Must be the strip club, I supplied easily enough. That was a perfectly logical conclusion.

      My feet were silent as I padded across the cool marble floors. They didn’t feel as cold as they used to. Come to think of it, everything was warmer.

      That was a little odd, but maybe it was just me. I had no idea what effects my body would feel from merging with my demon. Whereas Violet by herself turned me cold, and I alone had been burning, this combination seemed to be the most comfortable.

      It was definitely the easiest on my mind.

      I hadn’t needed to focus on so many barriers now.

      It was refreshing.

      My fingers brushed over the door handle and I lightly opened it.

      But the safe house wasn’t what awaited me.

      While the bedroom was an exact copy of the one from the safe house, this living room was not. A crackling fireplace burned in the center with black leather couches positioned around it. The room was small. Cozy. It only had a single door apart from the one I stood in, and that one was framed by bookshelves on either side, and an abbreviated bookshelf sat snugly over the doorframe. They ran from the floor to the ceiling, roughly twelve feet above.

      So. Whoever lived here liked to read. I’ve heard of stranger things.

      What also surprised me was that it was entirely empty. I could have sworn I heard voices…my gaze went to the other door. The sounds were slightly more pronounced now, but still muffled. Whoever it was must be on the other side of that door.

      I crossed the living space, ignoring the tremble in my veins. My fingers closed around the handle as I took a deep breath. Somehow, the air tasted cleaner here.

      Well, that definitely can’t be right. There’s no way we could have left Las Vegas without me knowing.

      Or so I thought.

      It didn’t open to a room. It opened into a hallway. I popped my head out, and once again, no one was there. Only beige walls with fancy lighting. This door sat at the very end of the hallway, with six more doors on either side before it opened at the very end.

      I couldn’t tell anything more about it from here, except that it had an oddly familiar metal railing that shined in the startling light. I swallowed hard, cringing at the scratchiness of my throat. I needed something to drink when I found someone.

      My feet carried me down the hallway on their own accord. I hadn’t even realized I’d moved until I was standing at the very end looking over the railing. It opened into a large room that looked almost like a ballroom, just smaller. This landing was three floors up and it appeared the room had a semicircular shape. Down below, an opulent staircase led from the first to the second floor, but this floor didn’t have a connecting staircase. A simple elevator with one button was placed where the staircase was below.

      If I had to bet, that elevator was my magic elevator, but still left me with the question of where the hell am I?

      I eyed the drop from here to the floor below. It looked to be less than forty feet. Surely I could jump that? I’d jumped twice as far before, and while that was out of necessity, my demon was quite curious about the actual confines of my body now that all three of us were here.

      I didn’t think as I hooked my hand around the railing and swung myself over it. I was falling before it even occurred to me, and landing on the balls of my feet when a girl’s scream pierced my ears. I clapped my hands over them, flinching away from the noise.

      “Ohmigawd—are you alright—what just happened—who are you?”

      Her questions assaulted my senses, putting an end to my blissfully peaceful return to the world of the living. I eyed her cautiously, my demon both wary of another being so near us, and curious about the other living creature.

      She had beautiful dark brown locks of hair swept back into a French braid with a few loose strands framed around her face. Suddenly, her panicked reaction made sense. She couldn’t have been older than twelve or thirteen—and she certainly wasn’t like Milla, whose personality was quiet and reserved.

      “Do you need a doctor? That was like, an insane jump. Only a couple of Shifters I know could even make it, and no offense, but you’re looking a little wild, if you know what I mean.” The girl babbled on, completely oblivious to my lack of a response.

      “Where am I?” I rasped. It was nearly a croak, given how dry my throat was. I swallowed again, hoping to clear it.

      “Just outside Carson City, of course. This is the main residence,” she boasted proudly. A shadow of a girl I once knew shone in her face, but that was a different time. A life before monsters and demons, where the only thing we had to worry about was getting her through history.

      “Carson City?” She nodded. “As in Nevada?”

      Her nose scrunched as her eyebrows drew together. “Are you sure you’re alright from that fall?”

      “It wasn’t a fall. I jumped.” That didn’t seem to make her think any differently.

      “Right,” she drawled out. “Who did you say you were again?”

      I eyed her, weighing my suspicions back and forth.

      “Lena.” The young teenager clicked her tongue and motioned for me to follow her back up the staircase.

      “So, what brings you here, Lena?” she asked, clearly not buying my name. I trailed next to her, damn silent by comparison. She stomped like a herd of buffalo, and her voice hit an octave that made me wince when she spoke. Did she have to be so loud?

      Fortunately for her, the demon found her fascinating. I studied her while we walked, taking note of her lithe frame and honey-colored eyes. Half breed.

      “I’m not sure, really,” I replied, detailing the many hallways we passed by. It would be easy to get lost in this place without her, even with my sense of smell.

      “You don’t know why you’re here? Oh man…” She stopped and regarded me a bit more shrewdly. “I got an idea.”

      “Do you now?” I asked, a little amused. She beckoned me on, turning into a bigger hallway. This one followed into a very large room where several people were clustered about. I took in the broad stature and height of the men as they looked up. None of them were familiar, and that didn’t sit well with me, or my demon. She regarded them as a threat.

      The younger girl didn’t seem to skip a beat as she went up to them, asking if they knew me. Every single one shook their heads and before she could ask any further questions, a shout echoed from the balcony outside. I crossed the foyer, stepping around the strange men entirely, and emerged on a white marbled terrace.

      And what I saw went beyond my wildest dreams.

      I want to call it a yard, but a green space this large couldn’t be considered that. It was easily the length of three football fields, and just as wide. Out in the very center, a contraption of some sort rose above everything else, even towering over the house.

      The base was like a giant corkboard that wrapped around like a cylinder. Stacked a good twenty feet above it shifted to solid wood, or really, wood that was more akin to Swiss cheese. Giant spikes poked out of holes in it, almost impaling a man attempting to climb it. I grimaced at the realization that it was an obstacle course, not all that different from the simulator at Daizlei. The next level started at least forty feet above the ground and I had no words for it. The hall of spinning knives came to mind as I stared at the inner workings of several layers of pendulums. The metal glinted in the sunlight as they swung ready to strike.

      Not that anyone seemed to get that far.

      Beyond the device that drew my attention, hundreds of men and women sparred in the field. Some fought with weapons, others their hands and feet. Even more odd were the animals that attacked each other. Massive grizzlies that stood over ten feet tall. Wolves of every size and color. Birds of prey with wing spans twenty feet wide. Hell, there was even a hippo tromping through as it let out an angry roar and proceeded to sit and roll, causing the three large cats trying to pounce on it to run for their lives.

      I’d run, too, if an almost two ton herbivore tried to roll over me.

      The girl’s words came back to me.

      Shifters. These were Shifters.

      My gaze swept the grass looking for a recognizable face, but I didn’t have to wait long. The brown-haired beauty put two fingers to her lips and whistled sharply.

      I snarled at her without thinking as I clapped both hands over my ears.

      The entire yard came to a complete halt and looked to the girl.

      All but one.

      He was farther away from the house, sparring with five people: three men, two women. One of which had unmistakable red hair. The other, so blonde that dye could not achieve that color, and if that didn’t give her away, the sword of ice would have.

      My heart surged in my chest as the demon instinctively reached for them, and by extension, I did as well. I swung my legs over the balcony, ignoring the shouts from below as I landed silently. The people—Shifters—parted before me. As a quiet hush fell over the yard, I paid them no mind, relishing the cracking of twigs and slick grass beneath my feet. They carried me far and fast across nearly two football fields. The girl followed behind me, although her tramping was beginning to get on my nerves. The demon found her utterly charming when she wasn’t loud as shit.

      How lucky for her.

      That thought died away as I stepped past the last of the Shifters that stood waiting. Watching.

      Just as quickly as I reached the people I sought, a wall of men appeared before me, brandishing swords.

      I stopped instantly, knowing there were more at my back.

      The hair on my arms rose at the perceived threat. None of us— me, Violet, or the demon—were going to tolerate that.

      “Who are you?” one of them asked. I wondered why I was getting asked that so much. Surely if my sister and cousin were out here, they would have some idea who I was?

      Yet it seemed no one did.

      “Move.”

      It was a single word, and the only command I would give before parting them myself. The air held still as I raised my eyes to the man directly in front of me. He was easily twice my weight, and there were a good twenty of them surrounding me.

      But they were the ones who should be afraid.

      No one keeps me from what’s mine.

      “Who are you?” he asked again. Behind him, the clash of swords clanged again before halting.

      I hadn’t used my power since coming back. Just as I heard all that was around me, I felt it too. There was a shift in the air as someone drew a bowstring. It was easily a hundred yards away, but I heard it as if it were right beside me. I tasted the change in the wind.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” I whispered. The Shifter in front of me frowned, his eyes drifting from me to what I knew to be the archer far behind. His eyes narrowed just the slightest when the arrow released, and I spun on my heel bringing my hand up to catch it only two inches from my face.

      First, there was an audible intake of breath. It seemed the crowd only then realized that something very different walked amongst them. Then there was a cry to stop as I threw the arrow with pinpoint accuracy—back at the archer. It sailed straight and true, landing with a thunk in the wooden post just above his head, nestled between his curly hair.

      “Selena?”

      One single word shouldn’t hold so much anguish, but my name did, and I knew the voice as well as I knew my own. I sighed softly as I turned back to the wall of men. They had parted, and there, before me, was Aaron.

      I didn’t even know what I was supposed to call him now. I had only just found out his name when everything happened. It was odd. Awkward.

      “Selena!” another voice nearly yelled. I flinched at the volume but resisted covering my ears again. Since when did everyone speak so loudly?

      “Anyone care to tell me where we are?” I asked, searching the faces behind him. There were so many people here. Too many. It set me and my demon on edge. Was it strange that I didn’t view us separately like I did Violet? I wasn’t certain. Maybe that was part of it.

      Footsteps trampled grass, almost as quiet as my own. My sister and cousin ran for me, but it was not them who swept me into a tight embrace.

      It was Aaron.

      His arms wrapped around me, cradling me close. I always thought his scent was understated while clinging to everything, but I realized it now invaded every particle of air. Smoke wasn’t a strong enough word for it. It was a smoldering fire. Crackling flames and just the briefest hint of something I couldn’t name.

      I allowed it, for a moment. The last memories I had of being awake where gut wrenching and terrible. I had collapsed in the middle of the black market, but he held me together. He didn’t pull me away from the sunrise until the screaming started. Screaming that I knew without asking was my own.

      Another twig snapped, and the man that had his arms wrapped around me bristled. Instantly, the demon went on the offensive too. But not for my sake.

      Oh no.

      She viewed them as a threat to him.

      Goddamnit. I wondered what the consequences would be. When they would hit me.

      I suppose they could have been worse, or at least that’s what I shrugged it off as while I twisted in his arms.

      A statuesque blonde with bright blue eyes watched us, two male Shifters at her side. It wasn’t really me she was watching, but him.

      “Who is this?” she asked sharply.

      My fingers curled and uncurled as I pinned her with a level stare. Her eyes flicked to my hands and narrowed.

      “And why is she wearing your clothes?” the girl continued.

      Of course, Aaron decides right here that now is the moment to make my big introduction. If only he could have done it with less snarling.

      “This is my signasti. Selena.”

      I pulled back from him, batting away his clinging arms. With this many people around, I wasn’t comfortable being close to anyone. It made me restless.

      “Signasti?” the girl asked slowly, like she misunderstood.

      I ignored her and instead turned to my sister and Blair.

      Now that I had parted from Aaron, they didn’t seem to have any qualms with running forward and throwing their arms around me. The comfortable warmth from earlier spread throughout my limbs. They were alive and well.

      But something had clearly happened here.

      “We were worried about you. Don’t ever scare us like that again,” Blair whispered against me.

      “What are you talking about?”

      They both froze and a sense of dread settled in my stomach. It wasn’t as hard not to succumb as before, but the darkness still edged my emotions. At least the darker ones.

      “I don’t know how to tell you this…” Blair said as she pulled back a little.

      “Just spit it out.” That came out harsher than I intended.

      “You’ve been asleep for a long time,” Blair supplied, glancing to Alexandra for help. My sister’s lips pressed together as she cupped my face.

      “How long is a long time?” I asked.

      “Two and a half months. It’s mid-November.”

      I think the world dropped out from under me.

      My feet lost their balance as I stumbled back, fighting for control of shaky legs. No one made to move towards me as I stared between the three of them bewildered.

      I was asleep for over two months? November? I’m seventeen now?

      What had happened? How was that even possible?

      For every question I had, another followed it.

      I searched desperately for something—someone—that could make sense of it all.

      No one wanted to get near me. Not even Amber, who I had spotted just off to the side of the crowd. They were…scared of me. All but Aaron. He fearlessly approached me, hands held up in a posture of surrender.

      “Why don’t we go inside and talk?” His voice soothed me and I nodded slowly.

      “I would like that.”

      They had shocked me, and I wasn’t freaking out.

      Yet.

      I was…trying. Just as Violet told me. It wasn’t a lot, but it was a start.

      Let’s see how long it lasts.
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      We didn’t return to the room I had woken up in. This one had bookcases mounted along two walls, mismatched furniture, and a large weathered rug. A globe sat on one end table, ancient and peeling. The polish on the bookcases had clearly seen better days, and while the furniture was nice, it was also broken in. On the far wall, two French doors were slightly ajar, letting in a soft breeze that sent the billowing white curtains dancing.

      I walked to them, lifting my hand to catch the sheer material between my fingers. If a material could be creamy, that was the only way to describe the sensation. Somehow the thin curtains were supple, yet delicate.

      “I never thought I would be able to take joy in such small things. I woke up and the world feels different. I feel different,” I murmured.

      “We didn’t know if you were going to wake up,” Alexandra said. There was so much pain in her voice. So much hurt. And I had unintentionally put it there.

      “I always do.”

      “How much do you remember of what happened?” Blair asked me. She stepped forward and I turned to face her. To face them. Alexandra and Blair, two young women that hated each other and now found themselves standing on the same side. Amber and…Aaron. The two who saw my downfall. Strangely enough, no others had followed, though I was positive that they must be here.

      There was a time that I would have answered, enough, and made them accept it.

      But that answer wouldn’t do. Not anymore.

      “Bits and pieces. It’s hard to say really…” I swallowed hard, moving around them to take my seat in the only chair. They followed my lead, seating themselves.

      They thought I was going to run, I realized.

      “You always have before. It will take time for them to see,” Violet whispered.

      Time. Yes. The one thing we never seemed to have enough of.

      “You collapsed in the street and started talking to yourself. Then you started screaming. Do you know what happened after that?” Amber cut in. Her voice wasn’t gentle or coddling like the others were trying to be. I appreciated it. The last thing I wanted was to be coddled.

      “Amber,” Alexandra snapped.

      “Don’t,” she snapped back. There was more bite than I expected. “You didn’t see what I did. She leveled the market, Alexandra, and that’s not even—”

      “What? What did you just say?”

      I didn’t speak with anger or demands. It was small, like the broken person I was. A person only holding on by the tiniest of threads. I came back to do better. To be better.

      I hadn’t considered the mess I left behind.

      “You didn’t even realize, did you?” Alexandra asked, but it wasn’t really a question. She knew I didn’t. I could see it in her eyes. She was my sister, after all. If anyone here knew the madness that plagued me, it was her.

      I shook my head, averting my eyes to my lap.

      “Tell me everything,” I whispered.

      “You caused an earthquake,” Amber replied.

      Okay…at least she gave it to me straight.

      “How bad?”

      “It would have only been the black market, but somehow you tapped the ley line. The tremors reached as far as San Diego. Over two thousand people died,” Amber continued.

      Two thousand…?

      Just like that, and I didn’t even remember.

      My lips parted as the first inkling of ice ran through me. I shied away from it, pulling myself back to the present. The shadows danced but the demon banished them. It seemed that together we could do what I could not.

      If only that had been two and a half months ago.

      “How did you stop me?” I asked, my gaze darted to Alexandra, but she didn’t provide the answers.

      “We didn’t,” Amber replied. “He did.”

      My eyes shifted from her to Aaron, another pang filling my chest as I took him in.

      His cheeks were hollower than I remembered. His skin paler and almost…clammy? He looked damp, but not from sweat. His dark brown hair flopped across his forehead into his eyes. It was him, but he was not well.

      “How’d you do it?”

      “I spoke to you.”

      It could have only been the two of us in that moment for all I knew. If I was broken and he was the other half of my soul, did that also make him broken? Or was he the stronger half—the half that would make me whole? Our entire relationship was so messed up.

      It was hot and cold, filled with a passion that strayed so close to hate. I suppose they were two sides of the same coin. I couldn’t feel nothing for him, but I didn’t know what I was supposed to feel either.

      My demon wanted to reach for him. To soothe the crinkles in his brow, but I would not do that here. Not in front of all of them. There were things that needed to be said, but those words were private.

      “We should talk,” I settled on eventually. His expression stayed guarded, but he gave me a tight nod. It was a start. I was trying.

      “That’s long overdue,” Amber retorted.

      “What happens between her and I is none of your bus—”

      “I know,” I said.

      Aaron’s eyes flashed a question. So hopeful but scared to hope. Could I blame him? I’d done this to us, to him, to everyone. At the end of the day, it was my fault in every sense of the word. I needed to own up to that and be honest.

      The cold chip on her shoulder melted a little as Amber sighed.

      “You’re different,” she said. I cracked the first inklings of a smile.

      “I know that too.”

      Another breeze swept through the study and I lifted my face to greet it, relishing the coolness against my skin. I flicked my fingers and the doors slowly opened further, allowing a tidal wave to blow against my skin. It carried the voices from down below with it, melding with every beating heart and breath that my friends took. A lullaby meant only for my ears.

      The moment was surreal in every sense of the word.

      “I’ve done a lot of bad things, and I will probably do more before this war is over…but I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything I’ve done that has led us here. And I’m sorry for missing our birthday, Alexandra. You shouldn’t have been alone,” I said, my voice came out rasping and harsh. Then again, I think anyone’s would have.

      We descended into a comfortable silence and for once it wasn’t taut with some kind of pressure just waiting to break. There was no rush of power or heavy tension. Only the sound of breathing.

      I wouldn’t call myself a changed woman. Not yet—but one day—one day I would be. For now, I had reparations to make. Answers to find.

      Listen and learn. The words settled over me. Violet’s words.

      I once said that the greatest revenge came from knowing your enemy so intimately that you pitied them, but that wasn’t quite right. It came from knowing your enemy, understanding them, watching, until you had no choice but to love them—and in doing so, you had the power to break them.

      You can’t love someone if you can’t see outside yourself, and so my job was to listen, to learn, and to try.

      It was so simple, but the hardest things in life often are.

      “After the tremors died away”—Alexandra swallowed—“we told ourselves we would stay at the safe house for three days. Surely you would come back…but you never did. After five days, Aaron declared that he was leaving and taking you with.

      “We didn’t know what was wrong or how to help you. Your eyes were open, but no one was home. He could calm you, but he couldn’t pull you back to us. We were running out of options, and I wasn’t letting him take you anywhere without me.” Her eyes glistened with tears I wished she wouldn’t shed. Certainly not for my sake. “So we came with. Most of us. Elizabeth disappeared again in all of the commotion, and by the time someone realized…she was already gone.”

      “What about Cade and Tam?” I asked.

      “They stayed behind with Xellos for…damage control,” Alexandra said. I nodded. It made sense. “And Milla is staying with them to receive proper training.”

      “Training?”

      “She’s a Witch, and a very powerful one at that. Johanna thought it might be best if she could begin learning about her people with Xellos,” Aaron supplied. I nodded in agreement. She was only a child, not even thirteen. If sending her to Xellos would let her learn and keep her out of this war, I wouldn’t argue.

      Speaking of Xellos…

      “What about Michigan? Did you ever return to find out more about—”

      “The house was already burned down by the time we could leave to go,” Alexandra answered. Blair stiffened at the mention of her childhood home and the place her mother had likely died, but she didn’t speak.

      “I see…”

      Alexandra reached across the empty space and placed her hand on my bare leg.

      “We’ll figure out what happened, but it’s going to take time,” she said. I nodded again and her hand slipped away from my knee leaving me somewhat empty as the chill of the air settled inside.

      It always came back to time.

      I turned to Aaron and asked, “Why did you choose Carson City?”

      “It’s my father’s main residence.”

      Main residence…

      The main Shifter residence.

      And it belonged to his father.

      Which made him the…

      “Your father is the Alpha.”

      “Yes.”

      I nodded, more for them than for myself. They needed to know I was here. I was present, and I wasn’t freaking out. Yet.

      “And what does he think of all this?” I motioned to Alexandra, Blair, Amber, and myself. If we were here, then the others were as well.

      “My father has been working with the rebellion for some time now. Provided there is no danger to our people, he sees no problem with them being here,” Aaron supplied with a tight turn of his lips. It suddenly made a lot of sense how so many Shifters had tried to come between me and him. I probably looked like a crazy woman if I’d been asleep so long.

      “And me?”

      “You’re my signasti. You will always be welcome, no matter the circumstances.”

      That was an awfully altruistic view. Just goes to show how different Shifters and Supes really were.

      “Is there anything else I should know?” I asked.

      “My father and his guards have known you were here, but today is the first day the rest of the world learned of your existence.” He paused, his eyes flicking towards the heavens as he took a deep breath. “Most of my people will accept you as my signasti, but they are going to question you. A lot. That’s the Shifter way, but it’s nothing you can’t handle.”

      His unyielding faith scared the shit out of me, and for the first time since waking up, ice settled over me. It turned my fingers and bare feet cold, spreading from the outside in.

      Deep breaths, I reminded myself.

      In.

      Out.

      In.

      Out.

      You can do this. You are making a choice.

      A knock on the door came and Blair jumped to her feet to get it.

      “Please,” I whispered. She stilled halfway to the door. “I’m not ready to see anyone else yet. I need—” My voice cracked, and I swallowed the lump inside my throat that tried to silence me. “I need more time.”

      Blair nodded, and I had to avert my eyes to stop myself from lashing out at the pity I found in hers. I didn’t want pity from anyone, and that part of me would never change.

      I rose to my feet and walked to the balcony, trying to block out her voice as she whispered for them to leave. Whoever it was, they didn’t speak, but their footsteps echoed in my ears as they walked away.

      I had let myself break. The ocean pulled me under, and only the light of dawn drew me out. Then I slept. I slept for weeks. Months. Depression claimed me until I had no other choice but to come back to this world of the living and feel everything all over again.

      Last time, the sunrise broke me, but this time…I would look to the dusk.

      To the setting sun.

      “One day,” I whispered. It was my promise to myself.

      I swore it before the dawn, and now again before a dying day.

      There would be many, many days that I would falter and fail, but just as the sun always rose, again did it fall. I would not be the moon that eclipsed the world. I would be the sun.

      And one day I will rise, but for now…for now I must fall.
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      I stayed on the balcony for a long time. Long after Amber excused herself and Blair followed. Even Alexandra gave me space now that she was sure I wasn’t going to have a repeat.

      No one said it, but I could feel it in the air. Their pain. Their tension. The resigned sense of disappointment that I was back but somehow lacking. I was different, but not whole. I don’t think they recognized the girl that came back from the darkness, and maybe that was because they could not see me. They did not know what took place in my mind, or just how different I was. But the crippling sense that they somehow saw me as less stung.

      How do you fix that?

      The question echoed within me long after the skies turned from blue to black. Brilliant orbs of fire lit the night. Stars young and old, burning. Always burning. My father once told me that the stars were the last remnants of the ancients.

      That somewhere up there Nyx was locked in a burning prison.

      I always wondered if she was waiting for something, someone, that could set her free. After all, wouldn’t you want to be free from that kind of eternal hell? My father never answered me, but part of me now wondered if she did it to herself. If she couldn’t stand what she saw when she looked at the world, and so she locked herself away.

      Forever burning from what became of her children.

      Did she even try to fix us? Could she? And did I have any chance of freeing myself if even a Goddess preferred her prison to the world she created?

      The energy around me stirred as he walked out onto the balcony beside me.

      Silent footsteps. Slow beating heart. Steady, even breaths.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” he asked. His voice was deep, dark, and lovely.

      “I’m contemplating the secrets of the universe,” I replied, honest with him for the first time.

      “Let me know if you discover anything,” he said lightly. I wasn’t fooled by the nonchalance, but it was better than talking about heavier things.

      “I should probably figure out how to fix myself before I look at the rest of the world. With my track record, I’m more likely to break it,” I said, cringing once the words were out of my mouth. There was honesty, and then there was brutal self-loathing. I made a point to never show anyone how deep that streak ran, but my demon didn’t want to hide from him. I would have to be wary of that.

      “Or you could let him see it all,” Violet suggested, piping up from her corner. I could feel how much my demon eagerly agreed and I grimaced to keep from telling Violet to buzz off.

      “You have been through a lot and I don’t think anyone can blame you for struggling. It is not an easy transition for anyone, Supernatural or Shifter, when we come into the age of maturity. Yours has been made even more difficult,” he said. Was that…understanding in his voice? Was he trying to empathize with me?

      I glanced sideways, but his eyes were not on me. He looked to the night sky.

      “You’re only saying that because of who I am.”

      “You mean the first matter manipulator of the new age? Or a girl that lost her sister while trying to stay afloat?” My lips thinned into an even line. “I know what you’re referring to, Selena, but I am not blind to your faults because you are my signasti. I have never seen you as anything but what you are.”

      Unlike how I see you? I thought bitterly. Luckily this time, my thoughts stayed in my mind and didn’t come blurting out of my mouth.

      “Answer me this,” I said. “How can you stand to look at me—to save me—after what I did? How are you not afraid like the rest of them?”

      And the truth comes out. He nodded like he was expecting it. Maybe he was. Violet always found my questions quite predictable. I must be losing my touch.

      “Because I know the madness you walk in. I see your shadows, as you call them. I know how afraid you are of yourself, but most importantly, I see how much you want to change.” He paused, taking a deep breath. “And I know that if you can find it in yourself to be better, then so can I. You give me hope.”

      Hope.

      Such a sentimental feeling. Yet it was the only thing that stood between me and utter destruction. Hope that I could get better. Be better.

      “You’re quite the smooth talker when you want to be,” I said, pushing aside the light fluttering in my chest. He chuckled.

      “You would dismiss anything I said that didn’t line up with your own views of yourself,” he replied. I pursed my lips just a little as I considered it.

      “Perhaps.” It was the only acknowledgement I would give of just how close to the truth that statement was.

      We stood there well into the night, like two people getting to know each other for the first time.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t remember falling asleep but woke to light filtering through the dark curtains of Aaron’s room. It was the same one I’d woken in the first time, and just as empty. Beside me sat a folded note.

      

      Went for a run. – A.

      

      A run sounded blissful right about now. Nothing better to clear my head than the pumping of blood and muscle exhaustion. I hopped out of bed, raring to go. Not that I could actually do anything without real clothes, or shoes…come to think of it…when was the last time I showered?

      Footsteps approached the door, heavy and lumbering, but familiar. I opened the bedroom and crossed the small living space. My stomach rumbled as the smell of bacon and eggs hit me, and the smell of—was that coffee?

      I grasped the door handle and pulled it open. A wicked snap filled the air. The blood drained from my face as I took in the door dangling from my hand.

      “Ohmigawd—did you just take the door off—that’s like, the coolest thing ever!”

      I cringed, dropping the door to clap my hands over my ears as I jumped away from the obnoxious child.

      “Do you have to be so loud?” I snapped. That seemed to shut her up. She cocked an eyebrow, not even phased by my reprimand.

      “You really are his signasti, aren’t you?” I rolled my eyes at the smile on her face and motioned to the tray of food in her arms.

      “Is that for me?” I asked, jutting my chin towards her, still not willing to lower my hands until she could prove to speak in a reasonable tone.

      “Yup.”

      “You can leave it on the coffee table,” I said dismissively. Not that she paid any mind. She dropped the tray on the table and plonked her ass on the fluffy leather couch.

      “You seem kinda grouchy to be his signasti. I mean, don’t get me wrong, he’s no basket of sunshine either, but I just thought you were supposed to be the better half of him—”

      Does this girl ever shut up? I wanted to snap again, but my demon had other ideas. I settled for taking the chair across from her and sipping the coffee.

      “You seem to know a lot about me. Have any idea where I can find some clothes?” I asked her. She flicked her eyes across my makeshift outfit and wiggled her eyebrows. Good god, she was like a younger version of Amber—that somehow the demonic beast inside me found adorable.

      “He hasn’t gotten you any clothes yet? Typical. He probably wanted you to smell like him to ward off any other males. He’s a bit territorial like that. Gets it from our father, my aunt says, but you didn’t hear that from me.” She plucked a piece of bacon off my tray, completely oblivious to the little nugget she just gave me.

      “Your father?” I asked. At this point I would probably learn more just to let her keep talking. She didn’t seem to have any sort of filter on her. How lucky for me.

      “Oh yeah, he’s just like dad. Not that he sees it. If anything, he hovers even worse. Aunt Sarah says it’s an Alpha thing, but she’s an Alpha and you don’t see her going all growly over shit,” she said and then quickly cupped her hand over her mouth, her face going a little red. “Oops. Pretend you didn’t hear that. They don’t like it when I cuss.”

      Despite my initial urge to throttle her, I found myself smirking instead.

      “Don’t worry. I don’t care if you curse. It’ll be our little secret,” I said very seriously. You would think I hung the moon with the smile that broke across her face.

      “You know, I’m starting to see what he likes about you, Lena. I’m Keyla.” She half waved at me while taking another piece of bacon. I took a piece for myself, savoring the salty crunch. Yesterday I was too overwhelmed to eat, so food was another first for my demon, and it made me appreciate my first meal back a little more.

      “My name’s actually Selena,” I said, pausing to swallow. “I just don’t make a point of giving it out when I wake up in strange places.”

      “I know your name now, but I like Lena better. Plus, it’ll piss him off that I already have a nickname for you.” She cackled wickedly and I suddenly saw a glimpse of why my demon found her so endearing.

      Taking a bite of eggs, I continued. “Speaking of pissing him off…I’m feeling cooped up. I want to go on a run. You think you could help me find some clothes?” Maybe it was sneaky to manipulate a kid, but she wasn’t that much younger than me—and it’s not like she was entirely innocent.

      “That depends. Can I go running with you?”

      My eyes swept across her face. It was such an innocent question, but given what I woke up to yesterday, I hesitated, and only for a fraction of a second.

      “What? Think you’re too good for me?” she asked, a bit defensive.

      Why on earth would she assume that?

      “Not at all,” I replied. “I’m just surprised that you’re not afraid of me.” It was the honest truth and it would have been completely awkward had she not thrown her head back and laughed.

      “I’m not afraid of anyone. My dad’s the Shifter Alpha. You don’t get far being afraid of people,” she replied.

      “No,” I agreed. “You don’t.”

      “So, can I come with you?” she asked again.

      “Sure,” I nodded to her. “If you can keep up.”

      Her eyes sparkled at the challenge. “I’m the third fastest in our pack, second only to my cousin and brother. I can do better than keep up.”

      I smiled faintly at the confidence she exuded. My demon found her absolutely charming, and I guess I could kind of see it. She did bring me food after all.

      “Your cousin? They must be pretty fast if they outrun Aaron,” I mused, piling the last of my eggs onto a slice of toast.

      “You could say that. Amber’s next in line to be the alpha over the cats, and she’s got a gift for speed.” She snatched the last piece of bacon off my tray, completely oblivious to my pause.

      “Amber is pretty fast,” I agreed, chewing slowly.

      Amber? Amber was his cousin?

      That made so much sense, but why didn’t he say anything? I would have to ask…

      “You know her?” Keyla asked excitedly. “You must have gone to Daizlei with her before—”

      She broke off sharply, as if it only just registered with her that Daizlei was gone. I wonder if she would have gone there, had it not been wiped off the map. Clearly, she didn’t know the part I had to play in that.

      “Yeah, we were roommates at Daizlei,” I said softly, not thinking about all the people that have died since that night. Thinking on it did no one any good. “I didn’t know she and Aaron were related at the time though.”

      We sat in a slightly awkward but comfortable silence while I finished off my breakfast with haste and drained the coffee in large gulps.

      “Ready?” I asked her, getting to my feet. She jumped up next to me and led the way out, only sparing the door a brief glance.

      “We’re about the same height, don’t you think?” she asked, plowing down the hallway. It was a wonder she didn’t wake anyone else with how loud she was.

      “Yeah, about. Why?” I asked, coming up beside her as she stopped at a door at the very end of the hall overlooking the three floors drop I’d jumped yesterday.

      “Because if my brother sees you wearing the community clothes he’ll bitch at me for it later,” she answered, opening the door. Inside it was what could only be described as a preteen’s bedroom. Lime green walls assaulted my eyes almost as much as the smell that was coming from the door at the back. Clothes littered the floor, draped over the couches, a bra hanging off the lamp by her bed.

      It was the complete opposite from the room I was staying in, but again, it reminded me of a certain copper-haired roommate of mine that I’d shared space with for a year. Now I knew why.

      “Here, try these on.” She thrusted a wad of material towards me and I hoped she didn’t have an aversion to nakedness because that bathroom smelled seriously rank. I stripped right then and there, refusing to go another foot closer to what smelled suspiciously like a clogged toilet and rotten eggs.

      I slipped on the itty-bitty shorts she handed me. They were a near exact match to the spandex ones I wore for years, only a tad tighter. The plain black sports bra wasn’t quite as good a fit. She wasn’t nearly as chesty as me, but her rib cage was similar. I ended up with a good amount of cleavage, but my boobs pressed smack against my chest. It wasn’t perfect, but it’d do.

      “I think I should look for a t-shirt for you. My brother—”

      “Isn’t my keeper,” I said sharply. Normally I wouldn’t care all that much, but by no means was I letting him and his Alpha shit run my life. He’d seen me dress much the same and spar with many men over the last year. This wouldn’t be any different.

      “If you say so,” Keyla grinned. She changed into a matching set of workout clothes and passed me some fancy shoes. My sneakers before had been so old and used they nearly contoured to my feet, but these were almost new and light as a feather. I appreciated the snugness of how they fit, as perfect as you could get without breaking in. At least our shoe size was the same.

      “Alrighty, so we got a couple of options for running. We can either hit the gym and jump on some treadmills”—she paused at the purse of my lips—“Or we go outside and I’ll show you some gnarly trails around the residence.”

      “Trails,” I said.

      “A girl after my own heart,” she agreed. We exited through the elevator and went down to the first floor. While I had no qualms about jumping off buildings, it seemed the young half Shifter, half Supernatural had other ideas of a good time. Although, it did give me the chance to confirm that it was, indeed, the magic elevator. Which means we were either on a ley line, or a black market was around here somewhere. Possibly both.

      I followed beside her silently until I saw the double doors ahead that led out into a wide green space. Stopping dead in my tracks, I grabbed the younger girl’s wrist. I meant just to give her pause, but she snapped back to my chest like a rubber band, her head only missing mine because I thought to dodge it.

      “Whoa,” she said and blinked her eyes five times. “You got some serious strength, but why don’t you save the manhandling for my bro—unless you want to train in other ways. I’m damn good with a mace—”

      “Can we not go this way?” I asked, skipping straight over whatever other ideas she seemed to have about what her brother and I did.

      “Cutting through the training area is the fastest way to the trails,” she said, almost whining.

      “I’m not in the mood to meet anyone else new. Find another route,” I replied.

      She gave me an appraising sweep of her eyes before grumbling, “Fine.” She wrapped her hand around my elbow and started pulling me down a hallway. There were still Shifters and they paused to look, but there were less of them, so I took it as a win. The fewer people I had to see and answer to, the better for now.

      “There’s no way to avoid everyone entirely, but this way we should be going around the training yard instead of through it. Happy?” she asked, kicking open a door with an emergency exit sign over it.

      “Peachy.” She chuckled under her breath, the feminine version of Aaron if I ever heard it.

      In front of us, miles of woods covered the landscape, rising up to form mountains as far as the eye could see.

      “This way,” she grunted. I turned to follow her down the narrow strip of grass. The echoes and shouts were putting me on edge, but the clang of weapons had my palms sweating as we rounded the edge of the house. As she said, we wouldn’t be going through the yard, but around it. Not that it stopped people from staring as I went. I kept my head down and eyes averted, opting to stare at the young girl’s shoes instead.

      “What are you doing?” Keyla asked. We were only halfway across and the group of tigers next to us looked over almost…cautiously? Reserved?

      “Walking. What am I supposed to be doing?” I replied. She came to stand beside me instead of in front of me.

      “I’m not talking about your feet. I’m talking about your eyes. You’re staring at the ground like a weak Shifter,” she said, obviously upset.

      “I don’t care what they think and neither should you,” I replied. Clearly the girl still had more to learn.

      “But you should care,” she butted in, not willing to let it drop. “How do you expect to—”

      “Keyla. I don’t give a damn. I just want to go on a run. You can either drop it and come with me, or I’ll go by myself,” I said. She narrowed her eyes at me.

      “You wouldn’t dare,” she challenged.

      “Next time you see him, ask your brother what happens when people tell me that,” I replied, smirking at the memories. We’d passed through the majority of the yard and while I could feel eyes on my back as we walked, I paid them no mind.

      “You’re kind of spiteful, you know that?” she said.

      “You have no idea.”

      We didn’t even make it all the way across the training area before she broke into a run and I took off after her. My feet barely touched the ground as I quickly gained on her and had to slow myself just to not pass her.

      “Is that the best you’ve got?” I asked, heaving in crisp mountain air. My lungs tasted of blood and ice, but I relished in the pain. That sadistic part of me still fed on it.

      “Not even close,” she called back over the wind. She picked up her speed, but it wasn’t enough to outrun me. Not even close. We neared the edge of the training yard and I floored it. We hooked right, following a jagged trail that led off into the woods.

      Out here, I was one with the world. One with nature. This is what I was good at. Every part of me was blissfully at ease once we were away from the others. It was my demon’s first run, and the first thing that I found myself cherishing just as much as she.

      “Damn, you’re fast!” Keyla squawked from several yards behind me. I was impressed she even kept up this far.

      “Try to keep up!” I called over my shoulder and then I let loose. All inhibitions left me as I raced up and down hills, across a valley, and even jumping over a small river. I ran until I couldn’t, and not because I was tired, but because the trail disappeared.

      In front of me, a massive lake glistened in the early afternoon sun.

      I would think it was beautiful, if not for the flashing images of the hydra. It was doubtful that something that deadly lived out here, but that didn’t make the squirming in my chest any better.

      Endure it. Embrace it. Then you can control it.

      Another command of Violet’s. Another ultimatum, lest I bring about my own end.

      Enduring the slithering sensation across my chest was not the easiest. Not by a long shot. I inhaled slowly and focused on making my exhales twice as long. It helped to a certain extent, but after five minutes, the shadows started to creep into my vision and I knew it was my cue to go.

      “One day,” I whispered over the water.

      It was becoming my mantra to myself. My reminder of what I was fighting for.

      I retreated into the woods with one last look over my shoulder.

      I started my run back at a leisurely pace, wondering how long it would take Keyla to catch up. She wasn’t slow by anyone’s standards, but she wasn’t part demon either. To expect her to keep pace the whole way would have been unrealistic.

      My feet carried me swift and near silent through the woods. If not for my breathing and heartbeat, I would be a ghost. As it was, I moved fast enough that animals didn’t even notice something was in their midst until I was gone.

      It was freeing, in a way. To exist but not be seen.

      A shout, far in the distance, pulled me back. At the same moment, a stray wind carried a scent to me. Keyla. She wasn’t far.

      I picked up my speed down the trail, coming to a stop right in front of her.

      She didn’t seem to have noticed me at all until I appeared right before her. Her long legs skidded in the dirt, kicking up a cloud of dust and debris. Her large golden eyes flew wide as she put up both hands to try to stop herself from running into me.

      I smirked, sidestepping her but wrapping my fingers around her bicep to pull her to a complete stop.

      “How far did you go?” she demanded.

      “To the lake.” Her mouth popped open and closed three times before she found her voice.

      “The lake is ten miles from here. How is that even—”

      “Do you hear that?” I held up my hand for silence.

      There it was again. A shout. A cry. Was that…a roar?

      What the hell was going on back at the mansion?

      “I don’t hear anything,” Keyla said quickly and shrugged.

      “Just stay close to me.”

      We left the conversation at that as we took off back towards the residence. While I could tell that the younger girl was brimming with questions, she seemed to have the good sense to keep her mouth shut when apprehension edged at me. Inside, my demon paced. She didn’t like this. Not one bit.

      The shouts grew more pronounced as we neared the training yard. Roughly a mile out, I began to make out some words.

      “WHERE is she?”

      Oh shit. That was Aaron. And he was in Hulk mode from the sound of it.

      “She took off with Keyla. We don’t know—”

      “I’m sure they’re fine, baby. Your sister’s probably running circles around her as we speak.”

      Baby? Something dark and ugly unfurled in my chest.

      I flexed my fingers but controlled my urges. Better. I’m supposed to focus on getting better. Not bashing someone’s face in. That was the opposite of Zen.

      “Check yourself, Jessa. He’s not your anything,” a brisk voice retorted, cold as ice. Blair.

      As much as me and my demon appreciated her saying something, why wasn’t Aaron?

      You know what? It doesn’t matter.

      Better. Focus on better.

      I repeated it three times in my mind before the trees drew near. Beside me, Keyla started to slow to a crawl, but I reached out and curled my fingers around her wrist. She looked up at me as I dragged her several feet before she got the hint and started to pick up the speed again. A wicked smirk crossed her lips.

      “Don’t look at them. Just keep running,” I murmured, pulling my hand away. As soon as I spoke, we burst from the trees and saw the party gathered around the edge waiting for us.

      Keyla didn’t spare them a second glance, falling in line next to me as I cranked up the speed and started to hightail it down the spray-painted line of grass that marked the edge of the training yard.

      “Selena! Keyla!” The voices began shouting.

      “Goddamn. Bunch of nosy pricks that can’t—” I stopped swearing the moment Keyla threw her head back and burst out laughing. Not paying attention to her own two feet, she accidentally knocked into me. Her right foot twisted around mine, throwing us both off balance.

      Reacting without thinking, I braced her fall as we went tumbling into the grass and she laughed the entire way down. Something about the sound eased my aggressive nature and I found myself laughing too.

      It started as low chuckles of amusement, but with her laughing beside me, my heart relaxed just enough for me to feel the first inkling of true happiness in this new body and life.

      I threw my head back against the grass and clutched my stomach, laughing so hard tears brimmed my eyes. I couldn’t remember the last time I felt so at ease.

      So free.

      Maybe there was something to what Violet had been telling me all along. Maybe I did need to accept every part of me to understand any semblance of peace and happiness.

      Or maybe the kid beside me had something to do with it.

      I didn’t really care. I just never wanted it to stop.
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      Aaron spared me the introductions with the Shifters and instead excused himself for the day. It was a polite dismissal, but a dismissal nonetheless. Even my friends and family remained on the training field as he and I walked away.

      “Wait!” Keyla called. I looked over my shoulder at her to see her smile spread from one dimpled cheek to the other. “Go running with me tomorrow?” she asked, her voice carrying a good fifty yards.

      Half the Shifters in the field turned to me, awaiting my response for the daughter of the Shifter Alpha. Something told me she did it that way intentionally. She certainly was manipulative enough to attempt it.

      I took a deep breath and quirked an eyebrow. “You think you’ll be able to keep up better tomorrow?” I asked her, putting just a smidge of swagger and arrogance into it.

      “I know I will,” she called back.

      “I’ll hold you to that.”

      Aaron didn’t say anything as we walked back inside, but he somehow knew to take the long way around and not cut through the crowd. We walked side by side through the mansion. With just him and no Keyla, friends, or family, it was a very different mood than when we were surrounded by hordes of Shifters.

      “She likes you,” he said as the elevator doors opened on the third floor.

      “You sound surprised by that.”

      “Keyla never likes anyone,” he said as we came to the room. It occurred to me then why he might have been in a panic trying to find me on the training field—given the ebony door I had accidentally taken off its hinges and tossed aside without regard.

      “Well, I guess that makes two of us. My demon finds her absolutely fascinating. I didn’t get it at first, but she kind of grows on you once you get past how loud she is…” I trailed off, when I realized what I’d said and how he froze.

      I brushed a hand over my jaw and through my hair, tugging on the tangles to break them apart. Ordinarily I hated it when people fidgeted, so I couldn’t understand why I found my tangled locks so interesting right at that moment.

      “I should probably go,” I surmised, averting my eyes.

      Idiot. How could you possibly think that—

      “Don’t do that.” He stepped in front of me to stop me from walking out on him. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I’ve just never heard you talk about it…I assumed you were still processing and didn’t want to.”

      My lips parted before I remembered myself and hastily closed them.

      “I had a lot of time to think while I was…sleeping,” I replied. It was awkward at best, but at least it was an honest response. Aaron raked a hand through his own hair, and I got the idea that he was completely out of his element with this.

      “Would you like to talk about it?” he asked. I blinked once and cocked my head.

      “Would you?” I asked. He sighed deeply and moved from the doorway to the couch—leaving the offer open for me to walk out right now—or take a seat.

      “I won’t lie, I’m curious. But I haven’t pushed because I respect your privacy.” He seated himself on the long black couch completely facing away from me, towards the crackling fire.

      “You’ve pushed on plenty of other things.” He let out a dark chuckle.

      “Take a seat or don’t, Selena. I’ve always given you the choice.”

      Choice. That word rattled around in my brain, evoking memories of stolen touches and scorching kisses. Late nights staring at a golden canopy while the fire crackled at our feet. Angry words and hurtful truths brought forth by rage and desperation on both sides.

      Being around him—near him, with him—was so very different than Lucas.

      Lucas always pushed to know more. He always sought for a way inside my mind. He judged me for the bad but craved me for the good. He lied to try and keep me for himself, because he was too scared to give me the choice.

      In the end, his actions are what brought about an end to our friendship, letting the bond push me toward Aaron.

      Funny how little actions and choices lead to things in life that go beyond our wildest dreams.

      I took a seat at the other end of the long leather couch.

      “My demon is not evil like I thought she was. She’s a part of me, with urges and thoughts and feelings that are mine…but not.” His eyes watched me with a startling intensity that no one in my life knew how to exude quite like him. “I probably sound crazy, don’t I?”

      “I’ve heard crazier.”

      We didn’t talk anymore after that, but the quiet that sat between us was no longer awkward or uncomfortable. It was a gentle, tentative acceptance that shook me to my core, but I never spoke a word of it.
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        * * *

      

      A stack of woman’s workout clothes sat on the edge of the bed the next morning.

      And the next.

      And the next.

      Three days passed where the only two people I really saw were Aaron and Keyla. He was gone every morning before I woke and Keyla would bring me breakfast. We would run together and no one bothered us. Not a soul.

      The living room door had been magically fixed, and I took great care with my strength not to break it again, but Aaron never asked what happened. The same as I never asked about the others. I never asked about the bond. I never asked about much of anything.

      But slowly, excruciatingly slow, my heart was beginning to thaw.

      I was not fixed or whole by any means, but after only three days of watching, I was beginning to see what Violet was talking about. So, I stayed quiet. I waited. I watched.

      Every afternoon, Aaron came back alone. Every night, we would eat dinner, and for three days we didn’t speak.

      Until today.

      “I was thinking it might be nice to eat dinner with the team tonight. They’ve been asking about you, you know…” he trailed off.

      I looked up from the fireplace, finding it difficult to drag my eyes away from the flames.

      “Dinner?” I asked faintly.

      “In the mess hall,” he clarified. “All of the team sits at the same table. I thought it might be nice,” he continued. My lack of an immediate reply had him taking a deep breath and turning back towards the bedroom.

      “I would like that,” I said quickly. He paused in the doorframe and I could have sworn I felt a surge of emotion in my chest that didn’t come from me.

      “I’ll go find you some clothes then,” he said. I used his absence to retreat to the bathroom and start a bath. It wasn’t really a bath because I wouldn’t leave the stopper in, but it was close enough. With only the hot water nozzle turned up and steam clouding the air, I stepped into the tub and began to wash myself.

      It certainly wasn’t my first bath since I’d come back, but I took more time with it. I savored the blistering heat that couldn’t burn but came close. Just like the fire, it straddled the line of an invisible limit that would never be crossed, but I liked to dance on it.

      I washed my hair clean with the same citrus smelling shampoo I’d been using for the last few days, taking care to try and untangle the knots in my growing hair. Before it had been shorn at my jaw, and already it was to my shoulders.

      I finished my bath and stood to wring out my hair, twisting it in a tight swirl. Droplets of water fell, echoing across the bathroom walls. I flicked my fingers to flip the switch for the fan while simultaneously reaching for a fluffy black towel. The mass of soft material settled around me like a cloud, pulling all remaining moisture from my skin before I patted my hair dry.

      Every movement was quiet. Deliberate. I was preparing myself in a sense for what came next.

      Without delaying any more, I set the towel aside and turned my eyes to the mirror before me.

      My lungs constricted for a moment and I fought the urge to look away.

      It’s not like I could unsee the face before me. Or the eyes.

      Nor could I change it.

      All that was really left was to accept it.

      Hesitantly, I lifted my hand to the glass, resting it there beside my reflection.

      Two eyes with two pupils ringed in three circles of color.

      The closest to the pupil was my own eye color. Grey as slate. Turbulent as a coming storm. Familiar enough that my heart squeezed in my chest.

      The next ring was violet, purer in hue than any color my eyes had been before. The glow from behind them wasn’t as unsettling as I would have expected.

      Then came the onyx. This band was a true darkness, so devoid of light that it did not glint or shine. It was the darkness that I always saw when I looked at Aaron, but only now realized that even he couldn’t quite get right. My own brand of darkness. My demon.

      I stared at the proof of what I’d done—what we’d done—and I couldn’t find it in me to feel afraid. Not anymore.

      A series of knocks ricocheted across the small space.

      “I’m leaving your clothes on the bed,” Aaron said.

      I didn’t hear him retreat but knew when he was gone. The emptiness sat in my chest almost as heavily as the surge of belonging my demon felt when I looked in the mirror. I didn’t really want to think about either, so I exited the bathroom and focused on dressing.

      The dark grey cargo pants hung low on my hips, lower than I was used to wearing, but I didn’t complain. Clothes were clothes, and anything beat walking around in his clothes, even if the t-shirt he gave me was an exact replica of The Beatles one I’d worn my first day here. I smirked to myself and slipped it on, sauntering out into the living room feeling a little bit more like myself.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      Aaron looked up from the book he was holding and snapped it closed instantly. His eyes roved from the hair of my head to the combat boots he’d brought me to replace the ones that we abandoned in the earthquake.

      “Let’s go,” he said softly. We walked to the elevator, quiet as always, and I found it uncanny how easily we had fallen into this routine.

      “Will Keyla be there?” I asked absentmindedly.

      “She will, but she’ll be sitting at another table.” I ignored the spark of disappointment my demon felt and settled into an impassive state.

      The elevator dinged as the doors opened.

      “Will the others be as distrusting of me as Amber?” I asked, stepping out into the empty hallway. Aaron stiffened, but quickly recovered and followed after.

      “It’s not that Amber distrusts you. She doesn’t understand what you’re going through, but she’s starting to. The rest of the team is a mixed bag, but they all asked to see you.” He led us down a wide corridor with off-white walls and polished hardwood floors. The sounds of people talking, and clinking plates drifted from down the hall.

      “And you?” I asked. “You understand what I’m going through?”

      The snark in my voice sounded hollow, even to me. Genuine curiosity was creeping through and I wondered if he heard it too.

      “You are not the only one the bond madness affects. In many ways, it’s worse for me because I can actually feel it. Being Supernatural, you can’t sense the depth with which it runs, but maybe that’s for the best.”

      My heart shuddered in my chest. Is that what he thought? If so, I didn’t understand how he could even say it without a shred of resentment.

      My steps slowed just outside two massive double doors where the dull roar was coming from. I glanced up at him, my breath coming in short, shallow bursts.

      “Tell him,” Violet chided at me. “Go ahead. Do it.”

      I inhaled once and held my breath.

      “I feel more than you realize.” It was the smallest of confessions, but I knew it reached his ears the moment I stepped in front of the doorway. He inhaled sharply beside me. His only tell that my words affected him. We strolled into the room side by side with ambivalent faces and a building tension.

      No one knew it; no one but us.

      The roar seemed to quiet as more people looked up from their tables at us and began whispering. They thought I couldn’t hear it when they leaned over to their neighbors across the oak tables. That because they were Shifters, and I a Supernatural, that I didn’t possess the same level of hearing.

      Oh, but I did.

      I heard every single one of them and it took everything in me not to turn and run because there were too many. Too many voices. Too many people. If it weren’t for the sheer size of the hall and dim lighting, my instincts very well may have carried me away.

      “Tolerance,” Violet told me. “Endurance.” I urged my feet to keep moving. “Listen and learn.” I came to a stop at the table in the very center where faces I hadn’t seen in too long watched me.

      The air was still, the anticipation mounting.

      Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea—

      “Pay up,” Alexandra declared.

      “Damnit, how was I supposed to know he’d be able to convince her,” Amber whined. She dug a twenty out of her pocket and Alexandra grinned into her salad. It was almost like old times.

      “You were betting on whether I’d come down?” I asked. My voice was quieter than the others, but it seemed I still had that magical ability to silence a room with only words.

      “They were,” Blair cut in. “I was smart enough to not even attempt at guessing what you would decide.”

      I smiled at that and my heart thawed a little more.

      “She’s my sister. If anyone can predict that mind of hers, it’s me,” Alexandra boasted. It was such a one-eighty from the last time I’d seen them, that all I could do was stare.

      And then, going against everything I was and abandoning all pretenses of how this dinner would go—I laughed. It wasn’t a strong boisterous laugh, and certainly not the snorts that Keyla seemed to be able to draw from me, but it was something.

      “When I don’t surprise you anymore, you’ve known me too long,” I said. Half the table went very still. The half that lived with me. That boxed with me. That grew up with me.

      It was the first thing I said since coming back that was reminiscent of the old me.

      “Welcome back, sister,” Alexandra said, breaking the silence.

      The corners of my mouth tugged up in a small smile.

      “It’s good to be back,” I said quietly.

      “You know, we did come down here to actually eat,” Aaron broke in beside me. Instantly, two seats appeared, one between Alexandra and Amber, the other between Blair and—

      “Scarlett?”

      “Aye, in the flesh,” the girl in front of me murmured. I took my seat between her and Blair, letting Aaron sit across from me.

      “I hadn’t realized you were back as well.” I took the plate that was passed to me from down the table.

      “Earthquakes are good at making you get yourself together,” she replied lightly. Her voice still rang with a hint of sorrow, but she was here. Functioning. Liam sat on the other side of her, their hands intertwined beneath the table.

      “At least something good came of it.”

      I meant it. The knowledge of what I’d done was still a bitter pill to swallow.

      Scarlett didn’t say much after that, so I took to listening while I ate. Catching up with the rest of the team by following their body language and conversations.

      Next to Alexandra sat Tori, of all people. I hadn’t spoken to her in so long, I didn’t know what we were anymore. During my rampage, I refused to even acknowledge her existence because of who her brother was, but here she was, months later, laughing and smiling beside my sister.

      Good for her. At least they had each other all this time, even if I never saw it.

      Moving down the table, past Aaron and Amber, sat Oliver. He whispered back and forth across the table with Johanna, who sat on the other side of Liam. It was nothing nefarious or cunning, but still irked me.

      Who was I kidding? He irked me. Period.

      “Have you seen her eyes?” he asked, very carefully avoiding my gaze. Johanna nodded.

      “She has changed,” the golden beauty said.

      “Yes, but how?”

      “I can only assume, given her aura, but I think it’s for the better. Something happened while she was sleeping, and she is not the same person she was,” Johanna murmured.

      Well, she was right about that. I had changed, but something told me she wouldn’t think it was for the better if she knew the truth.

      There was only one other at the table that looked like he felt as out of place as I did.

      Alec sat on the opposite end from Blair, and given their history, I didn’t wonder why. A lot may have changed while I’d been asleep, but some things never would. Blair’s cold, hard, unyielding nature was one of those things.

      She was loyal to a fault, but when you betrayed her…there was no earning her back.

      It was one of the things I’d always appreciated about my cousin; appreciated enough to train her. To befriend her. I wondered how she was after all this time, but I suppose sitting on the end by yourself is telling, isn’t it?

      We always were loners. Two people that never quite fit in. I kept my mouth shut and averted my eyes to the pork chop on my plate.

      “You’re very quiet for someone who’s been gone,” Blair whispered beside me, pulling me from my musings.

      “You learn a lot more listening than asking questions,” I said softly. She nodded, sipping her water.

      “Do you ever think it will be like it was before?” Her lips barely moved, but her question struck true. I took a bite of my dinner and chewed slowly, thinking about how to respond.

      “No,” I settled on. “I think we can be better.”

      She wasn’t expecting that answer. I could tell by the tilt of her head and shrewd gaze.

      “It really is you,” she said.

      “I never left. I just needed to figure out my own shit,” I said honestly.

      “And have you?”

      I looked up at the candlelight coming from the golden chandeliers. The tiny flickering flames called to me.

      “No, but I will.”
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      I was getting ready for dinner the next evening when Kayla barged into the bedroom. The door bounced off the wall leaving a small dent where the lock turned in the center of the handle. Her eyes flashed from the wall to me, her cheeks flaming.

      “Shit—I mean—I didn’t mean to do that—you know…” she trailed off, smiling in a kind of awkward apology while scratching the back of her head. I rolled my eyes, tugging my shirt down over my stomach.

      “Not like I have room to talk.” I shrugged and my wet hair brushed my shoulders, transferring tiny droplets of water I hadn’t been able to shake free. Keyla chuckled and slowly pushed the door flush against the wall.

      “We’ll just keep that between us, right?” There was a mischievous glint in her eye. “And if my brother asked, it was you,” she added.

      I snorted. “Why would I tell him it was me?”

      Keyla grabbed my arm to start pulling me through the apartment. While she still hadn’t said what she came here for, her manhandling was a clue.

      “Because he won’t get mad at you,” she insisted as she pulled me out the door.

      “Fair enough. Mind telling me where we’re going?” Keyla dropped my arm like she only just realized what she had been doing.

      “Dinner. Duh,” she said and motioned for me to follow like I was the slow one here. I shook my head, chuckling under my breath.

      “That doesn’t explain why you’re dragging me to it,” I said. We stepped into the elevator and she hummed impatiently, shifting side to side.

      “Because I have to arrive with you before my brother gets there or he’s going to make me sit at the kids’ table,” she whispered conspiratorially.

      “What’s so bad about the kids’ table?”

      “They’re all butt nuggets and nose pickers,” Keyla griped. I snorted to myself in mild disbelief and utter amusement as the elevator doors opened. Keyla straightened up and motioned for me to go first, following closely behind.

      There were so many people in the hallways it was impossible to walk side by side. Must be because we were early. Not all the Shifters had gone to the dining hall yet.

      We rounded the corner and my steps fell short on what I saw.

      Aaron had beat us to dinner, but instead of sitting at our usual table, he was hanging with the rest of his kind around the doorway…and Jessa was hanging on him. She leaned in close, wrapping an arm around his waist as she did so. Her rose-colored lips angled upwards as she moved to whisper in his ear.

      “This is how it should be, Aaron,” she said huskily. Her long, lithe body pressed against his and Aaron went very still. He looked past her to see…and saw me.

      I cocked my head and raised an eyebrow but turned to go to dinner without him.

      “Selena, wait!” he called out, much louder than needed, but I wasn’t sticking around for this. I told Keyla I’d eat dinner with her so she didn’t have to sit at the kids’ table, and that’s exactly what I’d do.

      “Ohmigawd—I never liked her—Jessa’s being a total skank—” Keyla said loudly behind me. The dining hall went quiet and I just knew.

      I took a deep breath, stopping directly beneath the massive chandelier that lit the entire hall. Keyla was only a few feet behind me, and behind her was Aaron; behind him, an obviously pissed off Jessa.

      “You’d rather a Supernatural be our next female Alpha, Keyla?” she asked in a high-pitched voice. I rolled my eyes at the dramatics of it.

      “I’d pick Selena over you any day,” Keyla piped off. “Not that any of our opinions matter because she’s my brother’s signasti. Aren’t you, Selena?”

      Aw, hell. Why did she have to do that? Drag me into this? The last thing I wanted was to risk getting pissed in the dining hall and leveling it.

      I stared at Aaron who stood with Jessa at his side. Her arm was no longer wrapped around him, but she stood close enough it didn’t matter. My demon wanted to smite her from this world, but that wasn’t my call to make. Not for something as insignificant as this.

      If he wanted to screw around with Shifter girls, then that was his prerogative. Clearly, he hadn’t changed that much.

      As soon as the thought had formed, there was another presence pressing against my mind, looking for a way in. Except unlike Lucas, I had no idea how to block this one.

      “It’s not what you think,” his voice whispered in my mind.

      I mentally lashed out at him, sending a wall of straight power between us. He inhaled sharply as I shrugged my shoulders to the rest of the room. Not confirming or denying. I knew it would piss him off, his control was wearing thin, but I didn’t really care so long as I kept mine. The Shifters could think what they wanted. I grabbed Keyla’s wrist and started to forcibly drag her to the table.

      “What are you doing?” Keyla protested loudly. “You can’t just let her talk about you like that. It’s not the Shifter way—”

      “I’m not a Shifter, Keyla,” I snapped. And it’s not like this is the first time I’ve seen him wrapped around other girls. Guess I know who kept him company while I was gone.

      Hurt flared down the tethered bond between us as he took in my actions. An acute anger followed…rage. Hell. I had a feeling I was going to get a front row seat at what it meant to be the Shifter Heir.

      “See how she cowers from a challenge?” Jessa projected, clearly not sensing the building storm inside of Aaron. “See how she disrespects our Alpha? She’s no signasti, she’s—”

      “Silence!” Aaron commanded.

      Jessa broke off mid-sentence, but I wouldn’t turn. I wouldn’t give him that satisfaction.

      “Selena.”

      He said my name like a command. As if the same power he possessed over the Shifters would somehow stop me as well. I kept walking.

      “Selena,” he repeated. Harder this time. My demon whimpered, wanting to go to him, but even she wouldn’t fight me on this. I kept walking.

      “Selena.” Someone grabbed my arm, and with the tension in me coiled tight, it took all of my self-control not to jump and lash out. I tried to walk, but he held tight, somehow every bit as strong. I schooled my face in a neutral mask. “Don’t walk away from me.”

      Don’t walk away? That’s what he had to say?

      “You sound like Lucas,” I replied. The grip on my arm tightened, but not to the point of hurting. Bruising. Where Lucas had no problem manhandling me in anger, it seemed that Aaron drew the line there.

      “Why would you compare me to him?” he asked softly, his breath fanning my ear. The hurt in his voice made my own chest squeeze.

      “Because he said the same thing and it didn’t stop me then either.”

      His grip dropped from my arm and I started for the table again. My heart hammered out of control, like a train going too fast, I was worried I might derail.

      “I will be different,” Aaron called out. The Shifters in the room held their breath and they weren’t the only ones. “I may not be the first to go after you, Selena Foster, but I vow here before my people that I will be the last.”

      Warmth ignited in my chest, but I wouldn’t smile. I wouldn’t let him off that easily…but I wouldn’t leave it there either.

      I paused at the table and glanced over my shoulder. He stood there by himself, beneath the chandelier. His eyes golden and hopeful.

      “We’ll see,” I answered.

      When I took my seat, Keyla was grinning like a fool and Amber waggled her eyebrows.

      “Is it always that hot between you two?” Amber whispered across the table.

      “Yes,” Violet said smugly.

      “Put a sock in it,” I said back.

      No one said anything about my lack of a response as dinner was served.
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      With the end of the week came another temperature drop as we rolled into late November. Wind swept across the residence like a vengeful spirit, howling well into the night. The panes of glass rattled viciously in their sockets, waiting for a gust to come along that was just strong enough to shatter them into oblivion.

      Sometimes I felt like these windows, just waiting for something to happen. Someone to come along and destroy the progress I have made. Something that can send me right over the cliff where I teetered back and forth. The climb out may have been hell, but it was staying out that proved ever more difficult.

      But every day I talked myself away from the ledge one more inch.

      It was enough. For now.

      Overlooking the lake, I found it easiest to let my thoughts wander and not focus too much on the rippling surface of the icy waters. Anything was better than that. The sky. The wind. The whispering of leaves behind me and howls in the far off distance.

      These things were my arsenal. They were the tools I used to build a tolerance, and after standing in the same spot for twenty-one minutes and thirteen seconds—the longest I had to date—the edges of my vision began to drift and curl inward.

      I turned my back on the shore without any delay. While coming here was helping, it was best not to push it. Once the shadows appeared, voices were never far behind them, and Keyla didn’t need to see that. No one did.

      My feet carried me far and fast down the winding trail through the forest. When I focused, I could hear as far back as camp, but out here was as close to quiet as it ever got, until I ran into Keyla that was. Slowly but surely, she’d been making it farther down the trail as I built up a tolerance to the lake.

      “Ah man! Why do you have to be so fast? Huh? You couldn’t let me make it there once?” she griped as soon as I came into sight.

      “Look at it this way, when you finally do make it to the lake, you’ll know I didn’t go easy on you,” I said. She rolled her eyes and scoffed.

      “Oh puh-lease, I just want to know how you’re so fast. Supes are never as fast as Shifters, but I bet you could outrun Aaron without trying.”

      Because I’m not just a Supernatural, I wanted to say. But how do you tell a thirteen-year-old that you’re a demon? You don’t.

      “Your brother is my signasti. It stands to reason that I am above average,” I said. My breath came slow and steady while my heart thundered in my chest.

      “You never talk about him,” Keyla started. “Not that he talks about you…but you guys are weird. Like, he clearly cares and you kind of do, but you’re not like any of the other signasti couples I’ve met.”

      Did Keyla know she was astute? Did she realize she hit a nerve that I so carefully tried to hide from the rest of the world?

      I glanced sideways at her flush cheeks and bright eyes. Sneaky as she liked to be, I don’t think she really saw or understood how strange my relationship with Aaron was.

      “Your brother and I…we had a rough start at things. I didn’t know who he was, and he didn’t tell me for a long time. It’s complicated,” I said carefully. There was a fine line to straddle in what I told Keyla. On one hand, she wasn’t that much younger than me, but clearly more sheltered. On the other hand, Aaron and I were in a strange place right now. I still didn’t know how I felt about the bond or whether I wanted to complete it, and something told me she wouldn’t understand if I told her that.

      “Yeah, but it’s not like you’re the first Shifter-Supe pairing. My parents started off worse than you and Aaron, and clearly they got over it or I wouldn’t be here to grace you with my beautiful face,” Keyla said. I snorted, elbowing her in the ribs.

      “You sound like my sister,” I groaned.

      She really did. Some strange mix between Amber and Alexandra, with twice the confidence of either.

      “I mean, we kind of are like sisters, aren’t we? If you think about it, the signasti bond is deeper than marriage. You guys are literally soul mates, and if you got married, I’d be your sister-in-law at the very least…” she trailed off, glancing sideways at me. “Why do you look like that?” she asked defensively.

      “Like what?” I swallowed, my breathing coming out much heavier and it had nothing to do with our pace.

      “Like you’re going to run,” she whispered, coming to a stop. I slowed down in front of her a few feet away.

      “In case you hadn’t noticed, we were running.”

      It was a poor attempt at a joke, and Keyla didn’t seem to buy it. The younger girl stood steady with her arms folded over her chest. The fire in her gold eyes was nearly tangible and just as intense as the gaze her brother leveled me with.

      “Are you planning on leaving? Because if you are, I need to know right—”

      “I’m not leaving, Keyla. At least not anytime soon,” I replied in a grave voice. She stared at me with her mouth half-open before recovering.

      “Well then, what is it? Do you not want me as a sister? I mean, I get that I’m kinda loud and the other Shifters don’t care for me very much, but you don’t like them, so I didn’t think it would matter—”

      “It’s not you, Keyla.”

      “Then what is it? Did something happen with Aaron? I’ll kick his ass if it did—”

      As much as I wanted to laugh at that, a stone had settled in me, weighing me down with the heavy burden of truth.

      “Alexandra and I were…are triplets,” I said, cutting her off. She paused, her jaw falling open as a slow realization crept up on her. “We had another sister. Her name”—I broke off at the choking sound that threatened to escape from me—“her name was…Lily.”

      The dam in my chest threatened to shatter, but the shadows hadn’t arrived yet. I took that as a good sign and continued.

      “She was very dear to me, but when the Vampires came…I couldn’t protect her.” I took a couple of deep breaths, trying to break apart the lump that formed in my throat. “You don’t want to be my sister, Keyla. Bad things happen to those I care about.”

      Keyla approached me with slow, steady steps and wrapped her arms around me.

      “I don’t want to be protected. I just want you to stay,” she said in what was probably the closest to a whisper this girl could ever get. “Stay here with me and Aaron. Please.”

      “I’m not planning on leaving.”

      “Good.” She ended the hug abruptly and sprinted down the trail yelling, “Race you back!” I cocked an eyebrow at her rapidly disappearing back.

      Seriously? And they thought I had mood swings?

      I shook my head and took off after her, letting her get a good bit ahead before I ate up the distance right at the end. We crossed the tree line within six inches of each other, but instead of rubbing it in my face as I expected, she whirled around on me.

      “You let me win!” she accused, jabbing a finger into my chest. A wry smirk painted itself on my lips while I stared at her.

      “Let you win? Didn’t I just tell you I was going to make you earn it?” I asked, stepping around her.

      “Lies!” she declared. I cringed but resisted my urge to cover my ears. “You’re a liar. I’m calling it here and now. Liar, liar, pants on—”

      “Where is everyone?” I asked, stopping short on the edge of the training field. I’m not sure how I hadn’t noticed earlier, or maybe they’d left since then, but only a very small fraction were out practicing today—and that small fraction primarily consisted of my team.

      “Off getting ready for the full moon party, of course,” Keyla said.

      “Full moon party?” I asked.

      “You’ve never been to one?” Keyla asked, gripping my arm with a steadfast strength. Goddamnit. I knew exactly where this was going. I should have kept my mouth shut.

      “I just don’t get why you would have a full moon party when you don’t need the moon to shift,” I replied tersely, trying to avoid the question on her tongue.

      “Ohmigawd, Lena—you have never been to a full moon party—we must correct this!” she declared, doing that thing where she started to speak very loudly and changing thought mid-sentence, letting her words run together.

      “Oh no, I think I will be quite fine. Thanks for offering,” I said, trying to weasel my way around her. She used the one hand she had locked around my arm to start dragging me across the field and used the other to put two fingers to her lips, letting out a shrill whistle.

      Every Shifter and Supe stopped in their tracks looking to the young girl who may not have the power of an Alpha behind her, but damn did she have the personality.

      “Brother! O’ Brother! Where art thou?” she started yelling at the top of her lungs. I put my foot down, literally, stomping once and it planted six inches through the dirt. My body went ramrod straight, refusing to yield while Keyla continued tugging on me.

      “What the—”

      “Come to train with us, Selena?” Aaron asked, strolling up. He was shirtless in the early afternoon sun and glistening with sweat.

      “Uh—no. Thanks, but no thanks,” I said, declining his offer for the third time this week. Keyla wheeled on me.

      “Wait a second—you can fight?” she squeaked. I clapped my hands over my ears as both my demon and I winced in pain.

      “She can do a lot more than just fight,” Alexandra scoffed, coming up beside Aaron. The other Shifters in the yard perked their heads up toward us and I bristled instantly, sending glares at both of them.

      “Keyla and I were just leaving,” I said, sending a lethal look her way. Not that it perturbed her in the slightest.

      “Oh, no we aren’t. I want to see you in action,” she pushed. It wasn’t a whine, but I knew it would continue that way if this kept up.

      “Too bad. I’m not in the mood,” I snapped at her. She glared shrewdly at me.

      “What? Are you too scared? Afraid my brother might kick your ass?” she goaded.

      Oh child. If only she were doing it half as good as she hoped. My demon thought her just as amusing, more like a hissing kitten than a grown lioness.

      I tossed my head back and let out a quick caustic laugh.

      “Keyla, I don’t think you realize the number of times I’ve kicked your brother’s ass,” I said and chuckled to myself. Behind her, Aaron’s eyes flashed gold, a not so subtle reminder to me that there was more to him than what I always saw.

      “Then prove it,” Kayla argued. “I’ll even make you a deal,” she continued. Her eyes took on that bronze fire they did when she got excited.

      “Oh, will you now?” I asked, smirking at her.

      “If you fight him and win, I won’t make you go to the full moon party.” Her face lit up like a thousand-watt bulb. She was weighing my dislike of people against what she thought was a slight pacifistic tendency. If only that were true.

      “I’m not seeing how there’s a win in this for me. Either way, you get me to fight when I can just decline to do either.” I shrugged at her, stepping out of the hole I’d created. They all must have only just noticed it because their eyes flicked down simultaneously to where my foot had been as I walked away.

      “Lena!” she wailed. Not crying, but so fucking loud she knew I would stop.

      “Don’t even go there. I don’t appreciate you trying to manipulate me.” She lowered her eyes, taking all of one second to at least look ashamed.

      “You’re right. I’m sorry,” she said. “Will you go to the full moon party with me? We don’t have to stay forever, I just don’t want to go alone.”

      Her golden eyes pleaded with me and my demon tugged at my heart strings. She wanted to go with the girl and was more than curious about the party. This was all so new to us together.

      “Fine. But I get to leave when I want to leave and no whining about it,” I said.

      “Deal.”

      She flashed me a Cheshire smile and winked, sauntering past me towards the residence.

      Why did it feel like I’d just been played?

      “Because you were,” Violet snorted. I rolled my eyes and continued on, pretending to be completely unaffected by the Shifter Heir I knew was watching me.
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      The chill of twilight swept over me. With the skies painted a dark indigo and the last speck of sunlight disappearing on the horizon, the wind went from cold to downright frigid. I tugged my leather jacket closer, digging my hands into the faux-fur lined pockets.

      “Hurry up, Lena. We’re almost there,” Keyla yelled. She grabbed my hand to pull me past the tree line where a bonfire raged. The glowing red-gold embers drew my attention immediately. “I’m going to find drinks. I’ll be right back!” Keyla called, quite literally abandoning me to the wolves while she disappeared into the crowd.

      I took a few mesmerized steps towards the fire. My demon was completely enthralled. The flames danced and swayed in the unforgiving winds. Fluid but graceful. Beautiful in the most lethal of ways. If a single ember traveled too far, too fast, the entire forest would be set ablaze. Of course, that wasn’t possible with Alexandra here.

      My sister sat on the log closest to the fire. In one hand, she clutched a Styrofoam cup filled with a steaming liquid. Her other moved effortlessly as she twisted and twirled her fingers. The fire followed her command, forming flaming women. Dancers that sashayed and twirled, one even leapt from the fire onto her palm.

      The display wasn’t for me, and it wasn’t for the other Shifters. It was for the girl sitting beside her. Tori’s golden hair was longer than I’d ever seen it, blowing behind her in wild strands. A bright smile lit her face as she looked at my sister and the truth of it hit me.

      Does Alexandra return her affections? Does she see the way Tori looks at her?

      It wasn’t my business, but I found myself wondering.

      “They’re quite the pair, aren’t they?”

      I jumped at the sudden sound of Blair’s voice beside me. Her pale skin was tinged pink from where the wind whipped against it, but not a single strand of her braid was out of place.

      “Yes, they are.”

      “Amber and I have a running bet on who will realize it first,” she mused. I chuckled under my breath.

      “Alexandra will, but she won’t act first.”

      From this angle, I couldn’t see my sister’s face clearly, but I knew her well enough to guess that she already knew. You didn’t live with sisters for seventeen years and not learn to read body language. You didn’t date a boy who couldn’t love you, never having him look at you the way you longed for, and then be blind to the way that Tori looked at her every day. Yeah, she knew.

      “What makes you say that?” Blair asked.

      “She’s more perceptive than anyone gives her credit for, but she also worries too much about what people think. Tori doesn’t give a damn. Men. Women. She loves who she loves,” I said, running a hand through my windblown hair.

      “You sound like you envy them,” Blair replied.

      If it were anyone else, I think that statement would have sounded judgmental. I had a signasti, after all, and if you listened to Keyla, you would think that’s some kind of fabled love that could overcome anything. Blair said it with the same tone that she used to talk about the weather.

      “I don’t envy them for love. All I ever wanted was for Alexandra to find happiness…” I trailed off, wondering if I should really put words to the truth that bothered me more than I let anyone know. “I envy their ability to choose.”

      My cousin didn’t act surprised in the slightest. She only nodded and looked to the sky. Like it held answers that neither she nor I could see.

      “I used to feel the same,” she started. “In the beginning. I thought I would never get him out of my mind. That I would always remember our time together and think that because he was bound to my soul, that meant he owned my heart too. But that wasn’t the case. It took me seeing him again to realize it.”

      I frowned, playing that over in my mind a second time, and then a third. Was she saying what I think she was saying…

      “You have a signasti?” I asked. It was hardly more than a whisper.

      “I do,” she nodded. Her eyes were lost. Wistful. “We met when I was a freshman at Daizlei, and he was a senior. I didn’t know who he was, only that I was drawn to him in a way I wasn’t with anyone before and haven’t been with anyone since. At the time, I thought it was normal. I was barely fifteen, after all.” She paused, smiling to herself at a memory, but that smile fell and I knew without asking that her love at first sight went sour.

      “What happened?” I asked softly. She laughed, and it was a cold, emotionless sound that didn’t belong on her lips.

      “What always happens. Anastasia.”

      My mouth fell open as a terrifying realization swept over me.

      “Alec is your signasti?” I asked, being careful not to utter it any louder than a whisper. The wind and fire may rage, but that same wind could sweep my words to unwanted ears.

      “He is.”

      “How do you know? How is that even—”

      “Possible?” she asked, a small smile coming back to her lips. “When Anastasia came, I already thought I was in love, and he certainly acted like it. Everything was perfect. We were perfect. But he’s the first born of his family and she had come to collect.” My heart stuttered in my chest as I replayed every interaction between the two of them that I had ever seen.

      She hated him from the moment I met him. Despised him. Hell, I told her I would take him out if I had to, but she had declined.

      “In the Supernatural world, when a firstborn child turns eighteen the ruling families have a claiming of sorts. In return for the protection and schooling that they provide for all families, they take the first child during their last year of school and enlist them.”

      She said the last word with a scathing harshness that left little question.

      “They’re slaves. Paid slaves, but slaves. They have no choice. Alec is powerful, and the Fortescues took an interest in him well before his birthday. He knew she was going to take him, and he was okay with it. If he went, then it meant Lucas and Tori could have a future they chose. He hadn’t planned on meeting me,” she said, her last words filled with so much regret. So much hurt and pain. It was only the sound of her voice that told me how much this memory hurt.

      “But he did, and when she came for him there was no hiding it. Even to this day, I don’t understand what possessed her to give the order she did, but after what happened at Daizlei, I can only assume she’s insane. No person in their right mind would have told him to do what he did next.”

      She didn’t laugh and she didn’t smile. The wind whipped at us and Keyla was still nowhere to be seen, but Blair and I existed within a moment that I would remember for the rest of my life. No matter how long or short that may be.

      “What did he do to you?” I whispered, fearing the truth that had already settled in the back of my mind.

      “I knew something was wrong the night it happened. I could feel it inside of him. His terror. His revulsion. At the time, I didn’t know half the things I do now, but that night I knew something was wrong when he led me out into the woods.” Her eyes fluttered closed, and when they opened they were glacial.

      “He raped me,” she whispered. “Or at least he wanted me to think he did.”

      My breath caught in my throat, so swift and sudden that I almost didn’t notice the clench of my hands and the sudden shift of the winds. They swooped and curved every which way around us, howling in my ears but keeping this conversation between us.

      “At the time, I couldn’t understand or think through the terror when I saw him split in two. One second he had been kissing me, and the next he stood over me and started pleading for the ancients to strike him dead.” A strange calm settled over her as she turned and looked to the fire. “An illusion with his face pushed me down, made me think he was undressing me. My clothes never left my body, but at the time I was overwhelmed. I saw what he wanted me to see, but it was watered down, per se. Only in the coming weeks did I start to put together what I really saw. The books on Supernatural and signasti bonds are quite limited at Daizlei. During a trip to the black market, I did some inquiring on my own into how his powers didn’t work on me. Why. There was only one explanation.”

      I wanted to murder him. I didn’t care that he hadn’t really done it, or who made him. If anything, it fueled the anger more. He deserved to pay for this.

      “Selena,” Blair said lightly, wrapping ice-cold fingers around my wrist. “Don’t. I’ve made peace with myself, and I didn’t tell you this so you would rip his throat out. I told you this so that you understand being Aaron’s signasti doesn’t make you love him.”

      I stopped and let the tension drain out of me. My muscles uncoiled under her touch, but the rage didn’t fade. Rage towards Alec for what he’d done. Rage towards Anastasia for the lives she’d ruined. Rage towards the world for being so dark and cruel.

      “How do you do it?” I asked her. “How can you stand to sleep under the same roof as him? Train with him? Hell, you saved him in the simulator when the bomb went off. How do you do it?” I turned to look her in the face and she watched me with slate grey eyes. Her fingers dropped to hold both my hands between hers.

      “I forgave him.” She smiled when I cocked my head, my lips parting. “Forgiveness isn’t for the person who hurts you, Selena. It’s for yourself. Without it, I would have become bitter and succumbed to the bond madness long ago.”

      It seemed that Blair had more lessons to teach me than I realized. Of course, I always knew she had a strong mind and will. She never would have survived training with me if she hadn’t. Now the tables were turned.

      “Does he know? That you know he’s your signasti? If you guys never completed the bond—”

      “No. As far as he knew, I was a Supernatural, and most Supernaturals don’t realize who their signasti is until they complete the bond—which we never did. Signastis can’t use their powers to harm each other once the bond begins to form. That’s how I figured it out after he was gone.”

      I recalled the number of times I’d hurt Aaron in my year at Daizlei. The glass that I threw him through during our time in the simulator. Yet, only a few months ago, I couldn’t even push him aside. I had to move a couch to get him out of my way.

      He’d told me then that it was because of our bond. I’d never thought much on it until this moment.

      “And now?” I asked. “How are you defeating the bond madness now if clearly the bond had started to form?” She gave me a look like she knew what I was getting at.

      Did you find a way to break it?

      It was the question on my lips, but for some reason, I couldn’t bring myself to ask it.

      “There’s no way to break the bond.” Her eyes flashed with what looked like a warning. “But when neither person wants the bond, and enough distance is put between them, it goes into a stasis of sorts. We still experience the madness, but it creeps in much slower. It’s like…freezing it. Eventually it will get to us, but it hasn’t yet, and it probably won’t for years to come.”

      I released her hands and pinched the bridge of my nose as my eyes fell shut. I turned, pacing in place for a minute, and then two, before I finally said what I was thinking.

      “If all it takes is neither of us wanting it, why hasn’t mine stopped?” I asked her. She swallowed and gave me a level look.

      “You already know why.” She flicked her gaze past the bonfire to where Aaron stood messing around with Keyla fifty yards away. It looked like she was mouthing off—shocker—and he picked her up, slinging her over his massive shoulder. She screamed and squawked like a bird, wiggling in his grip.

      “He can’t possibly want to be bonded to me,” I whispered.

      “If you think that then you’re a fool,” she replied sharply. I whipped my face around to glare at her. “You think I don’t see how you look at each other? How you tense up whenever Jessa goes near him? You wear a good mask, Selena, but I know your tells. He’s not the only one that wants this bond, and you’re lying to both of us if you tell me otherwise.”

      She lifted both her eyebrows, waiting for me to say something. To refute it.

      “How do I know that anything I feel isn’t just the damn bond? You said yourself, you thought you were in love before and I don’t think I’m in love, but I don’t know what I am. He knows just how to get under my skin, but then calms me when no one else can.” I threw my hands up and the winds followed. Blair smirked, looking around us as cups flew towards the trees and the fire shot up twenty feet in the air. I took a deep breath, releasing the wind and dropping my hands to my sides while I was at it.

      “I can’t tell you what you are or aren’t feeling. That’s not my place. What I can say, is that whatever feeling you have is entirely your own. The bond makes it easy to love them, and almost impossible to leave. I thought I was going to have to rip my heart out when I rejected Alec, but I’m alive and smiling to this day.” She quirked up her lips looking at something over my shoulder. A familiar tug in my chest told me exactly who was coming our way.

      Blair reached across and squeezed my shoulder before disappearing into the crowd.
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      “What were you and Blair talking about that had you so up in arms?” a rough voice asked behind me. I turned to see Aaron still holding Keyla over his shoulder.

      “Nothing important,” I said smoothly.

      “Put me down, Aaron! You—you imbecile! Ha! Yeah, I said it—whatcha going to do—agh!” she screamed as he flung her in the air fifteen feet or so, then caught her with ease. “I should murder you,” she hissed as he set her back on the ground with a gentleness I rarely saw in him.

      “I don’t think you want that. Who’s going to convince them to let you be the stag if I’m dead?” Keyla’s eyes lit up like twin yellow moons and she threw her arms around him.

      “The stag?” I asked.

      “For the wild hunt,” Keyla answered. “The stag goes to hide in the forest and then the Shifters are let loose. The first one to find the stag wins.”

      The blood drained from my face as I looked between the two of them. Kayla beamed up at me with an innocent smile and shadows began to creep into my vision.

      Goddamnit. Not now.

      “Are you okay?” Keyla asked, moving to hug me. Aaron reached forward and snatched her fingers away just before she touched me.

      Good. At least he had some sense.

      “What are you thinking sending her into the forest right now?” I snapped at him. “After what happened at Daizlei, how could you possibly think it’s safe?” My voice rose to an almost hysteria. Aaron pushed Keyla to the side and stepped towards me. Into the very space he stopped his sister from crossing.

      “It is safe. For nearly fifty miles in every direction, this is Shifter territory. Keyla knows the rules and she won’t stray beyond that,” he said softly. I didn’t realize when his fingers wrapped around my upper arms, lightly massaging circles into them.

      “I don’t care. It’s not safe for her,” I growled. That seemed to perk up some ears. Several bodies moved closer to us, but I had no idea who.

      “Who are you to speak to our future Alpha that way?” a sharp voice scolded. I froze beneath Aaron’s fingertips, the shadows once again pushing their way to forefront.

      No. Not here. The last thing I needed was to take ten steps back by killing a Shifter on their territory.

      That would send me right over the ledge.

      I took a deep breath, and then another.

      “She is my signasti, Jessa, and you would do well to remember it,” Aaron snapped at her. If only she had the good sense to stay quiet.

      “I’m having a hard time believing that with the way she cowers. No true signasti of an Alpha would hide behind her partner,” Jessa argued.

      I wanted to cover my ears. To stop the talking. This was exactly why I didn’t raise my fist today. Why I wouldn’t train. The urge to hurt something was rearing its ugly head the longer that went by. How could I possibly chance it after everything I’d done? The people I’d killed...

      How could I justify that?

      The answer was simple.

      I couldn’t.

      I wouldn’t.

      “What? No answer? Color me shocked,” she continued. “You call her your signasti, but all we see is a broken piece of Supernatural trash—”

      Fire drowned out her reply as it broke out across the clearing, swift and sudden. I shoved Aaron aside as I turned on my heel to face the direction where Jessa had been and to where Alexandra now stood. She scalded the earth with vengeful steps as she approached the now silent blonde.

      “You do not speak to her like that,” Alexandra said. The voice that spoke was not my sister. It was her demon.

      Fucking hell.

      Without thinking, I crossed the stretch of burning grass. Faster than lightening. Silent as the dead. I stepped between the demon that was my sister and the girl that did not deserve my protection. The eyes that stared back at me were not warm brown, but an endless darkness that sucked in all light that dared shine on them.

      I should have been terrified, but the creature before me was no different than myself.

      And if there’s anything I knew, it’s how to control the entity within.

      “I want Alexandra back. Right now,” I barked. My voice was every bit as cold and callous. The creature cocked her head slowly and fire pressed in around us.

      “The Shhhifter overstepped herssself,” the demon hissed out of my sister’s mouth. The flames surged against my skin, burning at my clothes.

      She was testing me. Seeing how far I was willing to go, but the demon should already know that answer.

      For my sisters, I would do anything.

      “She’s ignorant and jealous. That doesn’t justify death,” I replied just as cold, letting my own demon surface entirely. I used my own power to thicken the air and take control of the flames.

      That got her attention.

      She took a step back, but I advanced on her.

      Alexandra may be powerful, but she and her demon both knew I could put her in her place. She knew what I could do if push came to shove, and even her demon, who came to my defense, did not want to test that. I curled my fingers and sucked the flames inward, towards us and away from the Shifters that lurked on the sidelines.

      Watching a battle between two sisters.

      Two demons.

      “Alexandra. Now. I will not ask again,” I commanded in a snarl, redirecting the flames at her with a snap. They poured down like sky fire, relentless in their assault.

      The demon stared through the flames and gave a slight bow of its head.

      Alexandra dropped to her knees in the dirt, and I extinguished the fire immediately, leaving only the bonfire burning like nothing had ever happened.

      “I’m sorry,” Alexandra whispered hoarsely. She still hadn’t opened her eyes, but the voice of the girl before me wasn’t lifeless or cold.

      “I know.” I went to her, crouching down on my knees over the charred earth.

      I reached inside myself to call my own demon back, and for the first time, she went without question.

      We were equal now, in every way, but my sister and her other self were not.

      “I didn’t mean for that to happen, I just got so angry when I heard her talking to you like that. She has no idea what we’ve been through, what you have…” Alexandra said roughly. I slipped two fingers under her chin and lifted her face.

      “Listen to me,” I said. “You have another being inside of you. One that is going to get angry sometimes. It’s going to want to scratch and claw, even kill, but that doesn’t make you a bad person. It’s what you do with that power that matters. Do you understand me?” My voice was strong, softened from the icy tone I used to command the dark entity down. This was the role I’d played for her enough of my life that I knew it like the back of my hand. Hard enough to give her reassurance, pliant enough that I wasn’t overbearing.

      Alexandra drew her eyes up from the ground slowly, and only when she searched over every visible part of my skin that the fire had burned clothes from did she nod.

      I sighed deeply, exhausted to the bone, and lifted my head to the crowd.

      “Where’s Tori?” I asked. The ground shifted as someone slowly came toward us. I didn’t have to look to know it was the girl in question.

      “Here,” she said behind me.

      “Do you feel comfortable enough to take her back to the residence and stay with her tonight?”

      Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t have been so blunt with her, but I had two reasons. The first is that I already knew what she would say, and she was probably one of only three people that would. The second is that I wanted my sister to see it and hear it, because the second someone called her a monster it was all over.

      She needed to believe that she wasn’t a bad person, and that started with Tori’s response.

      “Of course,” she said without hesitation. I released a breath and stood to my full height, pulling my red-headed sister up with me. All I had to do was step to the side and Tori filled the void where I had been. She wrapped her arms around Alexandra, and in the blink of an eye, they were gone.

      I turned to the crowd gathered around the ashen circle and raised my chin defiantly. They all needed to hear this, but one person in particular. I crossed the ten yards at the same speed Tori used to teleport out. Appearing directly in front of a very tall blond who’s normally lovely skin looked rather pale at the sight of me standing before her.

      “Let me make myself very clear,” I said, using small threads of power to project my voice over the hundreds of Shifters gathered. “I saved your life tonight. I could have just as easily let her burn you alive—and she would have—because unlike me, you are not fireproof.” She stumbled back, and the group parted. No one caught her, and no one stopped me as I took another step.

      “So this is what’s going to happen. You are going to repay me in the only way I deem acceptable: by keeping your mouth shut. You will not continue to challenge me. You will not test my patience again, and you damn sure will not say a single fucking word to her.”

      She stumbled back again, tripping over a tree root in her haste. She landed on her ass, looking up at me with large blue eyes. I parted my lips and breathed in the scent of her fear, but I wouldn’t revel in it. That was where I drew the line.

      “Do I make myself crystal clear? Because I will not give you a second warning. Next time you try something, I am going to challenge you to a duel, and I will make burning alive look like child’s play. By the time I walk out of the ring you will wish I killed you. You will beg me for death. Do you understand?” My voice was not my demon’s, nor was it the one I talked Alexandra down with. It was my voice, filled with resolute determination and anger. It spoke of the darkness inside me. It was all that I was, am, and ever will be.

      It was the voice of the leader and the assassin.

      Three beings, drawn together in the most unholy of ways, but somehow completed each other.

      “Y-yes,” she stuttered, nodding her head so hard her teeth chattered.

      “Excellent.” I turned my back on her and started towards Aaron and Keyla, but paused halfway. “If it happens again, I will come between her and the rest of you, but the moment one of you calls her a monster, that deal is over. It may be a dog eat dog world, but fire burns everything. Take that as you will.”

      My heart hammered as I crossed the remaining space towards Aaron and Keyla. I half expected her to be hiding behind him after that, but she stood tall and faced me with the biggest smile I had ever seen on her face.

      “Alright guys, listen up!” Aaron shouted, waving his hands to call people in. “Given all the excitement, I’m postponing the hunt until the next full moon.”

      Several Shifters gave an audible groan, namely Keyla who went from looking at me with something akin to hero worship—to glaring daggers.

      “Don’t worry, little sis. You’ll still get to be the stag.” He mussed his hand in her hair, and she swatted at him with annoyance. “And,” he drawled, “you’ll get an extra month to run with Selena and have a better shot of outrunning her.”

      She perked up at that idea and sent me a wicked smile. Ordinarily, I would have snapped at Aaron for volunteering me to participate, but it was a good idea. I could catch her faster than anyone and drag her back here. She won’t have the chance to get further than twenty miles.

      Problem solved.

      “I think I can safely call this a night,” I said, motioning to the tattered remains of my leather jacket and almost entirely bare legs. My toes squished into the ash and dirt as a frigid breeze swept the dead land, making me shiver. I started towards the residence without waiting for a reply.

      “Can I join you?” Aaron asked. My feet halted mid-step, my heart thumping a little harder. Blair’s conversation by the fire came back to me and I didn’t let myself think too long or hard before I blurted out my response.

      “I would like that.”

      I almost missed the stutter in his own chest when Keyla shouted, “I’m coming too!”

      Almost, but not quite. Neither of us were as unaffected as we liked to pretend.

      And in the midnight hour where no one could see, I smiled to myself.
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      I knocked lightly on the stained poplar door. The scent of cedar and peppermint drifted through the space underneath. Footsteps crossed the space coming to a stop directly on the other side. Metal scraped metal as someone turned the lock.

      The door cracked open.

      A single evergreen eye peered through the sliver. Tori breathed a heavy sigh and swung the door open for me. I crossed into the small living room where Blair sat in an overstuffed armchair with her ankles crossed. Her grey eyes were like fractured ice on a dark road. She stared at Alexandra’s reclined figure, her expression unreadable, but her posture was that of someone watching their ward.

      She’s guarding her, I realized. Not from me, but everyone else. Anyone who might think to come to this door and trigger the only other known demon in their midst.

      The Shifters had no idea what we really were before. Aaron had explained that last night, the vague details they’d given to those at the residence months ago when we arrived.

      Refugees, he’d called us. Survivors, from what happened at Daizlei and from the earthquake that killed thousands. The earthquake I caused…

      Yeah. No way in hell was anyone going to buy the sad Supernatural story now, but that wasn’t my problem.

      “How is she doing?” I whispered under my breath. Tori grimaced, locking the door behind us.

      “Y’all are remarkably similar when you get like this,” she murmured. Blair said nothing, and maybe that was the most telling of all.

      Last night I’d been thrown off guard when Alexandra’s demon came out swinging in my defense. I had assumed they’d made peace and that my sister had control over hers, given that she never struggled the same way I had.

      Apparently, I was wrong.

      Once again, I was the early bird and now the only one left that could train her.

      “Alexandra.” I approached her on the cream-colored couch. Her brilliant red hair spilled across a fluffy beige pillow as she laid almost catatonic, watching the flames in the fireplace.

      I dropped to my knees in front of her. “I want to talk to you about last night,” I continued lightly. She didn’t even twitch. “About your demon.” A heavy pause punctuated the air as her eyes slowly slid from the fire blazing behind me, to my face.

      Her normally warm brown eyes were a shade darker than normal, turning them a flickering amber filled with shadows and fire.

      “My demon,” she said dryly. It wasn’t a question, but I responded nonetheless.

      “Yes.”

      “I knew I had one, in theory…” she trailed off momentarily as her eyes shifted back to the fire. “But I’ve never felt it like that.”

      I leaned back, resting on the heels of my feet. Four heartbeats and a crackling fire filled the room with an intimate silence. “Felt it like what?”

      “Vengeance,” she whispered. “And rage. So much rage. It was like…” she paused, her eyes flicking to the corner of her vision. “Like I could have sent it all up in flames. Just to burn her down with it.”

      I nodded sadly. I felt empathy, because for the first time I think she truly understood me, and I wish she didn’t.

      I wish that this terrible gene that made me what I am had skipped her entirely. That I could bear that burden of loneliness and isolation on my own—for the rest of my life—if it spared her.

      But that wasn’t the world we lived in, and thinking on the should have, could have, would have…it made no difference. All we could do was move forward with the here and now, where my sister was every bit of demon as I, and possibly Blair too.

      “For me, the rage was the hardest to handle. I was angry about anything. Everything…” I took a deep breath, wanting to say more, but finding honesty and vulnerability to be the most difficult admission. “It gets better—more manageable—when you learn to accept it,” I eventually said.

      Her gaze narrowed by a hairsbreadth. So little that I wouldn’t have noticed if I hadn’t been watching for it. Her jaw clenched with a subtle tension that could have been written off as any number of things, were we talking about anything else.

      “Accept it?” she asked, a challenge masked as an innocent question. “That’s what you did? You-you accepted this monster? This thing—”

      “Yes, you accept it, and before you go calling your demon a thing, understand the only person you’re going to hurt is yourself. I’ve made peace with mine and I’m better for it.”

      Alexandra shifted from laying down to standing in the blink of an eye, her demon riding her hard. Her eyes darted around for a second before settling on me.

      “You really have lost it if you think I’m going to give that thing any kind of power over me and what I do. It would burn the world down!” She paused as hysteria began creeping in. “Don’t you get that? Don’t you see? Like, you may be fireproof, but they’re not!”

      She glanced at Tori, an anguished sorrow permeating her features. She clenched her fists at her side and the fire died down. Behind her, Blair watched the scene play out between the two of us. Her cool features revealed nothing.

      “That’s why you need to train with it. If you think that burning the clearing is the worst thing you can do, then you’re mistaken. Hellfire was able to confine me. If you could control it at will—”

      “I don’t want to train with it!” she snapped. “I want nothing to do with it.”

      I felt the fireplace explode outwards. Heat lapped at the rug beneath me, traveling to my heels like the hounds of hell. Alexandra’s control wavered back and forth, her eyes flickering from amber to onyx as they darted towards the corners of her vision.

      Blair chose that moment to act, twisting her hand sharply to let out a geyser of snow that settled over the burning fire. Within seconds, the only thing left was a puddle of water that slowly seeped its way into my jeans. I rocked forward then back, using my momentum to push myself upward in a standing position.

      “You don’t have to want it. You don’t even have to like it—but you need to do it unless you want to end up exactly like I was three months ago,” I said. Her chest rose and fell as she tried to slow her racing heart. Despite her best efforts, it continued erratically thumping, out of control.

      “You don’t know that. There’s no way of knowing if I’ll be like you. Like, maybe I can—”

      “Do you see shadows in the corners of your eyes?” I asked briskly. Harsh, but to the point.

      Alexandra didn’t answer, but then again, I didn’t need her to. The signs were there.

      “What about the whispers? Have those started yet?” I continued. Alexandra swallowed hard and her eyes bled brown. The last remnants of her other gone, for the moment.

      “Last night was the first time I heard them,” she whispered. Tori came around the back of the couch and wrapped her arms around my sister’s waist. The top of her head only came to Alexandra’s jaw.

      “You’re lucky then. I’ve heard them for years, and if I can get better, that means you can too.” I glanced over to Blair who sat as still as an ice sculpture. “Have you shown any signs?”

      “No,” she said and shook her head. Her features appeared absolutely glacial in the absence of light. Only two muted rays of sunlight broke through the opaque curtains on both sides of the fireplace.

      “Then you both need to train with the assumption that you are, until proven otherwise.” Blair nodded once in acknowledgement.

      “What if I hurt someone?” Alexandra asked. She stood on shaky legs, but Tori’s arms kept her grounded and standing.

      “You won’t. You’ll be working with Blair and I’ll stand on the sidelines to make sure the fire never gets out of control,” I replied. An uncomfortable twisting settled in my stomach, knowing where this was going to go.

      “That’s bullshit,” Alexandra quipped back. “You slept for months and came back different. You haven’t practiced with any of us even once, and now you expect me to do as you say? What the hell, Selena? That’s complete bullshit.”

      She released Tori to cross her arms over her chest, giving me the look. The fearless stare that she reserved for moments when she wasn’t backing down, and there would be no reasoning with her.

      “I understand you’re upset—”

      “No. Don’t pull that with me.” Alexandra shook her head in disbelief. “Don’t you dare pull that with me. Not if you expect me to believe anything you say.” She stalked across the charred mush remains of the rug, coming to a stop directly in front of me. “You said you’re different. That you’ve changed, and you don’t want to live in lies anymore. Prove it. Tell me why you won’t train with us. Give me one good reason why I should do what you’re saying, and not expect the same in return.”

      I grimaced but gave her the truth. “When I lift my hands, people die. When I get upset, people die. When I use my ability, people die. It’s only since I woke up that I’m even able to hold it together. How can I gamble with everyone’s lives on the chance that I’ve healed enough to not kill anyone?” I lifted my hands, as if to examine them. These cold, killer hands meant for ruthless acts. Strange how they weren’t particularly large or rough. They really looked quite ordinary.

      Until I splayed my fingers and turned them over. Those scars never lied. The twin pentagrams that adorned my palms, put there by demons. Much like her and I.

      Alexandra reached out a sun-kissed hand and closed her fingers over my own.

      “Because you’re not alone.” She wrapped her other arm around my shoulders, pulling me close. “Fire can kill just as many as an earthquake. Nyx knows what hellfire really does. It could be worse. You may be a matter manipulator, but if we’re both demons, then we work together. As equals.”

      “Equals?” I repeated.

      Huh. After over seventeen years and only eight minutes apart, it dawned on me that we really were equals in everything now. She no longer needed my protection, but truth be told, she hasn’t needed that for years. She didn’t need a guardian. She didn’t need a parent.

      She needed a sister and an equal. Nothing more, nothing less.

      “Equals,” Blair affirmed, coming to stand beside us. I couldn’t dispute Alexandra any more than I did Blair, my cousin turned apprentice.

      Maybe I should learn to treat them all like equals, even Tori—the sister of my sister’s killer. The roommate turned friend, once upon a time. The young woman that stands beside my sister with her head held high.

      I sighed deeply, knowing they were right despite how at odds I was with myself.

      “If I train with you, do you promise to work on it with your demon?” I asked Alexandra. She didn’t look any happier about it now than she did when I first brought it up, but the steel in her spine was resolute. I wouldn’t be the only one making compromises today.

      “Yeah, but only if you help me. I don’t want to accidentally burn the residence down.” She flipped her mass of red hair over a slim shoulder. “Also, I don’t think Aaron would be very happy with us if I did. I mean, he’d deal, but let’s not.”

      She diffused the tension with a wink, but I couldn’t help wondering how long it would last. How long would we get to be like this? Together, not quite happy, but alive. If there’s anything Lily’s death taught me, it’s that the only thing that is guaranteed in life is change.

      And every one of our lives could change in the blink of an eye.

      Or just one training session gone wrong.
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      I once read that sooner or later, everyone sits down to a banquet of consequences.

      I couldn’t help but wonder if this was mine.

      I was a failure. First as a daughter. Then as a sister. As a Supernatural. Now as a Vampire.

      I had been Made for the sole purpose of serving a master I’d never met. I was supposed to be stronger and faster than the other Vampires. I should have retained my ability and become unstoppable.

      But instead, I had failed in that too.

      And after three months of playing the game, it was getting clear that Victor’s patience was tiring. His beautifully high hopes crashed and burned because instead of getting stronger, I was weaker with every day that passed, and blood wasn’t helping me.

      So here I was, locked inside a dusty, old room and starving. No one had come in over three days. No beautiful children dressed like dolls. No leering guards that made no mistake about what they wanted from me.

      And no Victor.

      I once regarded him as the most beautiful creature I’d ever seen, despite his cruelty. I’d hoped that his lovely smile meant he liked me, favored me enough that I could earn a single sliver of freedom. That he would find my submissive nature so endearing that he would let down his guard.

      I see now that I was a fool.

      Victor didn’t have time for Made that couldn’t do as they were told, and certainly not weak, pathetic creatures like me.

      I tossed back my head and let out a terrible laugh, pushing the disgusting blankets away from me. The scents of mold and mildew caked my body like dried mud. My throat burned from a fire that only blood could sate, however brief that relief may be.

      A sharp knock pierced my ears before the heavy door opened.

      “Hello, flower,” the guard said, his red eyes harsh and cruel.

      I chose not to reply and instead averted my eyes to the bag of crimson liquid in his hand. Hoping he would mistake my clawing hunger for submission. They were big on that around here. Downcast eyes. Closed lips. Heads tilted forward just enough that it was almost a bow.

      This guard was no different. He closed the door behind him and stalked towards me like the predator he was. It didn’t even occur to me that I should be afraid.

      No one closed the door except Victor, but he wasn’t here anymore.

      “Your master wants you fed. Thinks it might make his pretty little Made more compliant,” the guard continued. His black boots stopped directly in front of me. Close enough that if I knew how to feel fear and I had a beating heart, it would have pounded in my chest.

      But I couldn’t feel anything beyond the thirst that enslaved my body and mind.

      I lifted my chin just a fraction, my eyes traveling back to the blood bag in his hand.

      Dinner. The first I’d have in three days.

      “Please,” I croaked. The hoarse whisper scraped against my dry throat like sandpaper.

      “Please what?” the guard coerced. I lifted my head so he could see my pleading eyes, hoping it would spare me from using more words. “Oh, this?” he asked mockingly. I nodded my head despite the demeaning nature of his words.

      My lips parted in anticipation as I waited for him to place the bag just close enough to my face that I could bite into it. He did.

      The sharp points of my fangs punctured the plastic and a sweet aroma filled the air. I was too far gone to feel guilt for where the blood came from or disgust with myself for drinking it. Not when the cracks in my throat instantly mended.

      The guard didn’t shy away as I drank greedily, too starved to even register the way his tongue darted out to wet his bottom lip. I was only halfway through the bag when he ripped it from my mouth.

      “That’s enough,” he snapped, tilting back his head to drink the rest. Dribbles of blood spilled over his lips as he smiled maliciously. I glared up at him, hating him, hating myself and this new body with its foreign urges. I didn’t understand my anger. It was not logical and defied everything I knew.

      Then again, so had my depression. And so had the darkness.

      Was this really so different?

      A rough snarl escaped my lips, making the guard narrow his eyes. My mind told me I should be afraid, that I saw the way this guard looked at me…but my body said different.

      A cold hunger had me in its grasp and I lunged for his throat.

      The guard reacted faster, striking me down with a backhand to the face for my insolence. I spat at him, making his already red eyes turn hot as flame. It reminded me of someone. My sister. Alexandra. I held onto that thought of her when his hand came down on me again.

      The flesh didn’t not sting as much this time, but the crack was still jarring. I’d never been hit like that in my life. The thought sent my anger spiraling. Reaching. The darkness in me opened and for the first time in months, I felt alive.

      The feeling was short lived when he turned away. I grit my teeth but couldn’t stop myself from calling out, “Is that the best you’ve got?”

      The guard stopped, but his chest didn’t heave at the insult. He didn’t have a beating heart or need lungs to breathe. When he turned back towards me, his eyes narrowed as another cruel smile skirted his lips.

      “You want more?” he asked, his voice oozing with vulgar satisfaction. It should have disgusted me, but it didn’t. I stared back at him as he stalked towards me. The air in my room was stale, but the hardness of his hand when he struck me again made it seem fresh. Crisp.

      I drifted for a moment. Almost content.

      Until he began unzipping his pants.

      “What are you doing?” I croaked, averting my eyes when he removed them entirely. I wasn’t playing submissive this time. I’d never seen a man naked, and I didn’t want to. Not here. Not like this.

      “You asked for more. I want a taste of you, flower.”

      The words chilled me, and I tried to pull away when he crawled onto the bed.

      No. No. No. This can’t be happening.

      I kicked at him, attempting to mimic the way my sister would use her legs to crush a man’s skull, but he was stronger, and my body was not what it once was. I bucked off the bed, punching him in the face. He swiped my arms out of the air and pinned me down with one hand.

      The darkness in my chest rose up—like bile in my throat.

      “Don’t touch me!” I commanded in a hoarse, broken cry. You would think that it wouldn’t have taken three months for me to find my voice. My fight. But it did, and it seems that it happened too late.

      I screamed again, a guttural sound more akin to that of a wild animal.

      The images of my death flashed back to me. The moment when I was overpowered. The second I died. They could not save me then, why did I think they would now?

      My panic heightened to an unbearable crescendo as he reached to rip my shirt open. I moved to avoid it and he laughed harshly, making my insides begin to burn and harden, like tempered metal forged into a weapon. In my rage and desperation, something cracked inside of me, lashing out.

      Dark shadows appeared over my skin. Swirling. Writhing. They latched onto his moving hands and began traveling up his arms—not even making it to his elbows before the screaming started.

      With every second he hollered, I grew stronger, drawing in more to feed my darkness. To feed myself. I twisted sharply without breaking contact and grabbed the dying man by his hair. His screams had already begun to fade into the silence. He wasn’t long for this world.

      I pulled myself up to a sitting position and held his head between both hands. The shadows still danced across my skin. I wondered what it would be like to crush his skull, here and now. Would he die from it? Would he even feel it? The splash of black on his lips caught my attention.

      Blood. Vampire blood.

      He’d bit his lip and now the scent of the sickly-sweet ichor was calling to me. I inhaled deeply but resisted the thought. A Vampire drinking a Vampire’s blood?

      Was that possible? I’d never heard of it. Then again, I had only awoken three months ago, and before that, I knew nothing beyond the textbooks at Daizlei. My resolve floundered at the thought of ripping his throat out and killing him.

      I did not want to be a monster, but a certain dark thrill took hold at the realization that I’d finally done what Victor wanted. I had my powers and I was stronger.

      “Is-is that the b-best you’ve g-g-got?” he coughed out, black blood spraying from his lips. I stiffened as the flecks splattered my skin, calling to the hunger within.

      I wasn’t a monster. I was defending myself—from when he comes back to fight another day. I was ensuring that they wouldn’t starve me and my master wouldn’t kill me. I had to make sure Victor wasn’t swayed by whatever the Vampire would tell him.

      It was only self-defense.

      Yes, that’s it.

      I repeated it thrice in my mind.

      “I’m not a monster,” I whispered—before I ripped his throat out.

      His blood ran free through my fingers as I pulled the last of his essence from the body. Vampire or not—he was dead. Truly dead. My hands didn’t even shake when I stood and dumped his body on the floor, waiting for the horror of what I’d done to hit me.

      But it never came.

      Whatever heaviness that should have weighed on my heart died along with my morality and did not return when I drank his blood like a glutton. I guess that made us even.

      The whispers in my mind applauded as I positioned myself daintily on the ornate chair in the corner of my room.

      It was self-defense. I had no choice.

      That’s exactly what I would tell Victor. It’s what I chose to believe.

      Even if I did kill a man—and liked it.
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      I bolted upright in bed, the thin satin sheet pooling around my waist. My breath came in hot, heavy gasps as I tried to breathe again. To breathe at all.

      My burning throat cracked under the sharp inhales. The fissures were imaginary, as were the dank musk and mold clinging to the inside of my chest, but they felt real. So very real.

      It wasn’t my body that was undergoing such horrors. Not my skin that was defiled. Not my thirst for blood, human or Vampire. Not my power that lashed out and drained the undead dry.

      A cold settled over me like a blanket. It seeped into my flesh, and blood, and bones. A chill that could not be banished by the heat of the fire, or a warm summer air.

      Because deep in those bones of mine, I wondered, and I wept.

      There had to be some kind of explanation for these dreams.

      Was it her ghost haunting me?

      Was it my subconscious trying to punish me?

      Or maybe it was something else entirely.

      Something far darker that I wouldn’t dare put the name to. Couldn’t.

      I pushed the sheets aside, only then noticing the empty space beside me. Aaron was gone again. His side of the bed rumpled, but cold to the touch. I wasn’t sure what to think of that. Why he was gone at this time of night.

      Why he was gone when I—

      I stopped myself before I finished the thought. It was an idea almost as insurmountable as the truth behind my dreams, and just like them, I wasn’t in the headspace to handle it alone in the middle of the night craving the most unholy of things.

      Both Violet and my demon pressed against me, oddly comforting and reassuring. I took a long, deep breath, fully expanding my lungs with oxygen until they hurt. The muscles constricted sharply as I blew it back out and slid off the obsidian sheets.

      The marble was cool against my bare feet, but not cold. The fireplace at the end of the bed kept it warm enough to ward off a chill, but not so warm it suffocated. I blew the fire out with a wave of my hand as I crossed the empty space and grabbed a sweatshirt by the door. The material on the inside was downright rough compared to the sheets, but it would keep me warm on my walk.

      The living room was empty, as I expected. Not a trace of Aaron. Not a hint of smoke.

      I left the apartment to wander the halls of the residence. At this hour, very few Shifters were awake. The ones that were kept to themselves, which suited me just fine.

      They weren’t the reason I was lurking in the halls before the crack of dawn on shaking legs with a cold sweat dripping down my back. I took the elevator two floors down and let my feet carry me through the beige halls.

      The exit was just around the corner…or not.

      I came to another set of taupe walls that led down another maze-like hallway. Glancing over my shoulder, I debated the merits of backtracking and simply jumping over the balcony from the third floor, but I dismissed it. Taking an unsteady breath, I started down the unknown corridor. Surely one of these would lead outside.

      Wouldn’t it?

      After the fourth turn leading nowhere, I stopped and ran a hand through my sleep-knotted hair. You would think that after so many wrong turns I’d either end up where I started or have found my way outside, but no. It seemed that this place was built like a maze. The walls were all the same ugly shade of off-white, not quite brown or grey. The trim was dark mahogany, polished to perfection without a speck of dust in site.

      If it weren’t for my sense of smell I might have gotten confused and assumed I had already gone this way, but the orange and freesia was new. I followed the scents down a long corridor to a pair of cracked walnut double doors.

      I lifted my hand to the hardwood and tapped the door open another six inches, stepping through without a sound. My breath caught in my throat at what I saw.

      Bookshelves lined every inch of the circular room, climbing straight to the ceiling over twenty feet above. A ceiling made of stained glass that swirled to form shapes that changed and moved. Splotches of color bled from rose red to cobalt blue with swatches of gold and evergreen in between.

      I stood transfixed to the spot. This can’t be real. Could it?

      That was a dangerous question for me because I often asked it when I already knew the answer.

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

      I dropped my head, moving my gaze from the ceiling to the man sitting in a dark red chair.

      “Yes,” I agreed. “Are the shapes really changing?”

      “They are,” he nodded. “Would you like to know its story?”

      He inclined his head forward, motioning to the second chair across from him. His dark brown hair hung lank against his sullen skin. His cheekbones were more prominent than was considered healthy, but he didn’t smell of sickness or death. He smelled like oranges and freesia.

      I could have left it at that and backed out of the door without a second thought. Run off to find a quiet place outside where I could talk to the rising sun and get lost in old memories that were better left alone. Pray to some ancient that never gave a damn while I deconstructed my nightmare a thousand times over until I convinced myself that the impossible was possible. That she was alive. Changed.

      But my nightmares were just that.

      Fiction created by my own psyche.

      Fears generated by grief and a deep-seated hatred of the creatures that killed her.

      False visions from a dead girl I killed.

      The old Selena would have walked away to wallow in self-pity, but I couldn’t be that girl anymore. Just as I couldn’t be the unfeeling wretch I was after she died, but instead, the girl I saw on the horizon.

      I tilted my head forward knowing the moment of silence had already swung past a polite pause and was soaring to downright awkward. Still, I took a seat across from him and rested my shaking hands on my lap where he couldn’t see them beneath the small circular table.

      “So, what’s the story?” I asked, looking back to the stained glass masterpiece.

      “Well, like all great stories, it started with a beautiful young woman,” he said. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes and waited for him to continue. “A slave, to be exact, although the Supernaturals would never call her that. She was sent to the Shifter Alpha as a ward shortly after he took office. A present, if you will.” The older man uncrossed his ankles and got to his feet.

      “That’s some present,” I muttered coolly. The older man chuckled under his breath, an old, earthy sound. He’s probably heard that before.

      “It’s customary for the Court to send wards between the Councils, but yes, in her case she was treated no better than a slave. In many ways, sending her to the Alpha was a kindness that the Supernaturals didn’t see. You see, she was his signasti.” The old man paused, glancing up at the ceiling and then again to the books around us.

      “But she didn’t know it because she was a Supernatural?” It came out like a question, but I already knew the answer.

      “Yes, and because of that he had to earn her love.” He motioned to the room around us. “He built her this library and commissioned a Witch to work with an architect to create the stained glass ceiling.”

      I stared at the whirling splotches of color; so vivid, but fleeting. They swirled almost like…smoke. The metal shapes moved like mercury.

      “Why stained glass?” I asked, never taking my eyes off the ceiling. It was magnificent, but it’s not the kind of thing that is usually gifted.

      “Katherina Branislav was from Bulgaria and spent a great deal of time in cathedrals as a child,” he answered. “Playing spy from the rafters on all the wealthy landholders and government higher ups. She fell in love with the stained glass windows there and as his wedding gift to her, the Alpha had this one built to be greater than any that came before it.”

      Ah, that made more sense, but it still left one question…

      “Branislav. That’s a ruling family,” I said. “I’ve never heard of ruling families sending their own children as wards.” Only them poaching children from other families, I added silently.

      “The families on the Supernatural Council will give many things, including their children, if they think it will better help them keep their power,” he replied. There was an edge of underlying resentment that hadn’t been there before.

      “I don’t see how giving away one girl—”

      “Katherina was a forfeit,” he interjected. Not harsh or cold, but straight to the point.

      “A forfeit?” I repeated, unable to hide the chill that ran down my spine. He must have read the surprise on my face and known that I wasn’t asking for an explanation when he only nodded.

      A forfeit.

      The polite term for the rare Supernatural born without powers. Instead, any magic that lies within them is passed onto their child at birth, making for children that are powerful beyond compare.

      They are called forfeits because they don’t only give their power to that one child, but it costs them their life. Except…

      “Keyla?”

      He smiled grimly. “Katherina was stronger than any forfeit I’ve known. She survived the birth of her son, but not her daughter,” he said softly. Above us, the stained glass shone brighter as the dawn crept over the horizon.

      “How do you know so much about her?” I asked. The older man took his seat beside me again and rested his elbows on his knees, bringing his hands together in a steeple while keeping his eyes to the sky.

      “It’s the job of every Shifter to know their Alpha and protect them, just as it’s the Alpha’s job to make the best decision for the pack. Katherina may not have been born a Shifter, but she had the heart of one.”

      He whispered her name with such reverence that I had to wonder. What kind of woman, born without power and given as a slave, could be every bit the Alpha as the natural born heir?

      The kind of woman I could aspire to be.

      Now that was a dangerous thought, considering I was the current heir’s signasti and a highly sought-after fugitive hiding from the Supernatural Council. But if I wasn’t…yes, Katherina Branislav would be the type of woman I could aspire to be.

      I rose to my feet, making my way towards the door without a single tremor. The nerves that shackled me on my way here seemed to have eased their restraint. I lifted my hand to the door and turned halfway back to the stranger.

      “I forgot to ask your name.” He smiled and swept his dark hair from his eyes. From several feet away in a half-lit room, they were a combination of dark umber and cedar brown.

      “Nate,” he said after a slight hesitation.

      “Thanks for the story, Nate. I’ll see you around.” I tipped my chin in a small nod and closed the library door firmly behind me, breathing a little easier than when I walked in.
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      The air smelled crisp and clean when I walked onto the training field later that morning. Overnight a snowstorm had blown through leaving several inches of snow that was already melting in the morning sunlight.

      “They’re staring,” Keyla stage whispered. She strutted her way across the field beside me like a Goddess whose mere presence was a blessing.

      “You love it,” I replied. She threw her head back and laughed, loud and boisterous. I’d never known someone that could laugh so free and without a care. I envied it, but was happy for her all the same.

      “You’re right. I do. This is the most attention they’ve paid me in ages,” she giggled.

      I snorted, rolling my eyes. “Sure, we’ll go with that.”

      Our easy banter fell into a silent anticipation as we approached the training ring I had Aaron set aside for my sister, cousin, and I. Ring wasn’t quite the right word to describe it. The twenty-yard-wide dip in the ground was closer to a hole than anything.

      I walked right to the edge and stopped, peering down at the Shifter made arena. Flat stone walls ten-feet tall and a dirt floor covered by snow. In the center, Blair and Alexandra were already fighting, but it only took me a moment to realize their sparring lacked any real fierceness.

      Blair was on the offensive, slowly backing her towards the stone wall. Her movements were quick. Precise. So were Alexandra’s blocks, but my cousin had something that my sister didn’t.

      Absolute concentration.

      I called it three moves before it happened.

      Blair went for a pop to the head and Alexandra ducked straight into the blonde girl’s waiting knee. She brought it up hard into her chest, simultaneously pulling a dagger from her waist and pressing it into my sister’s exposed neck as she pushed her into the wall the last two feet.

      “Pinned,” a Shifter called from across the ring, only inches from the lip of the arena. Several others had gathered around, including Aaron and Johanna. They stood by silently, either watching for trouble or waiting to see what I would do.

      I didn’t ask.

      “Break her hold,” I commanded quietly. Alexandra’s eyes flicked up instantly. Trepidation and warning filled her gaze as she stared silently. I toed the edge of the arena and raised a condescending eyebrow. “Break it,” I repeated.

      “I can’t,” she spat.

      “Bullshit,” I scoffed, fanning the flames that started in her eyes. She was close to snapping, but the second she turned her gaze to the girl holding her in place, that inner-fire all but fizzled out.

      She didn’t want to hurt Blair.

      Luckily for us, I knew all the right buttons to push and force it.

      Unfortunately for me, I had to hold up my end of the deal.

      “You can do it,” Violet whispered. “You are ready.”

      Without letting myself overthink it and trusting my own inner demon, I stepped over the ridge and landed deftly on my feet.

      “What is she doing?”

      “She doesn’t even have a weapon.”

      “She got lucky during the full moon—”

      “Silence,” Aaron commanded. The whispering died out instantly. The Alpha’s order was law.

      The snow crunched under my boots as I stalked across the clearing—every bit the predator both inside and out. Alexandra’s attention didn’t leave me for even a second as I slowly approached behind Blair.

      “Blair, please step aside.” She dropped her hand back to her waist immediately and exited the makeshift arena.

      Alexandra eyed me warily as she darted away from the wall, crossing to the other side in the blink of an eye. I don’t even think she realized she was already moving with demon speed, even if it was just to put distance between us.

      The whip she kept coiled around her wrist slowly unwound as she spread her feet in an aggressive stance. Like a cornered animal.

      There was something oddly intimate about the whole situation. Me finding myself back in the ring because we are the only few of our kind. That we know of. I let that thought fall to the wayside as I crossed my arms over my chest and smirked with just a touch too much of self-satisfaction. It would piss her off, her demon even more.

      “You haven’t trained in months. What makes you think that—”

      I moved while she was still talking. Using the same speed she had already mastered with ease, I crossed the clearing and placed myself behind her.

      “I run forty miles a day and exercise my mind even more than my body,” I said.

      She jumped, then whirled around already moving her whip to catch me, but I caught her off guard when I moved into her attack instead of away.

      I brought my hand down on her wrist, twisting it sharp enough to cause pain but not so much to break. She dropped the whip, her eyes darkening as she moved her gaze from my hand to my face.

      “How did you—”

      “Lesson one,” I twisted my grip again and forced her to lean into me. “Expect the unexpected.”

      I relinquished her wrist and slammed my other hand into her chest, putting just enough of my power into it to send her flying across the clearing.

      She let out a gasp as her body hit the frozen ground only inches from the stone wall she could have landed against. My demon stirred restlessly, wanting to come out. Wanting to play.

      I hesitated for a fraction of a second before silently letting her forward.

      Trust. The only way we’ll both survive is a foundation built on trust.

      She shivered in delight and rubbed her presence against me reassuringly. I eased into it, ignoring the gasps from higher above as my eyes turned black and blotted out the white entirely. They didn’t understand, but just like Alexandra, they would. Being part demon didn’t make me inherently evil.

      If anything, my demon side was a hell of a lot more benevolent most of the time.

      This was not one of those times.

      Alexandra rocked her legs back and arched her body as she shot her momentum forward, jumping to her feet. Obsidian ashes swirled in her eyes as her demon vied for power. She flicked her glance to the corners of her vision, taking her eyes off me for a second too long.

      I capitalized on her crippling mistake, jumping the distance between us. I clasped my hand around her throat and pushed her back into the stone wall.

      “Lesson two,” my demon and I said. “Trust yourself. Trust your demon. Without you, she is dead, and without her, you are weak.” I tightened my grip, pushing the pads of my fingers into the soft, burning flesh of her throat.

      She was getting close.

      “Lesson three,” I whispered, leaning close. “Let go. Fearing yourself will not change what you are, but it will get you killed.”

      She flinched under my inscrutable gaze and I shook my head, releasing her to step back. I had to mentally prepare myself for how far I might have to push her and make sure I didn’t get lost in the madness while I was at it.

      “Do you remember,” I started slowly, “how father trained us?” I heard her breath catch in her throat when I held out my hand and the whip shot straight towards it. I caught it in mid-air and stroked the handle thoughtfully.

      “S-Selena,” she whispered.

      I think she meant to admonish me for even considering this, but the strain behind her voice told me that I’d hit it on the mark. If I couldn’t goad her into it, maybe an overwhelming combination of anger and fear would set it free.

      It is, after all, what worked for me.

      Only she doesn’t know that I won’t do it.

      Oh, but I could make her believe I would. Me, the queen of lies. I resigned myself to my faults, because even liars and thieves have their place in this world. Right now, mine was provoking that demon out of her. Making it come to her aid.

      Forcing her to protect herself in the only way she can from another demon.

      “So, you do remember?” I poked. Prodded.

      “We were children. He was only trying to do what was best for us,” she snapped. Those midnight shadows in her eyes swirled more as her demon hammered away at her defenses.

      I laughed cruelly, a dark chuckle that had the hairs on her arms standing at attention.

      “If you think so highly of his methods, why don’t we revisit them,” I murmured.

      In the back of my mind, I was aware that I was dancing perilously close to the edge of where my control sat. Alexandra was only a hairpin away from losing it, and I was prepared to pull the trigger.

      Above us, the apprehension thickened with every second I let this charade go on. One wrong move and someone would spring. I mentally placed a barrier over the lip of the ring, pre-emptively preventing any of them from entering and any fire from escaping.

      I angled my body toward Alexandra, stiffening my spine with resolve. My heart beat slow and sure as I began stalking towards her.

      The moment my hand lifted, the tension snapped.

      Her eyes blackened instantly as her demon sprang forward and sent the snow covered ground up in flames. Heat washed over my skin as the fire consumed me.

      I tossed the whip away and into the fire, glancing up to ensure my shield held.

      It did.

      Until the flames turned black. She homed in on me like a lion with its prey and locked me in a cage made of dark fire. I lifted my hands to the onyx flames, but these didn’t burn. They trapped me.

      I focused my energy on pushing the flames out. Extinguishing the entire arena, but the tables had turned, and this was her playground now. My demon snarled at her through the wall that separated us, but she only smiled.

      “It’s not nice being trapped, is it?” she goaded in an empty voice.

      I shifted my aim from controlling the fire to controlling her. Alexandra’s eyes widened as I wrapped an invisible hand around her throat and brought her to her knees.

      She may be able to lock me in here, but she couldn’t hurt me. I may not be able to control her flames, but I could still do far worse.

      “Who’s at whose mercy now, sister?” my demon and I said softly. She narrowed her shadowed eyes.

      “Release me,” she demanded.

      I smiled lazily and crossed my arms over my chest, ignoring the cries of outrage from those outside the arena. My head pounded as heat imploded inside it and a splicing sensation ripped down my chest. It wasn’t my actual body, my reactions, or my emotions that fueled it—but I felt it all the same. Aaron was growing more agitated and angry by the second.

      I needed to speed this up before he did something rash.

      “Show me you can be trusted,” I replied. “Show her you can be trusted.”

      She continued to stare at me with a blank apathy, but beneath her emotionless façade, I was not fooled. I think her demon knew what I was doing, and as much as it was pissed at me for going about it this way, it recognized the importance of this moment.

      My sister would know everything she said and did. Alexandra would understand her reasoning, her thoughts, her feelings. She would be forced, at the very least, to acknowledge this other part of herself.

      Acknowledge that it had the chance to act out and burn the residence to the ground, but it chose not to. Selfish reasons or not, it was a choice.

      A very small pucker formed between her eyebrows, the first emotion outside of an impassive rage that she let herself display. That slight pucker drew her eyebrows together in an almost thoughtful way—were her eyes not black and emotionless.

      The flame prison that held me at bay dissipated without a trace, and every flicker of black flame in the clearing followed it. The once snow-covered ground was now hard and baked from the prolonged heat. The stone walls of the arena covered by dark ash marks. Above them, the crowd had grown, but not even one looked burned or had singed clothes.

      All in all, I’d mark this as a success.

      Now I just had to talk her demon down.

      “I’m impressed,” I told her. “You have more control than I did.” I wasn’t lying. For this being the third time that she’s called forth her demon…color me green. She was going to be just fine.

      My dark-eyed sister watched reproachfully as I walked to her and dropped down on one knee. I relinquished the phantom hands that held her, the same as she had done the flames. She didn’t jump away or make any move to fight me, as I suspected. I took it as a sign of good faith to raise one hand and extend it towards her. Another gesture of trust to bridge the gap between my sister and her other half, as well as the rest of us.

      She frowned at my hand, staring at it like she didn’t understand. A minute passed. Then another. Silence spread across the residence. Only a howling wind and the rustling of dead leaves made any sound.

      She raised a steady, burning hand to mine—and two demons formed an unspoken trust founded on an understanding that hadn’t been there before.
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      “Ohmigawd—you’re a demon! Like a full-blown, badass—”

      “Language,” Aaron scolded.

      “—demon.” Keyla paused to look sheepish for about a second before continuing. “How did I not see this? It’s sooo obvious.” She reached across me to snatch another hulking slab of ham, dumping half the contents of the gravy boat on top of it.

      “First of all, I’m only part demon. Not full. So don’t go around spreading rumors,” I corrected her with no small amount of snark. She rolled her eyes to the heavens and Scarlett muttered a complaint about her behavior for the third time since we’d sat down for dinner. “Second, you didn’t see it because part demons have never existed before to anyone’s knowledge. We’re a bunch of special fucking snowflakes.” That seemed to crack grins around the table and pull some chuckles from a few.

      “Right,” Keyla drawled. “Part demon. How’s that even possible? Does it mean you have like, two sides? Do you demon-out on people?” She tapped her chin thoughtfully with the fork before digging into her second plate of pineapple glazed ham and mashed potatoes.

      “No, I don’t ‘demon-out’ on people, as you say,” I pursed my lips taking a drink of water. Several ears at the table perked up at the turn in conversation, particularly Johanna and Oliver. Whatever I answered right now was going to set a precedent in the future. “My demon and I are the same, but like two sides of the same coin. Think about what happens if you try to destroy one side.”

      The table went dead silent the moment the words were out of my mouth, but Keyla was oblivious. I had counted on it.

      “You can’t. Not without destroying the other…oh.” Her mouth popped open giving Scarlett and Liam an eyeful of her mashed-up food as they were sitting across from her. “So, you can’t exist without each other?” she asked without judgement, only innocent curiosity.

      “No, we can’t.” My gaze swept up without thinking to gauge Alexandra’s reaction. She wasn’t looking my way, but the concentration with which she stared at her food was telling. “My demon half is me, just a bit more…savage.”

      I paused at the way Amber choked on her water. She shot a suggestive grin between me and Aaron. He flipped her off and gave her a stern don’t fucking say it kind of look.

      “Savage?” Keyla asked. “You want to kill people?”

      “No.” Not kill, per se, but occasionally maim. Or torture. “It means that part of me thinks a bit more black and white. My instincts can rule me at times, but sometimes those urges are for things other than just violence.” I shifted on the uncomfortable bench, accidentally brushing my arm against Aaron. He stiffened beside me, but Keyla didn’t seem to notice my reaction.

      “Like sex?” she asked. It was my turn to choke on my water and Amber busted out laughing.

      “More like you. My demon decided that she was fond of you before I did,” I replied, avoiding her question entirely.

      But she wasn’t wrong. The goosebumps that broke out across my skin at the slight brush of his skin had little to do with the cold and more to do with the craving for intimacy.

      It started months ago and I thought it was because my powers were coming back, or the confused feelings about Lucas. Now with my demon and I merged in a holistic unit, I’ve come to realize that’s her. She craves intimacy in all forms, more than I ever did before.

      I never considered myself a hugger, but if she had her way, I would be.

      “She has her own thoughts?” Keyla continued.

      “Err,” I paused to think. “It’s kind of hard to explain. It’s less her own thoughts than it is instincts.” I toyed with how much to tell them because I didn’t know how they would respond. But if we were ever going to get over the past, to learn to trust, the truth seemed like the best way to go. “She’s still very new to being able to experience things with me, and that makes her less cynical at times. More open to…everything.”

      My throat locked up at the uncomfortable vulnerability of the moment. It wasn’t a lot by most people’s standards, but for me, I may as well have bared my soul to the world. My gut reaction was to shut down, but that wouldn’t help anyone. Certainly not Alexandra, who was learning through my conversation with Keyla.

      “Hmm,” Keyla hummed to herself. “It sounds like what Shifters say about their inner animal.” She mused around bites of food making Scarlett glare death at her.

      “What’s having an inner animal like?” I leaned across the table to reach for the bowl of mango salad only half paying attention because I was focusing on not accidentally getting touchy with Aaron again.

      “I wouldn’t know.”

      I frowned, and without thinking, the bowl leapt from the table to my hand. Some of the Shifters cast me wary looks, but that wasn’t anything new. Being a Supe in Shifter territory tends to draw attention, matter manipulator or not. The weird part is that I wasn’t the only one they were looking at this time.

      “What do you mean?” It wasn’t like her to be shady about stuff. She was normally running her mouth a million miles an hour.

      “I don’t have one.”

      Don’t have one?

      “What do you mean you don’t have one?” I asked, a pit of dread settling in my stomach when she didn’t answer right away. From the other side of me, Aaron had gone very still.

      “Keyla was born as what we Shifters call latent,” he answered quietly.

      “Latent? What does—”

      “She’s a Shifter that can’t shift.”

      Oh. Suddenly, a lot of Keyla’s behavior made sense.

      She was the Alpha’s daughter, but without the ability to shift.

      Shit.

      I could do one of two things in that moment. The first was apologize and tell her I didn’t know. Something told me that would only make it worse for her. Keyla didn’t want my pity. She didn’t want anyone’s pity. She never said anything before, and I could only guess as to why.

      Which left me with the second option, and that was to let her know I didn’t care. She was still Keyla, with or without the ability to shift. Just like I was still Selena, demon or no demon.

      “Well then,” I said, a lot more boisterous than I felt, “I guess that makes us both special snowflakes.” I waited two long seconds hoping I didn’t guess wrong. Peopling and feelings weren’t exactly my forte, but then again, they weren’t Keyla’s either.

      She looked over at me and cracked a slight smile, her lips quirking up despite her solemn eyes. Those deep, soulful amber eyes seemed to tell me more than words could have, and we continued our dinner without another word of it.
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        * * *

      

      Early the next afternoon, I walked up to the edge of the arena to stand beside Aaron.

      “Where is Alexandra?”

      “Tori said she wasn’t feeling well. That time of month,” he quoted, rolling his eyes.

      I snorted. Time of the month, my ass. We stayed up the night before watching reruns of Charmed, but if I could get my ass up in time for training, so could she.

      “Wars don’t stop for that time of the month,” I replied, crossing my arms over my chest. “Keyla, can you go get her?” On the other side of me, Keyla groaned but nodded before marching back towards the mansion. “Bring a jug of water with you in case she does anything rude!” I called as an afterthought. Keyla let out a sharp laugh and picked up her pace.

      “She’s going to throw water on her now,” Aaron sighed.

      “I’m counting on it.”

      He let out a dark chuckle before turning his eyes to the scene below where Blair and Oliver were sparring—an odd pairing if there ever was one. Blair was short by anyone’s standards, and while her whip-fast blade skills weren’t something to be underestimated, her real skill lay with her ability: ice.

      Oliver Fortier came from a long line of force field manipulators. His own particular skills lay in physical shields, making him nearly untouchable to everyone here with the exception of two people. The first being Johanna, whose Heinz57 blood made her a woman of many talents and one of the deadliest people in the entire residence. The second was me. I had the ability to shatter his shields, as my demon had already proven.

      Knowing this, I wasn’t surprised when he enclosed her in a shield, instantly rendering her knives useless. She let out a curse and sheathed her blades, taking deep even breaths. From up here, the clang of swords and animal roars made it difficult to pinpoint subtle noises, but in the eerie still space where I stood, almost like I was outside of time itself…I heard her heartbeat.

      Low but quick, and rapidly increasing.

      I tilted my head, studying her for all of three seconds before the electric blue shield surrounding her broke apart and dissipated like it was never there at all.

      “What are you doing?” I asked Oliver as he moved towards her.

      “Checking to see if she’s alright—”

      “You’re coddling her,” I replied swiftly before he could get the words out. Oliver stopped mid-stride and his lips thinned.

      “She was surrounded. What would you have me do?” he replied tersely, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “Challenge her.” I swept my gaze from him to my cousin, hunched defensively where he’d left her .

      It was so out of place for her, so…her eyes twitched to the side and a cold realization descended upon me. Making a snap decision and wasting no time, I stepped over the edge and into the arena. Snow plumed a foot or two off the ground as I hit it with a soft thud. The ice itself seemed to crackle with the otherworldliness of something more.

      Or someone.

      “You’re looking a little pale, cousin. Are you feeling alright?” I asked casually as I took slow, exaggerated steps around her. She narrowed her stormy grey eyes, watching every move I made.

      “Fine,” she replied stiffly. There was something else to it, a hint of roughness beneath her tone that wasn’t just her. I cocked an eyebrow.

      “You sure about that?” I asked nonchalantly. In my gut I knew what it was. I just needed to lure her out a little bit more…

      “For fuck’s sake, what are you doing?” Oliver said angrily, stomping over towards her. For someone that was supposedly skilled in politics, you would think he could read body language well enough to know something was up.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

      Blair’s breathing quickened as he crossed the space towards her and cupped a hand behind her elbow, almost…tenderly. I tucked that away for another time as I waited for her snap.

      I wasn’t disappointed.

      From the sideline, Johanna screamed for Oliver right as Blair’s eyes darkened to pits as black as hell.

      Bingo.

      Blair twisted in his grip and I anticipated her move just before it happened. She reached out to gouge his jugular, but I mentally pulled him away from her and tossed him over the lip of the arena. A spray of blood showered the air and I grimaced.

      She was faster than I anticipated. Faster, maybe, than even me.

      This was going to suck.
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      I hoped he wasn’t dead, but it wasn’t like I had the time to check. Blair was already moving. I ducked just in time as a dagger came flying at me and I grabbed the second between two flat palms as she hurled them at me in quick succession.

      Both were aimed for my eyes.

      “You’re very angry,” I said, keeping my voice at a conversational tone and pace. For one, yelling would probably only piss her off more. Two, her senses might be heightened. If they were, then she was probably already going into sensory overload. “Want to tell me why?”

      Blair’s demon glared at me distrustfully, only flicking her eyes up to the ridge for the briefest of moments. “He’s not my signasti,” the demon replied.

      Shit. I had two choices here, and both of them had unwanted consequences.

      I could talk her down and let everyone know who her signasti was—and that she’s known this entire time. Or I could try to subdue her—which may result in a very real fight between demons.

      Goddamnit.

      “Oliver?” I asked, playing dumb. Blair gave me a pissy look and nodded. She knew that I already knew. Which meant her demon was privy to that as well. Crap.

      I wrangled the two options back and forth in my head needing to buy time and see if I could coax Blair out. There was no way she wasn’t fighting for control right now.

      “Okay.” I started edging my way around the circle. “What’s that have to do with anything?”

      Blair wasn’t having any of it. She walked opposite of me, never letting me get any closer than the farthest point from her.

      “He doesn’t touch me,” she snarled.

      Okay then. I was beginning to wonder how much of the bond madness had set in for her as well and she just couldn’t see it.

      Maybe with distance between them it was easier, but they’d stretched it much further than Aaron and I. And now they were in close proximity again. They’d also endured worse stress to it, but a string between two people can only be pulled so far before it either snaps or they are drawn back together.

      “How does Blair feel about that?” I asked, distinctly trying to avoid who her signasti was. Her demon growled.

      “She’s being dense,” it replied vaguely. I cocked my head. That was an awfully thought out answer for a being that only just surfaced. Different than Alexandra and hers, but clearly not united like me and mine. Somewhere in-between.

      We were going to have a talk if—when this was over.

      “Mhmm.” I forced myself not to look up over her head where Alec was standing over her. Out of the corners of my vision, I could tell he was trying to make sense of the scene in front of him. “Blair is a lot of things, but I wouldn’t call her dense, and I don’t think this is going to earn you any favors when she takes back over.”

      She stared back impassively, giving absolutely nothing away.

      “That’s an if, not a when,” she replied coolly.

      Alright then, I guess it’s going to be like that. Snow started falling lightly into the wind. But the forecast didn’t call for snow. I briefly considered the possibility that it was Blair, but that kind of power…well, it would rival very few in the world.

      And that realization instantly made me wary, because if there were any who could control the weather…it would be Blair, whose very last name was Stormer.

      A chill went down my spine and the demon smiled knowingly.

      “Worried, cousin, that you won’t be able to force me back?” She flicked her eyes to the sky and smiled a bit more as the snow really started to come down. I bit my cheek, mentally cursing, but smiled lazily on the outside.

      “Not at all,” I replied as a mass of gleaming red hair appeared over the arena. I lifted my eyes from my cousin to my sister, pleased to see hers held a steely resolve before bleeding black. Not a trace of white in sight.

      “What are you—” The words were only partially out of her mouth when she turned and froze.

      Alexandra chose that moment to step over the lip of the arena and join us, casting a barrier of black fire over the pit.

      Blair paled, but did not cower or try to run. I didn’t expect her to, and I would have been disappointed if she tried.

      “This is how it’s going to be?” she asked, almost like she was giving as a warning. A chance to turn back now. I wondered what card she had up her sleeve that made her so confident, or if she was just bluffing.

      “It doesn’t have to be any way,” I replied. She shot me a scathing look and I shrugged. “You’re Blair’s demon. She needs you just as much as you need her, but if you go off vying for control and trying to kill people, she’s going to lock you away.” I held up my hand and Alexandra, currently merged with her demon, copied the sentiment.

      “You can’t possibly know that’s what she’ll do,” the demon replied with a glance at our outstretched hands. I smiled, completely genuine, but took no pleasure in what would come next if she didn’t cooperate.

      “Oh, believe me, I do.” I nodded, motioning to myself. “I locked my own other half away for years, as I’m certain she has been doing with you.” I took three steps toward her and she took one step back. “And she will continue to if you show her you can’t be trusted. So, your choices here are this: join with us as an equal so that we can help you, or fight us and find out how strong your other half really is.”

      I continued walking toward her with Alexandra until her back was completely against the wall, and our hands were only feet away. She had nowhere to go and no way out, and I didn’t for a second think she would stop fighting if she didn’t take the offer.

      Blair’s demon glanced between us and slowly extended her hand.

      But I wasn’t born yesterday.

      The wicked gleam in her eyes did not trust us. It didn’t trust anyone. I wasn’t surprised when her other hand went for a blade, but she caught me off guard when a flood of water came out of nowhere and condensed around me, forming a globe around my head.

      The images before me distorted through the liquid. One moment I was standing with my hand out in good faith, and the next I fell to my knees, gripping my stomach as a slicing pain ripped through me.

      I gasped, accidentally opening my mouth and the water pushed its way past my lips and down my throat. I choked on the lack of air, a sudden panic filling me.

      She’s trying to drown me.

      No. Her demon half was trying to drown me.

      But she underestimated one thing: I was a matter manipulator, and no one played games quite like me.

      I mentally reached for my connection to this world and space around us, while my own demon pushed forward more. The water distorted my vision but the unseen strings around us flashed from black to white. I blew outward, mentally forcing the water out and away from me.

      It dropped like rain, falling on the fresh layer of snow.

      To my side, Alexandra and Blair were battling it out, but the shield that previously separated us from the training field had fallen. Patches of fire and ice dotted the arena in between sludgy piles of mud. I tore my eyes from the two viciously battling girls to the pain coming from my stomach.

      “You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me,” I growled. The bloodied handle of a dagger protruded from my stomach where I can only assume Blair had stabbed me.

      She owed me after this. Big time.

      I grit my teeth as I wrapped my hand around the hilt, prepared to pull the sucker out and hope I healed fast.

      “Need some help?”

      I looked up to where Aaron had suddenly appeared. He kneeled in front of me, his face edged with concern. I pursed my lips against the snarky reply that wanted to come out. This wasn’t the time.

      “Sure,” I replied tersely, releasing the handle to be able to grasp my stomach and staunch the bleeding when he pulled it out. Aaron placed one hand on my shoulder and one on the dagger.

      “On three,” he said. I nodded.

      “Three.”

      “Two.”

      He pulled.

      “Mother—” I swallowed the rest of my insult as my body rocked forward into his.

      “Shhhh,” he murmured, wrapping his bloodied hand with the dagger around me. We didn’t move or speak for almost a minute while my cousin and sister fought behind me. I half expected to get stabbed in the back, but Aaron didn’t leave my side.

      “Can you help me up? I’m almost healed, but I need to end this so I can go lay down.” I kept a hand pressed firm against my stomach and wrapped the other arm around his shoulders, inhaling the scent of smoke and the wilderness while he lifted me.

      By the time I was standing, the blood had clotted and the wound in my stomach was healing, but it would probably be a few hours before I could move without pain. As it was, I had to bite the inside of my cheek to swallow my groan when I stepped away from Aaron.

      Blair and I were going to have some choice words very, very soon.

      “Alright, cousin. I’m royally pissed, so let’s—”

      My words broke off when I saw both Alexandra and Johanna fighting to subdue Blair. Together you would think it was a quick dispatch, but Johanna wasn’t fireproof like the rest of us and that made Alexandra have to hold back, giving Blair the upper hand.

      My cousin deftly blocked Alexandra’s punch and sent a kick into her stomach while casting a jet of water at Johanna to slow her down. In some ways it was impressive, how she managed them both while simultaneously staying one step ahead.

      In other ways, it was a vision and a nightmare of what she’d become if she never merged with her demon.

      She wouldn’t merely be a force to be reckoned with. She would be a force that the world would come to fear, should she ever fall as deep as I.

      You won’t let her.

      I swore it to myself, and then I brought her to her knees.

      Phantom hands wrapped around her, forcing her down. Her will thrashed against mine, causing the snowstorm to turn downright treacherous. Chunks of hail the size of coke bottles rained down on us, and I had to mentally umbrella the arena so no one was killed. The slush around our feet swirled together as if to prepare for another attack, but I was done playing this game.

      “Listen to me, cousin, and listen loud and clear,” I commanded without moving. I would fall to my knees if I tried and that wouldn’t look very intimidating. “You will merge because you have no other choice. Without each other, you will go insane and die, and I have lost too many people to let that happen.” I swallowed hard but didn’t take my gaze away from hers. This was a challenge like any other, and I would not lose. “If I have to do this every day with you, I will. Give me back my cousin.”

      Her demon stared at me like it didn’t have a care in the world, and part of me wondered if it really didn’t. The rest of me knew there was no point in wasting time to keep this up.

      She spat at the ground, making her decisions abundantly clear.

      I sighed and nodded to Johanna.

      She struck her temple once and Blair collapsed like dead weight.

      Her beautiful blonde hair turning grey and muddy in the wake of the already dispersing storm.

      Alexandra walked over to me, her obsidian eyes already fading to rusted brown. She wore a grim expression on her face and sported several shallow but already healing cuts of her own.

      “Well, I guess that confirms which parent this comes from.”

      Alexandra and I shared a look, but she didn’t reply. She didn’t need to.

      If all three of us were demons, then both our mothers were as well, which means it was someone further back that caused it. The question is who?

      And even more importantly, how?
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      I was kneeling by the edge of Blair’s bed when her eyes fluttered open. Grey—not black. I breathed a sigh of relief and brushed a hand over my newly healed stomach. Thankfully, I’d taken the time to bathe and change clothes. The clean cotton t-shirt was as much for my benefit as hers.

      The last thing she needed to see when she woke was my blood from her hands.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked. She rubbed her head, cringing when she touched the spot where Jo had hit her. After Blair took a chunk out of Oliver, I don’t think she had bothered to be gentle.

      “How do I look?” Blair groaned. She moved to push herself up and I gave her the space, ignoring both Alexandra and Aaron’s slightly jumpy reactions from the doorway. They’d insisted on being here. Just in case she woke more akin to Lily…than me.

      “Like shit,” I shrugged. It was a given. We hadn’t bothered with her slightly dirty clothes or muddied hair. I thought she might appreciate the chance to hide, and taking a shower was a great way to do that.

      “Sounds about how I feel.” I nodded while she stretched her arms to their breaking point before relaxing back. “I think it’s safe to assume you’re here because we need to talk,” she continued. Blair scooted over on the bed to make room for me and shifted to sit cross-legged. “Well, you may as well take a seat.” She motioned to the bed. “All of you.”

      I rose to my feet and situated myself on the edge. Alexandra came around to sit on her other side, but Aaron remained standing. Stoic.

      “I’m sorry, but someone needs to remain vigilant until we know more,” he told her, apologetically, but firm. His eyes flicked to me, my stomach, before moving back to settle on her.

      “I get it,” Blair said softly. She was struggling more than she wanted to let on, but she was also being compliant. There’s a lot to be said for that when I was very aware of her still too-fast beating heart and reflexes. She was using her speed without realizing. Which meant her demon wasn’t far.

      “It’s nothing personal,” Aaron said, trying to assure her. She waved him off.

      “Please,” she said. “Don’t coddle me. I’m lucky it’s only you three and not chains in the dungeon after this morning, so spare me the pity. You have no reason to feel guilty.” She picked at a stray thread in the expensive sheets, trailing a short fingernail across it.

      “After everything that’s happened, do you really think we’d throw you in the dungeons?” I asked her. “I caused an earthquake and you guys didn’t do it to me.” I thought maybe if I appealed to her logical side she wouldn’t feel quite as bad, but Blair was a realist. She reached out and placed a hand to my stomach.

      “First, you’re the Shifter Heir’s signasti. Second, I stabbed you. In their culture, that’s more than enough reason to be executed,” she said without emotion. There wasn’t a trace of fear in her when she looked expectantly at Aaron. He sighed deeply but nodded his head in agreement. “So yes, I am lucky this was the reception I woke to.”

      Right at that moment, a heavy pounding and a roar more animal than human echoed from the other side of the door. “Blair!” Alec yelled.

      Damnit. I told Johanna to keep him out of here…

      “Is that…” Blair’s face paled as her voice trailed off. She knew who it was. I didn’t need to tell her. Still, I nodded. She swallowed hard. “I don’t want to talk to him.”

      “I know,” I said. Behind Aaron, the door rattled and then came a loud thump. On the other side, I could hear Jo speaking under her breath in another language, probably cursing to herself.

      “Do you know who he is?” Alexandra asked.

      “Yes,” Blair said without hesitation.

      “But you never told him you knew?” There was a hint of judgement in her tone. Her eyes flashed between Blair and I, like she blamed us somehow. Like it was our fault we didn’t jump for joy that we had found our soul-shackled partners.

      I bit my cheek and kept my thoughts to myself.

      “Yes,” Blair repeated. There was a harder edge to her tone, daring Alexandra to say what she clearly thought when she didn’t know the half of it.

      “How?” Aaron asked from behind us. I suppose it was natural for him to wonder, given our situation. But this wasn’t about us, and her problems with Alec weren’t the thing we were here to discuss.

      “I don’t really think this is our business, and we have slightly more pressing matters,” I interjected, ignoring the brief flash of Aaron’s eyes.

      “But if the bond madness is causing—” I cut Alexandra off with a sharp glare of my own.

      “Don’t talk about things you don’t understand,” I said, harsher than I probably should have. Alexandra’s mouth closed with a sharp clink of her teeth.

      “She’s not wrong,” Aaron pushed, refusing to let it drop. I couldn’t use the same argument with him because he did understand it. Possibly better than I.

      “I’ve known what Alec was for almost two years,” Blair said, placing a hand on my shoulder. “I don’t think this is the bond madness,” she continued. “My demon has been around for a little while now, but I didn’t realize what or who she was until Selena’s came forward months ago. It scared me, and I tried to hide it.”

      On one hand, I appreciated her being honest and straightforward, on the other hand—she lied to me—and this could have been prevented if she hadn’t.

      “I asked you less than forty-eight hours ago and you lied to my face.” She looked at me with remorse and a sad smile.

      “Yes, I did, and I’m not going to make excuses for it.”

      I breathed a steady sigh of frustration, trying to calm the slicing sensation through my chest that stung of betrayal and made my own savage half go into a frenzy.

      “So,” I started, choosing to focus on what mattered here. “You think this is entirely your demon instead of strain from not completing the bond?” Blair’s hand dropped away from my shoulder and back into her lap.

      “Yeah, I do.”

      And despite her lying to my face, I believed her. At least believed that she really thought that. I sighed deeply and rose to my feet, pacing around the empty room. Unlike my sister, Tori, and Amber—Blair had kept her room practically untouched. Sparse. The faint smell of her clung to the sheets, but there was no other indication that she’d been staying here for months. I had to wonder if that was part of this. If she instinctually separated herself, even from her living space, because of the conflict inside of her.

      “Okay, where do we go from here?” I asked, weighing our options back and forth.

      “I’m not cool with practicing here. There’s too many things that can go wrong,” Alexandra said, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “My father has also expressed a preference for you to practice elsewhere,” Aaron sighed, clearly bothered by this. “The Shifters are already uneasy with us harboring known fugitives from the Supernatural Council. We don’t need a civil war on our hands, which is what will happen if they think he’s choosing your safety over his own people.”

      “Then the residence is out of the question,” I murmured. “That complicates things.”

      “We could not practice at all,” Alexandra suggested. “You could just teach us whatever you did while you were sleeping?” I snorted.

      “First, that’s not going to work for either of you.” Because I had help from Violet, and I’d yet to figure out who or what she really was. “Second, Blair’s other half is more vicious than yours. I don’t think she can hold it off for months.”

      “I can’t,” Blair agreed. “I’m not sure if I’ll be able to hold off for more than a day at a time right now. We’d be living with a hair trigger, and with Anastasia out there and the Vampires biding their time—ignoring this won’t be an option.” She brushed a handful of her white blonde hair from her face. “I’m going to need to practice so I can get ahold of these new aspects of my ability, and my demon. She’s not as neutral as yours,” Blair said to me. “Or as trusting as yours,” she said to Alexandra. “And with all of her urges riding me and the shadows whispering…I don’t give it more than  twelve hours before I try to kill someone.”

      Well, that settles that then.

      “We need to find somewhere they can let it out without worrying about getting hurt,” I murmured, more to myself than anything.

      “Or even better, somewhere where people go to satiate their own bloodlust,” Aaron suggested. It was the spark of epiphany in his voice that had my head snapping up. A memory and a place from not long ago came to mind, and I knew we were thinking the same thing.

      “What are you talking about?” Alexandra sighed, clearly frustrated to not get it without being told.

      “The black market,” Aaron and I said in unison.

      It was perfect. We could train without fear of hurting the Shifter community—although we would need to be vigilant about making sure the fight stayed contained. While most of the paranormals who worked in the black market were shady, that didn’t mean they deserved to die. I’d already leveled it once, and while it had been rebuilt…I would need to be very careful in how we proceeded. Still, this could be my chance to find the Crone again and see if she has anymore answers.

      Alexandra’s mouth popped open and she said, “You’ve got to be kidding me. Please tell me you’re like, joking.” I smiled like a mad woman.

      “They’re not,” Blair said. There was a weary resignation in the way she said it.

      “That’s a terrible idea,” Alexandra blustered. “Anastasia’s still out looking for you.” She pointed at me, jumping to her feet in indignation. “Not to mention all the paranormals that want to kill you because they think you were the cause of Daizlei. Can you honestly tell me that you think you’re ready to fight off that many people and not accidentally cause another earthquake?”

      She had a point, but so did I.

      “I know she’s still looking for me, just as I know the average paranormal can’t tell the difference between me and her.” Her mouth pressed into a thin line. “When word reaches her that she’s been slumming it in the black market, she’s going to be pissed, and that will make her desperate. So while you two are sorting your stuff out, Aaron and I can try to track her down.” I was well aware I was avoiding her last question. Was I ready? I had no idea, but there was only one way to find out. “Her working with the Vampires may be a grab for more power, but I don’t think that’s why she’s trying to kill me—and what better way to find out than luring out Anastasia herself.”

      “Sometimes I don’t know whether you’re crazy or brilliant,” Alexandra said, placing her hands on her hips.

      “I’m starting to think a bit of both,” Blair replied. The troubled look in her eyes was still there, but it was the best plan we had.

      I just hoped we didn’t come to regret it.
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      It was nearly midnight when the six of us stepped into the magical elevator. Alexandra, Blair, and I wore dark clothes with weapons strapped in hidden places. Aaron carried the backpack of extra clothing so that we wouldn’t draw any attention when sneaking back into the residence. Johanna and Tori came as back up, but if all went as planned we would be out of the Las Vegas black market before sunrise.

      After meeting up with the rest of the team over dinner, we decided to test the waters with a small group of people; an in and out job.

      The idea was that if tonight was a success, then we could access black markets all over the world and attempt to track down Anastasia while learning to harness our abilities, and in my case—find the Crone.

      I’d yet to tell anyone about that encounter months ago, and after so much time passing, it seemed inconsequential to bring it up now. So much had happened. So much had changed. At least that’s what I told myself as the doors slid open, revealing the same alleyway from months ago.

      I stepped onto the compounded dirt and the scents of magic and mold hit me. A gust of wind tunneled down the alley and slapped my face with a brisk freshness that had me wide-eyed and alert. I faced the market, once again falling down the rabbit hole that was my own fascination.

      Months had passed since I’d caused an earthquake, but you wouldn’t know it. Tents of all shapes and sizes lined the never-ending street like nothing ever happened. The stall set up across from the alley showcased a selection of fancy looking glass bottles that the salesman was claiming were love potions. I found that hard to believe given that the man could have used moonscreen. Only Witches could make potions, and he certainly didn’t look like one with his pasty white skin.

      I shook my head as Blair grabbed my arm and said, “Come on.”

      The street was crowded tonight as we made our way towards the pits. This was so different than the times before. I was different. While the same wonder and fascination filled me, I was no longer drawn here by a need to escape.

      The thought kept me grounded as we approached the crowd. They cheered with a thunderous roar that had me cringing as we walked around the edge. Most had their backs to us, but every now and then I spotted someone paying a little too much attention to us for my liking.

      “Wait here,” Aaron said, taking off through the crowd. I frowned, slipping out of Blair’s grip to follow him. Some might say I was being paranoid, but for someone that was concerned about safety down here, splitting off didn’t seem like the smartest idea. Call it a hunch, but something wasn’t right.

      Aaron weaved through the crowd with expert skill, but he was bigger and bulkier than me and that left a trail in his wake. I made sure to stay far enough back he couldn’t see me, but close enough I could track his scent through the crowd.

      At first, it seemed like he was going straight for the pit, but then he veered left, cutting back towards the street we had just come from. I stumbled out of the crowd after him, suffering from sensory overload. This many sounds were overwhelming, but when the scent of smoke and wind drifted by, I picked it up like a hound on a trail.

      I tracked it fifty yards away to a dark red tent with gold trim. Outside, two burly looking guards stood by with their hands crossed behind their backs and feet wide. The door was just flapping closed as I caught sight of it.

      What are you doing, Aaron?

      I shied away from the thought immediately because it sounded too close to home. Too intimate. And there was too much between us still unsaid.

      I kept telling myself one of these days we’d get around to it, but somehow the time never seemed right.

      I slinked closer to the tent, stretching my hearing as far as it would go…

      The world flashed and instantly everything changed.

      I was no longer walking by the tent, but sitting in a leather cushioned chair looking at…was that Tam?

      What the actual fuck. The cat-eyed alpha grinned viciously, stroking the triangle of blue tinted hair on his chin. He had both feet kicked up on a desk that sat between us and a fluffy white cat on his lap.

      “Will it be the usual, Alpha?” Tam asked me.

      Me? I frowned internally but my lips wouldn’t move.

      “No.” The word came out of my mouth, but not on my command. “I’m not here for me tonight.”

      Was that…I knew that voice. And it wasn’t mine.

      “Oh?” Tam asked in mock delight. “I’ve heard whispers of your signasti and her growing bloodlust…am I to suppose the rumors are true?” Tam asked lightly, petting the cat on his lap. He wore three gold rings, two glinted with red.

      What the hell was actually going on here?

      “Selena is getting better. Tonight isn’t for her.” Aaron paused to readjust himself, sighing deeply. “It’s Alexandra and Blair. I need two inmates for them. Paranormals with heinous crimes that they won’t feel bad for executing.”

      Inmates? Executing?

      I opened my mouth to shout at him and the world flashed again. Instead of the blood red tent walls and Tam, I was facing the open market and standing rock still like a crazy person staring into nothing. I shook my head and stormed towards the tent, not slowing my steps as two paranormals—Shifters—stepped in my way.

      “Excuse me, miss—”

      “We’re under direct orders to—”

      I stopped two feet from them and crossed my arms over my chest. The looks they were giving me made me think they knew exactly who I was. Perfect.

      “Aaron!” I snapped, raising my voice. “I know you’re in there and if you don’t call off the guards, I will come in, with or without your permission.” From within the tent there was a shuffling before the flap opened.

      “Selena, darling!” Tam gushed. “It’s so lovely to see you—”

      “Cut the crap, Tam.”

      His mouth snapped shut and he pursed his lips, giving me a mildly amused inspection before saying, “Fair enough. Come in.”

      I stepped past the guards and beyond the velvet red curtain. Not two feet in front of me sat Aaron, stiff as a rod, in front of the same desk from my vision. The fluffy white cat perched on the edge, her fur tinted red from where Tam had been petting her.

      “You don’t look terribly surprised to see me,” Tam mused as he plunked his ass down in the massive oak chair across from us, resting his elbows on the desk to steeple his fingers.

      “Do you run the market or just the fights?” I asked, my voice deathly quiet. Tam didn’t seem bothered by this, but Aaron had the good sense to look worried. He cast me a wary glance like he was trying to decipher how much I knew.

      “Well that depends on your definition of run,” Tam said. “If you mean handle all of the ins and outs of the market, as well as the betting pool, then yes. Yes, I do.” His glittery red vest sparkled under the chandelier.

      “And the inmates? You want to tell me about those?”

      Tams eyebrows rose. He wasn’t expecting that.

      “How exactly did you–”

      “Answer the question or we can revisit how bloodthirsty I am feeling,” I replied. Aaron’s gaze nearly burned holes into my skin as a slow realization seemed to dawn on him.

      “I handle all of the fights that go down in the Las Vegas black market. That includes picking the opponents. Most are predators that I keep locked up and choose to have executed by a fight to the death. Some people”—Tam flicked his gaze to Aaron—“choose to engage in these fights.”

      “And by ‘some people,’ you mean Aaron,” I surmised. Tam shrugged in a non-committal gesture, but Aaron was well aware of the hole that was deepening. His grave.

      “It’s not what you think,” Aaron said.

      “Oh?” I cocked an eyebrow, waiting for the excuse. This better be good.

      His jaw tensed, and in the candlelight coming from the chandelier, he had a faint five o’clock shadow. His normally onyx eyes glinted with a hint of gold.

      My heart skipped a beat in my chest, pounding like a drum.

      “I’ve been coming here to let off steam the past few months,” Aaron started. “Like you, I have some…tendencies that aren’t easy for people to always accept, and the bond madness has been making it worse. Tam has been assisting me in keeping it under control.”

      I stared blankly, my lips parted, and my thoughts jumbled as I tried to come up with a response to that. A cold kind of clarity came over me about the grey area on which we were treading.

      An area that I was all too at home with.

      “You called them predators?” I asked slowly, shifting my attention to Tam. I ran my fingers across the mahogany desk, tapping my nails on the varnish. “Is it safe to assume these are people the world is better off without?”

      A short silence. “Yes,” Tam supplied. I nodded.

      “And what will your silence cost?”

      Tam grinned like a fool.

      “For you and your family, nothing. It would be my honor”—his eyes slid sideways—“as a service to the one-day Alphas.” I stiffened but didn’t comment on his choice of words. I was well aware the kind of game I was playing. It was one my father taught me well.

      “Very well.” I paused. “I need you to find me monsters that my cousin can rip apart without thinking. Her demon is vicious; it will want a challenge. Vampires and demons are preferred.”

      Tam flashed a Cheshire smile. “Duly noted. Demons are hard to hold, but I’ve got several Made on standby as we speak.”

      “That will do,” I said, playing with a speck of dust on the desk. The tent was relatively small, and Tam’s chair and desk took up most of the room, leaving only a small place for the rickety chair Aaron sat in and a lone barstool.

      “And your sister? Does she have any specific tastes?” he inquired. I knew it was entirely morbid curiosity that brought on his line of questioning, but anything that made it easier for them would help.

      “Feisty,” I replied. “The ones that run their mouth will piss her off. Vampires are preferred but prioritize behavior over species.” I rattled off her specifics without thinking. After training with them for so long, it didn’t take much to know what would be triggers. The undead that killed my sister and Blair’s mother were the first and most obvious go-tos.

      “And what about your preferences?” he asked, his sly smile never slipping.

      “The worst of the worst, of course.” I didn’t hesitate. “I want the monsters that are so messed up they even give you nightmares. The ones that are dangerous enough you usually have them killed on the spot because letting them live is too big a risk. Those are the predators that I prey on.”

      Tam’s cat eyes gleamed with something almost like pride as he said, “I can see how fate chose you for him. You will make a great Alpha one day.”

      I shrugged. “The way I see it, I’m not a good person, but I’m not bad either. I’m somewhere in-between, and that puts me in a place where I can do this world some good by eliminating those that are very bad. Good people don’t have it in them to kill, but I do.”

      Tam thought on this for a moment before saying, “My comment still stands.”

      I clicked my tongue. “Are we done here?”

      He nodded. “I’ll have your cousin’s fight scheduled to start in half an hour. Your sister will go after. Does this work?”

      “Yes, thank you.” Aaron stood and I took that as our cue to leave.

      What’s the worst that could happen in half an hour?
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      Blair’s body shuddered and her demon surfaced the moment she stepped into the pit.

      The crowd noticed the change instantly and grew fevered in their cheers. They laid down wagers left and right, exchanging money, favors, and unspeakable deeds like it was all nothing more than just business. I suppose out here, for some people, that may be quite true.

      Beside me to my right, two young women hung on the arms of a very tall blonde-haired man with a scar running down his face where his left eye should have been. He had a fur cloak wrapped around his shoulders with a pattern I’d never seen. His hands were large and meaty.

      The giant grinned vilely at me. “Would you like to join us?”

      “Piss off,” I muttered, turning back to pit. I knew better than to stare but I couldn’t seem to help it down here. The man let out a boisterous laugh and leaned over to whisper something in one of the girl’s ear. She giggled like a bimbo and I was all but forgotten.

      Turning my attention to my cousin below, I toed the edge of the pit uneasily. A guard came through a hidden door escorting a red-eyed Vampire. The Made leered at Blair with pointed, pearly white teeth and a vulpine grin. His skin was unearthly pale, and even under the moonlight I could see the tell-tale black veins of starvation that pulsed when he looked at her. She met his stare unafraid, with death in her eyes and his funeral march in her heart.

      “Let the games begin,” I whispered while a charismatic Shifter with a booming voice listed off Blair’s alias and then that of the criminal they put down there with her. The crowd didn’t seem to give a shit that one of the people before us was rapist and a murderer. If anything, it excited them more to see tiny little Blair. It made the betting more fun, they said. Unaware that this was not a true fight, but a staged execution that Tam used for monetary profit and we were using for far more nefarious purposes.

      I kept my mouth shut, my eyes glued to the larger guard that was unlocking the creature’s shackles. He stepped away, releasing the Vampire, and disappeared through the door from which he came.

      Silence and tension wrapped together in a combustible ammunition that exploded the moment the Made attempted to move. I wasn’t sure what I should focus on more, the crowd around me that was shifting uneasily, the cousin below me that moved twenty feet between one heartbeat and the next, or the sudden sense that I was being watched.

      Across from me, Alexandra stood at the exact opposite end, while Aaron and Jo found spots in between us. We surrounded Blair on every side. It was as much for her protection as our own, and Tori acted as a guard.

      So why do I suddenly feel like I’ve walked into a trap?

      “Hello, Selena,” an old woman’s voice whispered across the back of my neck, making my hairs stand on end. I spun around to find…nothing.

      “Wha—”

      “Looking for me?” she cackled, choking on her own spit. Her laughing turned hoarse as she trailed off in a fit of coughs. I followed the sound to my right, and lo and behold, there she was.

      “The Crone with the third eye,” I muttered to myself. “Come to tell my ‘fortune’ again?”

      She tipped back her hood and smiled a row of yellow teeth. Her umber skin was aged and cracked, combined with the gleam in her eyes made her look like she was constantly grinning. Then again, maybe she was.

      “I could, but your fate has not changed, only your focus,” she said, her voice coarse and dry. I eyed her warily.

      “My focus?”

      “You passed your first test and are no longer on the path to revenge, but instead, healing. You are growing into a young woman that would have made Valda proud,” she rasped. Her deep purple cloak swayed in a gentle breeze. “And that’s why it’s time.”

      “Time? Time for what?” I asked, more than a little dismayed. I took a step back, bumping into someone. I turned, halfway expecting a jeer or to be punched on the spot, but neither happened. The person stood silent as a statue, still watching the fight.

      The fight that I was also supposed to be watching.

      I ran to the edge of the ring and froze.

      Not a single person was moving. Not my cousin. Not the Made. Not Aaron, or Johanna, or Alexandra who were also watching them. No one, but me and the Crone.

      Somehow, some way, she had stopped time.

      “How is this possible?” I asked in a shaky breath, looking back over my shoulder to the ancient Witch. She smiled knowingly and pointed a single crooked finger at me, bending it to beckon me forward.

      “Let us take a walk, you and I,” she said.

      I suppose it was a given that I would follow her because she didn’t wait for my reply. We stepped through the crowd, weaving between the catatonic paranormals that had no idea what had happened, and probably never would.

      When we reached the edge of the street where the clumps of people thinned and we could walk side by side without jostling anyone, the old woman finally spoke.

      “I am going to tell you a story about two young women whose bad decisions changed the fate of the world for over a thousand years,” she started. My skin broke out in goosebumps, a combination of the chilled air and the mystery in her words.

      “Valda?” I asked, hardly a whisper. She nodded, her silver hair reflecting in the moonlight.

      “And me,” she said.

      I shuddered. A thousand years? The old Witch smiled, her kaleidoscope eyes changing from a deep purple to a wistful blue.

      “A thousand years is only a blink in the life of our ancients, but it is longer than either of us were meant to stay.” It was only then that I realized she was talking about her—Valda—in the present. A sickly sharp feeling pressed against my mind, but I didn’t let myself think anything of it. Not until I heard what the Witch had to say.

      “I have gone by many names across my time. Back then, I was known as Livina—it meant friend. Beloved. As Valda’s personal servant, I was named by my mistress herself because I was also her friend, and in many ways, her only one.” She paused, her eyes changing color again—to a rosy pink hue.

      “Valda was a Konig, and heir to the strongest Supernatural house of the age. Their power was unrivaled by any because they were Nyx’s Blessed. The matter manipulators that your world now considers legend—apart from you.” My heart pattered on the precipice of a knowledge that would redefine me once again, should I believe this old Witch’s tale.

      “I’ve never heard of her house,” I said and the Witch chuckled.

      “History is written by the winners, or have you already forgotten what the current Fortescue has done in your name?” I bristled but didn’t reply. She was right, and while it grated me, it served as a reminder that I had a lot more to learn.

      I ducked my head and motioned with my hand for her to keep talking.

      “She was just like you, you know?” the Witch continued. “Headstrong, opinionated, and loyal to a fault. She loved her people and wanted to rule, but her spirit was wild. Untamed. It shouldn’t surprise you then that she was madly in love with a servant boy, but betrothed to a Fortescue, unbeknownst to her.” Her face soured at the very mention of the current ruling family. People always said they’d been ruling for a thousand years, like that meant they’d always been ruling and would continue to.

      Suddenly, it didn’t seem so cut in stone.

      “I can’t imagine that went over well.”

      “It didn’t,” she said. Her eyes darkened to a crimson red with flecks of yellow and orange. “The day she went to tell her parents the truth, they told her she was betrothed—and executed her lover on the stairs beneath their thrones as a lesson to her.” The Witch’s face went grim, her purple clock stirring in the breeze.

      “That seems a bit harsh,” I commented. The Crone shrugged.

      “It was the times we lived in. As the Konig heir, Valda knew the risks and she chose to take them anyway, just as she chose to put her people first and go through with her parents arranged marriage—until she met him.” She paused, her steps falling still as she looked to sky. “Cirian Fortescue was everything Valda would have loved in a life partner, had her parents not killed the one she loved. That alone wasn’t enough to make her hate him. Cirian was Valda’s signasti animam. Her soul-bonded partner. His mere existence made her love for the servant seem inconsequential, but the bond wasn’t so consuming that it made her love him either. Instead, it took away her only love and made her feel hopelessly lonely—and desperate.”

      “Valda came to me the very night she met him and asked me to break the bond. She said that she would marry him, but only if I could break the bond. She needed to know that the choice was hers.” The Crone paused, shaking her head in…regret? “Signasti bonds were considered sacred. It was banned for Witches to try to tamper with them, but Valda was my friend and I couldn’t say no.”

      “I was only fifteen when I devised the spell that was meant to break Valda’s bond. It was old magic that I had no business messing with, but I did, and it cost us everything.” She blinked away any emotion from her face and replaced it with an impassive mask. “When I cast the spell, Valda and Cirian’s bond changed. It didn’t break, but weakened so much it drove them both mad. Valda already struggled with her sanity, and being the strongest matter manipulator ever born, she ended up trying to take her own life, but her body healed so fast she couldn’t. I had to do something.”

      A slow creeping sensation ran through me at the eerie similarities between Valda and I. Was it coincidence? Maybe a younger version of me would have assumed so, but I didn’t believe in coincidences anymore.

      “I created a spell that was supposed to fill the void left by what I did to their bond. Something that would replace what was lost and make her whole, but something in the spell went wrong, and when she opened her eyes I realized what I’d done. I made her and Cirian demons, the first to ever be created—and the last.

      “Not all demons are evil, but after suffering like they had, Valda and Cirian were ruthless. Without their humanity—and only memories of the darkness I’d put them in—Cirian became obsessed with Valda and wanting to claim her.” She sighed, and it was a sound that was leaden by a thousand years’ worth of grief and sorrow. “But Valda, without her emotions, she was not herself. She laid destruction on the world like it had never seen and hasn’t since. Cities were decimated. Earthquakes followed wherever she went. She killed her own parents in a rage, and when Cirian came for her, she killed him too. The world was plunged into a dark age.”

      I could see it so clearly—the shadows that haunted her—the visions of destruction that ravaged the world. This was the reason that matter manipulators were feared beyond measure.

      Earthquakes. Tsunamis. Wind storms. A single matter manipulator can change the world, but not for the better. Our gift was destruction.

      “I prayed to the Three-faced Goddess for guidance and the ancients responded. Angered by my actions, they gave a single way out that would right the balance. A spell to bind her immortal soul to mine, so that when I sacrificed myself, we would both die. That was how it was supposed to be, but I was young…and a coward.”

      The Witch fell quiet for a moment, but I was at a loss for words. What exactly do you say to this? Clearly, she didn’t sacrifice herself because she was standing before me. So, what happened?

      “I thought that I could outwit the ancients. That I could still have everything. That Valda and I could both live, but the balance always has a way of righting itself.” Still looking at the moon, she paused and turned her gaze to my face, and I could have sworn it wasn’t me she was looking at, but someone that should be long gone. “I went to her kill her, and instead found her in childbirth. As it turned out, she was pregnant from the lover her parents had killed months prior. I helped her deliver the baby, and while she was recovering in those minutes after, I stabbed her in the heart. I killed her hoping to kill the demon, but not myself, and in those moments after her death, I knew Valda was still there. She died in my arms while the baby slept not ten feet from us, and then I bound her soul in the way the Three-faced Goddess had taught me. For the third time, I defied the natural order of things. In attempting to bind her soul, I brought her back from the dead—and the ancients punished us for it. Valda’s soul came back, but it did not bind to me. Instead, her soul clung to the only thing that still had meaning. Her child.”

      An unsettling calm fell over me as the sound of my heart beat heavily. Blood pumped through my veins, rushing to my head. I swallowed hard, trying to make sense of everything she was saying. To remember every word, because there was only one place this could be headed.

      “And because Valda was soul-bonded, Cirian also came back. Unlike her, he did not have a child, but he had a younger brother he had once adored. Cirian’s soul attached itself to his brother and Valda attached herself to the babe in my arms. I knew the moment it happened, and the consequences that ensued because of it.”

      My skin prickled as an unknown energy washed over me, but it was somehow familiar—exotic and powerful. It reminded me of damp woods and compact earth. Running through forests late at night. A nightmare I used to dream.

      It reminded me of—

      “Cirian, influencing his brother, persecuted the remaining Konigs. He laid waste to Valda’s family and then removed every trace of them from history. After a hundred years, the name was no more than a legend, and after a thousand, the world has all but forgotten the matter manipulators that once ruled it.”

      “And Valda?” I asked. “What happened to her?”

      Was I ready for this? To know this?

      “Why don’t you ask her,” the Witch replied.

      If I could have, I would have fractured on the spot.

      “I don’t know what you mean—”

      “Valda’s soul has traveled from mother to daughter for the last thousand years. It was her curse. The price she paid to Nyx for deaths she caused.”

      Suddenly, that familiar but strange energy inside of me was easy to pinpoint.

      “Valda?” I asked, both fearing and already knowing who would answer.

      “It’s been a long time since I’ve heard that name. I must say, I do prefer Violet.”

      I shuddered, nearly falling to my knees in the dirt at the truth that now weighed on me. A thousand years. She watched her daughter, and her daughter’s daughter, and so on and so forth— die—for a thousand years. I couldn’t comprehend it.

      There had to be more.

      “And you? What price did you pay?” I asked, already fearing the answer.

      “To bring two souls back, two had to die. I was the Maiden once, like your friend Milla is now. But in trying to save Valda, I killed the women who were then known as the Mother and the Crone—the two that embodied the Three-faced Goddess the most—and broke the cycle. I disobeyed the ancients. The Three-faced Goddess punished me by seeing to it that I would live as long as Valda and Cirian were bound to this earth, and because I was elevated to Crone—that is what I have remained. Just as Valda”—she paused and pointed a crooked finger at me—“became the Mother. The Witches know the cycle is broken, and they still tell their children of it, but the truth of what happened was lost in time.” I frowned, thinking back. There were clues all along, but not enough that I had any hope of seeing them until now.

      “This doesn’t make sense. You said that everything has a balance. Cirian slaughtered the Konigs. What happened to him? What price did he pay?” I asked, outraged as much with myself for never asking as I was with them for what they’d done. The Crone smiled, but it was not a kind smile. It was strained.

      “Just as Nyx cursed Valda, she cursed him. His soul has traveled from firstborn to firstborn down the Fortescue line and wrought unspeakable things in their name.”

      Without realizing it, we’d walked all the way to the end of the line and back. In front of me was the same crimson tent from earlier, where Tam conducted business. To the right of it, several yards off the beaten path, was the pit where Blair was fighting.

      “For a thousand years, the Fortescues have held the rest of the world under their thumb, and you mean to tell me it is because of Cirian—because you couldn’t accept the consequences of your actions?” My head felt hot and my body feverish as the anger made me sizzle with rage.

      Still, all the Crone had to say was, “Yes.”

      “Why couldn’t Valda tell me any of this?” I asked, throwing my hand out, wind followed its command blowing into the crowd of people and knocking them over.

      Easy. Reign it in.

      “Valda wasn’t permitted to tell anyone who she was unless they already knew. The same as Cirian,” she replied. She snapped her fingers once and a staff with a large glowing blue orb appeared in her hand.

      “And you? You’re the one that caused all of this,” I said to her in a harsh voice. Angry on both Valda and Cirian’s behalf. “Why haven’t you found a way to end it? What’s your excuse?”

      The older woman didn’t get angry. She didn’t scream or yell. She didn’t narrow her eyes. The Witch, the Crone, Livina, took a very deep breath and whispered hoarsely, “We’ve known since the beginning how to end our punishment. I’m staring at it.”

      My mouth fell open, but in between the tremble that took me and the questions that rattled in my mind—no words came out. I stumbled back.

      When she had first appeared, there was a mischievous glint in her eye, but after her tale that glint was long gone. Only a bitter resentment, weary resignation, and staunch resolution remained. And perhaps, more than a little guilt.

      But tears didn’t glisten in her eyes when she said, “I’m sorry.”

      And before I could respond, she lifted her staff and brought it down onto the cold, hard dirt.

      A bright blue light flared from the orb, blinding me temporarily. I blinked once, and she was gone. Every person in the paranormal market was a witness to the power this old woman yielded, but as I looked around—befuddled, pissed off, and without the answers I needed—I realized I was the only one who knew it.
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      Deeds that should have never been done weighed on my chest like an anchor did a ship.

      Secrets that were now my burden to bear.

      Lies that were now mine to tell.

      I came back to this world swearing that things would be different. That I would be different. But stepping into the elevator after their fights that night, I didn’t know how I was going to tell them the truth.

      But I had to. I had to find a way.

      The elevator pinged before the doors slid open to reveal the still quiet and sleepy Shifter residence. Through the arched windowpanes of glass, a steady stream of low light illuminated the third floor of the residence. Dawn. It was already a new day.

      I said my goodbyes to everyone and walked back to my room with the sound of footsteps and Aaron’s heartbeat following me. He sighed deeply, catching the living room door as it started to swing shut behind me.

      “I know you’re angry I didn’t tell you.”

      Were we going to do this tonight? Have this conversation? I wasn’t so sure I wanted that anymore. Not when I could barely think, let alone process everything the Crone told me. I shrugged, unzipping my leather jacket and tossing it over the back of the couch.

      “I’m sure you had your reasons.”

      I kneeled down to undo the strings on my boots, peeling off my socks in the process. The hardwood floors were cold as stone against my bare feet. I walked around the loveseat to stand before the fireplace.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      I squatted down and reached into the fireplace with my bare hands to rearrange the logs. Hot embers flared, tickling my skin with their heat. I savored the warmth of the flame. Hoping it would keep the cold cruelty I was so accustomed to from creeping in and ruining everything.

      “Nothing.” I shrugged again. “It means exactly what I said. I’m sure you had your reasons.”

      “Really, Selena?” Aaron asked as his harsh voice cracked at my shields. “Are we really back to this bullshit?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said slowly, withdrawing my hands from the flame.

      I didn’t hear him move. I didn’t sense the shift in matter soon enough.

      But the scents of smoke and an untamed wind never lied.

      Aaron carried an err of caution everywhere he went. A warning that very few could sense. He was not all that he seemed, but something more. Yes, he was the Shifter Heir. He was an Alpha and a Supernatural. But he was also my signasti.

      And the signasti of a matter manipulator, as I was coming to learn, was not someone you should underestimate.

      Not even if you were that matter manipulator.

      “Don’t lie to me,” he snapped. “You were pissed off when you found out about me going down to the black market without you. Be angry. Yell at me. Curse. Whatever. But don’t go back to this.”

      I should have known that out of everything I could have said or done, it was the nonchalance that would bother him most. He could probably hear the indifference in my voice as easily as I heard the barely contained fury behind his.

      “What do you want me to say, Aaron?” I stood up and turned to face him, expecting him to be a few feet away and not inches from my face. The lines of his jaw were drawn. Hard.

      “I don’t care,” he murmured. “I just want you to say something real because I’ve been worried out of my mind for the last four hours that I screwed up the progress we’ve made.” He paused, swallowing hard. “That I’ve lost you again.”

      I didn’t know how to respond to that. To tell him that yes, I was pissed, but I get it. I get it more than anyone. How hard it is to tell the people you care about that sometimes you feel a little crazy. Sometimes you need to do bad things for good reasons.

      And sometimes…there was no easy way to tell the truth. So, you don’t. You lie by omission and pray they never find out how truly twisted and dark your heart is.

      I didn’t know how to say those words.

      But maybe I didn’t need to.

      Without overthinking it or what it meant, I leaned forward and closed the distance between us. Aaron froze when my lips first brushed his, but I didn’t pull away. Slowly, achingly slow, I reached out and placed my hands on either side of his face, deliberately twining my fingers in his hair. I tugged sharply, pulling him closer.

      And after the months of tension and build up, something snapped.

      Aaron let out a masculine growl, full of longing, possession, and something wild. I clung to that. Clung to him, kissing him harder. His lips parted in invitation as he grasped my hips and picked me up.

      I wrapped my legs around his waist, locking my feet behind him. He groaned in approval, his tongue sweeping forward to taste mine. I welcomed it. Hell, I embraced it. I encouraged it. I wanted it—wanted this. He’d stood by me when I despised him, hated him, tried to kill him, and rejected him. He defended me when no one else in their mind would.

      He…loved me when I didn’t know how to love myself.

      How could I possibly not want him?

      Even if he drove me absolutely crazy—and he did—quite often.

      A doorway lined in gold appeared before me, and this time, I did not shy away.

      Not when my back hit the bed or when I pulled Aaron onto it with me.

      Not when I flipped our positions so that I was straddling him.

      Not when he kissed me so thoroughly that my head spun.

      I clung to him as the doorway loomed in my mind, beckoning me closer with every brush of skin. Every taste of ecstasy. Every touch that made my heart pound and my core throb.

      Gods above, I wanted him.

      Arching my back to draw myself up, my fingers skated down my sides to grasp the hem of my shirt. Aaron’s smoldering gaze watched every movement with an unreadable expression. His hand reach out to hold mine and stop me.

      “What are you doing?” I breathed, cocking my head.

      “Making sure you know what you’re doing before any clothes come off,” he answered, husky and seductive. I leaned forward, resting my forearm just above his shoulder as I ground into him. The air hissed between his teeth as he inhaled sharply. “Selena…”

      “The claiming,” I replied breathlessly. “What does it entail?”

      For a second, he stopped breathing and only stared.

      And when he lifted his free hand to my hip to grab hold of me, there was a resolution in him. He flipped our positions again, using his strength to hold me underneath him because his weight wasn’t enough. I smirked as he ground into me in return, tempting me in the most delicious of punishments for teasing him.

      “Aaron,” I moaned. It was a sound that no one had ever been able to bring from my lips. No one but him. He lifted a finger to silence me and trace my bottom lip’s outline simultaneously.

      “Ash,” he corrected. “Call me Ash, please.”

      “Ash,” I whispered. He nodded, staring at me like I was the sun and the moon and everything in between.

      “If you’re seriously considering this, then I want to do it right. I’ve been waiting too long to want it any other way,” he whispered. Using his free arm, he ran his hand down my side and up the curvature of my leg wrapped around his waist—pulling me taut against him.

      “Then tell me,” I pushed. “Tell me what will happen if I claim you.” The words were a plea and a growl, warped by my own frustration at wanting more than the bits he was giving me.

      “If we take each other this way, it will complete the bond.” He lowered his head to the crook in my neck, brushing his lips against my pulse. “You will be my partner, my equal…” he paused to bite me softly and I gasped. “My mate.”

      “Is that what you want?” I asked him. Aaron—Ash, lifted his head to look me in the eyes.

      “Of course,” he whispered without hesitation. My heart stuttered, unable to hold the emotion overwhelming it. “I don’t just want to be your signasti. That’s not enough for me. I want to be your best friend, your boyfriend, your lover, and your mate. I want to be everything that you will let me be.”

      That lingering ember inside my cold, lonely heart drifted in the scent of wind and smoke—catching fire. Could I hope? Did I dare?

      “I want to love you every day for the rest of our lives, no matter how far apart this war may carry us. And I want you to know that even if every single person you have ever known fails you—I won’t. I want to give you everything I have to offer,” he said, and I knew what was coming next. “But the real question is, will you let me? Do you want that too?”

      My chest was a blazing inferno, waiting to unleash hell and havoc on this world.

      But in that moment, I believed that if it did, he would stay and burn with me.

      He wouldn’t leave me like others had before him.

      And he wouldn’t force me to stay.

      Somehow, Ash knew just how much to give and how much to take. In some ways, it was like he was made for me.

      An ebony doorway loomed in front of me with golden light spewing from the edge around it.

      I grasped the handle, shivering against the flash of warmth that rolled through me.

      Our combined future sat on the precipice of my answer.

      “Yes,” I whispered. “I want everything. All of it.”

      Ash’s lips crashed into mine as he rocked my body back and forth, one hand still gripping my thigh and the other kneading into my hair. I wrapped my arms around his neck, unable to stop myself from grabbing fistfuls of his shirt. My heart pounded as the door began shaking. At first, it was only a tremor.

      But it grew to a quake.

      And as the metaphorical door shook in my mind, my grip tightened. I tore his shirt off him, trying to hold in the power I could feel building inside of me.

      “Ash,” I groaned, breaking our kiss. While his slow sensual teasing heated me to my core, I didn’t know how much I could take before an accident happened.

      “Shhh…” he whispered, trailing his lips along my jaw. Patience wasn’t my forte. I raked my nails along his back, letting him feel my need for him. He cursed and groaned under his breath, pressing into me harder.

      “You’re driving me crazy,” I murmured as he moved his hands to the hem of my shirt. His fingertips brushed my skin just beneath the fabric and my breath hitched. He chuckled.

      “Now you know how I feel,” he quipped, tugging at the shirt. I arched my back off the bed for him to lift it over my head. He flung it aside, proceeding to kiss a path straight down my chest. “That’s better,” he whispered between my breasts. I angled my hips and he obliged by dipping his fingers into the waistband and his thumb flicked over the button of my jeans.

      “You’re sure about this?” he asked again, pulling back to slowly unzip my pants.

      “Yes,” I said without hesitation. He nodded, completely and utterly sure of himself as he started to peel my jeans away from my legs. I only wore plain cotton underwear and a bra, but he looked at me like it was the sexiest thing in the world.

      I sat up, leaning back on my hands as I arched an eyebrow at him. “Your turn.”

      He grinned, sliding off the bed to remove his jeans and boxer briefs in the same fluid motion, and then produced a foil packet from the drawer in the nightstand.

      “How long have those been in there?” I asked, more curious than anything. He stalked towards me, his eyes smoldering.

      “Since we started sleeping in the same room.”

      Well then…

      Ash climbed on the bed and came to rest between my legs. With me sitting at an angle and him on his knees with a hand on the bed to either side of me, it was an oddly intimate position. Odd in that I didn’t feel the need to run.

      I reached up with one hand and grabbed him by the back of the neck, pulling him forward so I could kiss him. My body was a live wire and only his touch would ground it and shatter me wholly.

      Ash groaned, pulling me to him and rolling simultaneously so that he was on his back while I straddled his torso. With him completely naked beneath me, I felt like I was wearing too many clothes.

      I reached around myself and unhooked my bra with a sweep of my thumb. The straps fell limp from my shoulders, hanging in the crooks of my elbows. I pulled one arm out and it slid free off the other, falling to the floor.

      “You’re perfect,” he whispered as I leaned forward and captured his bottom lip between my teeth.

      “Don’t go getting sappy on me now,” I growled.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.” He chuckled, slipping his thumbs into the waistband of my panties. I shuddered at the hardness of him beneath me. I rocked back and forth twice before his patience finally exhausted itself and he tore the thin piece of fabric right off me.

      I was so worked up I didn’t complain and instead held out my hand for the foil packet. He passed it silently. I ripped the top open with my teeth and pulled out the condom, frowning when it didn’t slip right on the first time and it occurred to me that I didn’t have a clue what I was doing.

      “Let me,” he said. I handed it to him, ignoring the sly grin on his face. He pinched the tip and rolled it on smoothly. Then his hands dropped to the side as he let me make the final move.

      I inched forward on his lap, wrapping my hand around his rigid length to hold him at my entrance. My body was shaking hard with need and desire, the pent-up frustration making his entrance slick and painless. My lips parted in an ‘O’ at the fullness of having him inside me.

      He groaned, lifting his own shaking hands to my hips as he guided me up and down at a steady but relentless pace. I moaned deeply, losing control of my limbs as the tension built. The doorway in my mind was only seconds from blowing open if I didn’t open it myself.

      When my shaking became too violent, Ash rolled without missing a beat. He alternated between hard and fast, and slow, sensual teasing—somehow knowing when I was approaching the brink, and how to keep me from going over the edge. I ground my heels into the bed on either side of him, fighting against the pressure that was building inside of me. It was too much, too soon. It gathered so fast I didn’t know how to diffuse it, but I couldn’t stop.

      I wouldn’t stop.

      The last thing I saw before I turned the handle with Ash’s face.

      And then my world shattered.

      Golden light filled every corner of my vision as my very soul itself reached blindly into the void beyond the door—reaching for Ash. His soul was ready and waiting. It brushed against mine, just a single touch and everything clicked into place.

      I didn’t know where he started and I stopped. His emotions were mine. Mine were his. We’d all but lost our form as the bond settled into place.

      It was the flicker of pain laced with pleasure in my periphery that drew me back.

      I cracked an eyelid open, vaguely aware that he was still inside of me and that pain, whatever it was, was already fading.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know whether that bite would happen or not,” Ash murmured against my neck. I blinked my eyes, trying to think past how great I felt.

      “What are you talking about?”

      He lifted his head just enough I could see his lips. Was that blood?

      “Did you bite me?” I deadpanned, no screaming or cursing. It would explain the brief pain. Ash grinned sheepishly, reaching a hand around to scratch the back of his head.

      “Technically it’s called marking,” he said. “When a Shifter claims a mate, some of us have urges to ‘mark’ them. There’s not a lot of choice involved on my part…” Ash pulled away from me and strut towards the bathroom. I noticed then the way every dresser drawer and fixture hung at odd angles. Clothes littered the floor. Three different lamps shattered.

      “Did I do all of this?” I asked, brushing a hand against the tender flesh at my neck. It was already healing. There were some perks to being part demon. Being a matter manipulator? Less so, I was coming to find out. I still hadn’t told him about the Crone.

      Later, I told myself. I’ll tell him later.

      “I can only assume so. Considering how powerful we both are, I think this is pretty minimal damage.” He appeared in the doorway of the bathroom donning a pair of loose fitting sweatpants.

      “I suppose that’s true…” I trailed off upon seeing the thin golden thread tethering us. I swept my hand through it, but nothing happened. “I guess we’re bonded now,” I said, letting my hand fall back to my side.

      “Yes.”

      “It’s not what I expected…”

      “What did you think it would be like?” he asked, getting back into bed.

      “I don’t know. More intrusive, I guess.” I shrugged, not bothering to get dressed or cover up. Ash laid on his side, watching me closely.

      “That’s because the only experience you seemed to have was when we were mentally communicating, or when you forced your presence into my mind. While those are things that we can do, and are easier now, I don’t think it will be like that most of the time. The bond is different between every couple though, so it’s hard to say for certain.”

      I frowned.

      “Can you feel it? When I’m in your head?” I asked him. He sighed, seeming to consider how to answer that.

      “Not really, no. I wouldn’t have even known you could do it, had you not walked in on my meeting with Tam earlier,” he said. He snaked an arm around my naked stomach, pulling me closer. My demon and I preferred it this way. The strain…god, I didn’t realize how bad it was until it was gone.

      “How do you know I didn’t just hear you talking?”

      “You may be a matter manipulator and part demon, but your reflexes still aren’t as good as mine.” He chuckled and pressed a light kiss into my hair. “Also, Xellos put spells over that tent himself so that it was completely soundproof. There was only one way you could have known what we said.”

      “I see.” I nodded, yawning loudly. As much as I wanted to talk, sleep was overcoming me faster than the events of the day. Tomorrow I could mull over everything and come clean, but tonight I was content just to sleep and know that Ash was there. Right where he said he’d be.

      It didn’t even occur to me what nightmares I would face in my dreams.
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      He locked me away. He starved me when I couldn’t perform.

      He left me to die at the hands of one of his guards.

      And now he wanted to sit before me like nothing had changed. Like he was still Victor, my rescuer from the dungeons. Like I was his perfect flower, the Supernatural turned Made that wanted to serve my ‘master’.

      I hated him.

      Hated all of them.

      They stole my life from me just when I was learning to live. Turned me into this monster—this thing—this horrible soulless, undead creature that preyed on children and the weak.

      And now he wanted to sit before me like I should be kissing the ground he walked on?

      I took a stuttering breath and averted my eyes like he preferred. Not because I gave a damn about pleasing them anymore, but because if I didn’t…then they might see that I am not the fragile flower they’d like me to be.

      They might see how deep my hatred runs. How much I loathe them.

      They might see that there is darkness in my heart and they have fostered it. Fed it. Groomed it.

      And now it has festered into this living, breathing thing inside of me—that one day very soon—was going to slaughter them all.

      But I kept my head down and my mouth closed so that they didn’t see it. After living in my sister’s shadow for so many years, I was acutely aware of how much blind arrogance predators had. They saw the world in shades of black and white. Weak and strong.

      They never stopped to think about those they placed beneath them.

      Never bothered to analyze how strong us lessers truly were.

      I wore downcast eyes and a timid demeanor the same way my sister wore her scars.

      And Victor—cavalier, condescending Victor—he wore a cruel smile not realizing that I saw through it.

      “I am happy to see you being so useful, flower. Your master is quite pleased.” Victor’s words were crisp, as planned and pressed as the white button-down shirt he wore. He drummed his fingers on the aged wooden table, leaning back in his fancy chair.

      Everything here was so lavish. Expensive. You could stuff as many nice pieces of furniture in here as you wanted and it wouldn’t change the stale air. It wouldn’t fix the scent of mold and mildew that clung to me.

      “Have I proven myself yet?” I asked him, crossing my ankles very ladylike. They were big on that here—women being submissive. At least with me.

      “Proven yourself?” He asked it like a question, but I knew better than to answer. I kept my eyes down, my back straight. “Do you think you have proven yourself my dear?”

      I weighed my answer for only a brief moment because any longer would be seen as a hesitation, and he didn’t like that. Hesitating meant you were thinking. That you were questioning your place in this world. Which was below them. The Born.

      “I have only proven myself if you think I have. If not, I must try harder,” I replied, careful to keep my voice somewhere between apathetic and pleasant. They didn’t like obvious groveling. It was weak. True apathy was not good either, it meant you couldn’t be easily controlled. Easily mind washed.

      And they only wanted the best of puppets.

      Those that lay somewhere in between and had a healthy amount of respect and obedience, but were competent enough to do what they wanted without question. It was a fine balance to strike, but where I did not possess sheer power, I possessed intellect and a will to survive.

      And I would survive this, even if I had to kill every last one of them to do it.

      “You know, Lily…” Victor paused. He leaned forward, resting an elbow on the table. “You somehow always know just what to say to please me. I was so worried that you would be difficult, given the Supernatural family you stem from, but you have been a surprising treasure to behold.”

      This was high praise from a Born to a Made. He was testing me to see how I’d react.

      “Thank you, Victor,” I regurgitated, adding a touch of false sincerity to make it sound believable.

      “You’re very welcome, flower,” he murmured almost affectionately. Darkness crept through my veins, waiting for its next victim. “I am so pleased by the progress you have made and your willingness to embrace your new life, that I am going to offer you a deal.”

      Behind me, the door opened, but I did not look. A sound like the pattering of wings filled my ears, and with it came the scent of something sweeter. Something more potent than wine.

      I inhaled deeply, red glinting the corners of my vision instantly.

      Victor motioned with his hand for whoever stood there to come forward. The footsteps were so slight, so…I had to mentally force myself not to flinch when I saw the red-haired child. She was younger than the others they’d brought to me. No more than six or seven.

      Her porcelain skin and warm brown eyes…

      She was meant to look like Alexandra.

      And she’d achieved it.

      “I have one last test to ask of you, flower.”

      Victor reached for the girl, cupping his palm around her cheek. She didn’t flinch, but I’d long since learned they trained them not to. They didn’t like their dinner stinking of fear. I stared into her hauntingly familiar eyes.

      “Anything,” I replied without emotion.

      “Save her.”

      Wha—

      He slit her throat using the edge of his fingernail. Before I could school my reaction, scarlet spilled down her puffy white dress, the scent of blood everywhere.

      It covered her clothes and the floor and the table between us.

      Red droplets stained my hands. They flecked my powdered blue shirt. Clung to my skin, bathing me in the very substance that held me prisoner in my own body.

      Save her. That’s what he’d commanded me to do.

      He didn’t think I could. That either my ability or my hunger would fail me.

      Oh, how wrong he was.

      Victor didn’t realize that I had developed a taste for not just blood, but Vampire’s blood, and after being starved, I would not break so easily again.

      Only a fraction of a second had passed. Inhaling a tight breath, I reached out with a single hand and wrapped it around the girl’s slender throat. She scratched at my fingers. Clawed at my wrist. Her child’s strength was useless when held at the mercy of a monster like me.

      The darkness leapt forward. A seductively sinister power slithered across my skin like a living, writhing thing. I pushed the energy outwards, forcing it into her skin. Searching deeper than her flesh or bones, to the source of her life force—her energy—and melded my own with her.

      Masking my own power within her so that her body did not recognize it as a foreign force when I pushed the broken and hurting parts back together.

      Pushed—until there was nothing beneath my fingers but smeared blood against unblemished skin and a steady pulse.

      I dropped my hand away, sitting back against my ornate chair like the obedient Made that Victor wished me to be. I hoped this would be enough of a show for him. That he wouldn’t demand more of me, more of my soul, in return for a chance at escape.

      But fate had never been kind to those of us that had to work for our place in life.

      “Well done, my flower,” he murmured leaning back. “Well done indeed.”

      He rose swiftly from his chair to stand behind the young child, resting his palms on her shoulders. Her eyes fell closed as she leaned against him for support. Ordinarily, the children knew better, but the exhaustion of almost dying wiped it out of her and Victor allowed it.

      “Thank you. I have learned a great deal of control so that I may be more useful.” My voice had a pleasantly bored tone. We could have been talking about the weather. Here, there wasn’t a lot of difference.

      “You’ve proven you have both the restraint not to lose yourself around blood and the control to use your ability without pressure…”

      His eyes darkened at the mention of my near rape. Victor had been quite pleased at the rather gruesome end his guard had found. He didn’t like others touching me. Handling me. His possessiveness should have frightened me, but it only served my purposes further.

      “But I do have one last thing to ask of you,” he continued. If I had a heart it would have dropped, but I was already dead and trying to survive in a land of horrors.

      I raised my eyes to his, unflinching from what I knew was coming.

      “Kill her.”

      And there it was.

      The order that would either haunt me or define me for the rest of my days.

      I had to choose.

      Freedom or chains.

      Murder now or murder later.

      Survive or risk something worse than death…

      When you are alone in a strange place with no one but yourself and your own thoughts to judge you, the line between right and wrong blurs quite easily. When killed, enslaved against your own will, starved and tortured…there is no line.

      No one came for me. No one is coming.

      There is only me and my freedom. Everything that stands between it are consequences that I will have to pay.

      The ends will justify the means.

      Because I’ve lived through too much not to survive this too.

      I reached for the child and the darkness grew. She looked so much like Alexandra. That should have bothered me.

      It should have.

      But it didn’t.
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      I woke, drenched in a cold sweat. Shaking. Screaming. My fingers clawed at the soft expensive sheets, shredding through them like an animal.

      I tried to jump to my feet, but the weight holding me down trapped me, pushing me into the mattress. I let out another animalistic scream in fury and pain.

      Footsteps. I heard footsteps running, racing, as the bed creaked beside me. Every sound was a battering ram to my brain. Chaotic. Angry. Disorienting.

      My head swam with the thoughts, feelings, and sensations of someone else. Someone that was supposed to be dead. Logic and reason told me it was nothing.

      Just a nightmare.

      Just a dream.

      I’d long since learned that not everything that was real could be logically explained, and somehow, someway, I just knew.

      And it utterly destroyed me.

      The bedroom door came flying off its hinges, and before I could register the whos or whats, I acted. My palm thrust outward, fingers curled inward as I slashed at the person holding me down. They held firm and terror seized me. Like a puppet on a string, I couldn’t stop myself from what came next as I launched a full-frontal assault.

      The canopy above broke apart into infinitesimal pieces of the lush gold fabric it once was. They swirled round and round like a sandstorm that came out of nowhere. The wooden bed posts broke off and went flying. All four of them circled the bed like a pack of dogs waiting for the kill. Drawers opened and closed so hard the wood began to crack and splinter like the pieces of my soul.

      And amidst it all, was me, trembling so hard that I couldn’t make sense of the scene before me.

      I screamed with the pain and anguish of that night.

      I screamed for a sister that was supposed to be dead.

      I screamed because deep down I knew, and I hadn’t come for her.

      I screamed…because it was too late.

      And when my voice broke, the wind itself responded.

      Howling and screaming in my stead.

      “SELENA!”

      That voice. I knew that voice.

      He repeated my name again and again and again. No quieter than the first time. Hands touched my shoulders, my face, my chest. It wasn’t a sexual touch, but a soothing one. He was rubbing at the black and purple tendrils swirling across my skin.

      “Breathe with me.” He spoke firm. Controlled. Not a trace of fear within him as he breathed in and out beside me, coaching me down from this ledge that I had placed us all on.

      The winds outside quieted as my breathing slowed and my heart followed with it, but from inside—inside the residence—people were screaming.

      “Talk to me. Tell me what’s going on inside your head.”

      I stilled, breathing slow and steady as I listened to screams and footsteps below.

      “She’s alive,” I rasped. Ash looked at me like I’d grown another head.

      Of course, that was the moment that people would come barging into our room. Not that the hole in the wall where I’d taken the door off provided much privacy.

      “For fuck’s sake—you better have a good excuse for this, Selena.”
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      “I’m not sure if I should ask about her lack of clothes first or why every window in the residence was just blown out…” Amber stalled, her eyes flicking over the rumpled sheets and Ash’s missing shirt. A wide inappropriate smile lit her face. “No fucking way. You guys—”

      “They’re bonded,” Johanna finished for her.

      Awkward silence ensued where I mentally forced the bed posts to drop in their circling and pulled the sheet close, folding and fashioning it to cover my naked body. The end product was a gold toga styled dress, and while it wasn’t the most practical of garments, it certainly beat wearing the sheet like some kind of blushing virgin.

      Bonded or not, I was not letting them give me shit.

      “Are we supposed to congratulate them or somethin’?” Tori asked, wrapping an arm around Alexandra’s waist. My sister said nothing, her face an unreadable mask as she flicked her eyes between Ash and me.

      “That depends,” Johana replied tersely. “Was your shift in power caused by this”—she waved her hand between us, wrinkling her nose—“or something else?”

      Amber started cackling like a fucking hyena.

      “Dude, if you guys literally broke the mansion fuc—”

      Tori leaned away from Alexandra to stomp on Amber’s foot. She yelped and snapped her mouth shut, her eyes slitting to cat irises as she glared at Tori who proceeded to ignore her.

      “Something else,” I said quickly, not just wanting to steer the conversation away from Ash and I, but needing to focus on the problem at hand: telling them my sister wasn’t dead and coming up with a way to get her back.

      “What happened?” Blair asked, cutting straight to the point. She stood separate from the group, her arms crossed over her chest. Not terribly surprising given that Alec had stationed himself just beyond the gaping hole in the wall.

      “She…” I started and stopped three times. Unsure how to say it. Unsure where to start.

      Telling lies are easy, but the truth…the truth is hard.

      Telling your friends and family that you’d been having nightmares of your dead sister for months? Few things were harder.

      Telling them that you believed she was alive—after months of being called mad—well, that was worse.

      I pushed away from Ash, climbing off what was left of our bed. Fabric bits and wood chips clung to the simple dress as I slid over the edge. My legs were remarkably steady for the pounding in my chest. Heat flushed my skin, making my head throb and my neck burn.

      I faced the fireplace at the foot of bed, looking at none of them as I tried to say the words that were going to change everything.

      “She’s alive.”

      Silence, from all but one.

      The one I should have told from the very beginning.

      After all, she was her sister too.

      “Who’s alive?” Alexandra asked. Emotion thickened her voice with a barely contained—fury? Pain? I couldn’t tell, but I knew by the way she asked that Alexandra knew exactly who I was talking about. Still, she was going to make me say it.

      “Lily.”

      A harsh intake of breath. A gasp. Gritted teeth. Exasperated sighs. None of their responses were unexpected. I myself hadn’t wanted to admit it. For months, I’d tiptoed around my dreams. Acknowledging them as nightmares, but not wanting to admit to myself what I was seeing. Lily, my dead sister, was somehow alive. Not breathing. But not dead.

      “Selena…” Alexandra started. Her voice shook. From my periphery, I could see her hands trembling as she took a step towards me. “That’s not…possible. I was there. I saw her die. I, like, saw the building collapse—”

      “She was bitten. She was bitten so many times.” My voice almost broke, but it didn’t. “How likely is it that it was only the Made? That she wasn’t bitten by the Born and transitioned?”

      I twisted my fingers together, trying to sort through this mess of emotions and find reason. An explanation for how I was seeing what I was. Ash placed his hand over mine. I looked up right as he spoke.

      “Even if she did—how could you know? She hasn’t contacted you. There’s been no trace of her since that night.” He wasn’t wrong, but that didn’t make him right either.

      “I have nightmares—about her. About when she woke and what they did to her. How they trained her. She’s been so smart, so brave…” My voice cracked like panes of glass, but I could not break again. I couldn’t afford to break. Not when my sister was out there somewhere. Waiting for me.

      I took a stuttering breath, squatting down. I rocked forward onto my knees to sit in front of the fire. It comforted me—melting the shard of ice in my chest that hurt so bad it was difficult to speak.

      I couldn’t choke up now.

      “Breathe,” Violet whispered. “I’m with you.”

      As odd as it was, her being a soul and all, I found comfort in that.

      Enough so that my chest loosened and I began to speak, recalling those days after Daizlei’s collapse. The nightmares that plagued me. I talked about Lily and Victor. How he pulled her from a dungeon just to chain her in other ways. How the Vampires used children to train her—to break her. How they starved her, and beat her, and would have done worse—had she not defended herself. I talked about the ticks and tells that she’d unwittingly told me of Vampire society. I spilled her private thoughts and fears and dreams with them.

      And by the end of it, a single tear had escaped my watering eyes, silently sliding down my cheek. But I had told them the truth—almost all of it.

      All except the darkness that had long been settling in.

      “Those are nightmares, girl. They’re not rea—” Oliver started to say. I clenched my hands into fists, digging my nails into my palms. I wouldn’t plead or beg him or anyone to understand, but I wasn’t yielding either.

      “She’s telling the truth.”

      It wasn’t Ash that spoke, or even Alexandra.

      It was Johanna.

      “You can’t possibly believe her, Jo—”

      “I can, and I do,” she replied sternly. “You should know by now not to discredit something just because you don’t understand it. As Jayma would say, we live in an impossibly possible world.” Oliver flinched like he’d been slapped. Whoever Jayma was, I got the impression she wasn’t around anymore.

      “Be that as it may,” Alec interjected, “how do you know this isn’t just in her head? She may believe what she’s saying, but that doesn’t make it true.”

      Given that his abilities lie in making people see something that’s not actually there, I couldn’t be terribly offended by his questioning.

      “My sister is alive,” I murmured hoarsely in response. “Lily is alive. And you have no reason to believe me. I have no proof, no evidence whatsoever, only what I see when I’m sleeping. But I know…” I paused to swallow the lump in my throat. “I know she is alive.”

      I didn’t look at them. Any of them. Not Ash. Not Alexandra. Not Blair.

      Because if I had to see one more person look at me like I’m crazy after I had completed the bond—I really would snap.

      “I believe her,” Blair spoke up. I wasn’t sure if it was in direct correlation to Alec’s questioning, but Blair never sided with anyone without considering the facts. “Just because we can’t explain it doesn’t mean it’s in her head. We are part demon, and yet no one knows how that is possible. Lily was also part demon. We have no idea how her powers could have grown if she was changed.”

      No one could deny Blair’s reasoning as much as I could tell they wanted to. Because if that was true, if Lily truly was a Made now—she would be strong enough to make our world tremble in her wake. In her rage.

      “Can a Supernatural-part-demon even become a Made?” Ash asked. No one had the answer.

      “We possess at least some of the same DNA as a Born Vampire. Who is to say that we don’t become something else entirely? That she hasn’t become something else…” I couldn’t let myself finish that. No matter my nightmares. No matter the evidence before me.

      She was Lily. My Lily.

      And I would not give up on her. Alive. Dead. Undead.

      “Don’t do that to yourself. Even if she did survive, somehow changed, she never possessed any form of telepathy and she’d be communicating over hundreds of miles, if not thousands. Not even demons can do that.”

      “No,” Johanna agreed. “Demons cannot, but the Mother can.”

      The Mother…

      How had I not even considered that? The Crone herself told me that Valda was the Mother. In my ignorance, I hadn’t thought to really ask her what that meant. I hadn’t even considered that being a possibility. Instead, I assumed, like Ash and Blair, that whatever happening was coming from Lily. Not me.

      Certainly not Valda.

      “The Mother lost to time,” I breathed, recalling a memory from those first moments after I’d woken after Daizlei. Isn’t that what Johanna called me?

      “Yes,” Johanna nodded.

      “I’m sorry, but are we really considering old Witch tales?” Alexandra asked. Her feet tapped restlessly as she looked at the ceiling. “The Mother? She’s like…as much a legend as the Crone and the Three-faced Goddess.” She pulled away from Tori and began to pace.

      “Now, yes,” Johanna said. “But it hasn’t always been that way. And if the legends are true…” Johanna’s golden-eyed gaze swept my way, eyeing me with curiosity and no small amount of certainty. “Then we are on the cusp of a new age. Selena carries the soul of the Mother.”

      Alexandra frowned, and she wasn’t the only one.

      This was my moment. My chance to come clean all the way.

      Tell them about the Crone.

      Tell them the story she told me.

      Tell them about Valda.

      I opened my mouth to speak and—

      Silence.

      I tried again, but no words would come out. My vocal cords would not work.

      Something was wrong—something was—

      “I am sorry you must share this burden, my daughter. I’m so sorry,” Violet whispered. I blinked and the world swayed.

      “No. No. This can’t be happening. I have to tell them—”

      “They do not know; therefore, you cannot tell them. That is our curse.”

      Our curse? No. That was her curse. Her and the Crone and Cirian. They were the ones that messed up the world. They were the ones that caused this.

      If Ash learned that I knew…if Alexandra found out somehow…if Johanna thought I lied to them…

      I swallowed hard and stilled myself. A hand touched my back and I turned to Ash. “Are you alright?” he asked, drawing me back to them. In my mind, Violet hung her head in sadness, and while I was angry with her, this was not her fault. Not really.

      “I will be,” I said quietly to him before focusing on the conversation. I had to focus. I had to keep going.

      “But that’s not possible—” Blair said.

      “We live in an impossibly possible world,” came Oliver’s reply. She ghosted him with a chilly sweeping glance that almost made me want to snicker.

      “How do you know?” Amber asked, speaking up louder than the others. I stayed silent.

      “Witch blood runs in my veins, and while I’ve never been able to master their magic, the Three-faced Goddess has accepted me as her child. Which means”—she paused, her eyes flashing bright as molten gold—“I, just like any other Witch, can recognize the Goddess’s chosen vessels.”

      “But I’m not the Mother,” I said slowly, testing how far this invisible boundary would go. “I just carry the soul of her. What does that mean?” I was dancing a fine line between drawing information out of Johanna and incriminating myself by asking questions I shouldn’t know to ask.

      Not that Johanna seemed to notice. She cupped a hand to the side of her neck, making her long sleeve shirt fall an inch short of her wrist, giving the briefest hint of scales curled around it. I tilted my head to get a better look and she dropped her hand, crossing it behind her back almost nonchalantly.

      “That depends on whether you believe ‘old Witch tales’ or if you think the ‘other’ you talk to is a hallucination, now doesn’t it?”

      I couldn’t say for certain, but there was a dry snark in the way she said it. Almost like she was angry or amused, maybe a bit of both.

      I tucked my toes under, rocking my weight back to stand on my own two feet. Moving to stand beside Ash, I became hyper-aware of the eyes that followed my every move.

      “I think that when you can control matter itself, nothing is impossible. I know that my sister is alive, but I have no proof to explain how. If you do, then I’m all ears.” I crossed my arms over my chest and nodded for her to continue.

      “Every paranormal has a deity they look to in times of need. For the Witches, that is the Three-faced Goddess. Maiden. Mother. Crone. Past. Present. Future. She is balance in all things. A neutral entity, unlike most other ancients.”

      I don’t know if she meant to project her voice so that it wove magic into every word, but as she spoke, the air itself seemed to quiver and listen.

      “Just as Nyx had her blessed,” Johanna motioned to me, “and the Consort had his heirs,” she looked to Ash, “the Goddess had her vessels. Young women—Witches—born of immense power. This vessel would grow from a child to that of a woman, and when the Crone died, and the Mother took her place, so would the Maiden take the Mother’s, and a new Maiden would be born. This was the way of the Goddess. Birth. Life. And ultimately, death.” As she spoke, pieces of what the current Crone—Livina—told me, began to fall into place.

      “To be born as the next Maiden was considered the greatest honor, and the greatest sacrifice. These Witches can harness an immense amount of power, but all magic has a cost. The vessels of the Goddess were born with the magic to save lives or end them, but to do so would cost them their own life.”

      A sickly sort of creeping began to make its way up my spine. Almost like déjà vu, but worse. It was the sense of knowing what was coming, knowing it, but not admitting it.

      The balance…

      “Yes,” Johanna agreed. I must have spoken it out loud. “The balance. This is what separates Witches and the Three-faced Goddess from the other ancients of old. Nyx chose to favor power. The Consort chose might. The dragon chose honor. But the Three-faced Goddess chose balance. She gave her vessels power to protect the Witches should there ever come a time, but with a cost. This was to prevent Witches from growing too bold and forgetting their roots. Forgetting the balance.”

      Like Livina did when she brought back Valda and Ciaran.

      But I couldn’t say that.

      “A thousand years ago, a young Witch walked the earth as the Maiden. Even for a vessel of the Goddess, she was born with exceptional power. Some might say too exceptional, and that the balance was broken when she was born. Others will tell you it was her choices that broke the balance and doomed the Witches—and the world—to a thousand years of darkness.”

      That was one hell of an understatement. Bad choices?

      She tried to break a signasti bond, then create a replacement, and proceeded not to heed an ancient’s warning—oh, and let’s not forget the bringing back the dead part.

      But once again, I couldn’t say anything.

      “What did she do that broke the balance?” Alexandra asked with no small amount of sarcasm, but perhaps a little curiosity. She may not believe Johanna just yet, but she wasn’t outright discrediting her.

      “She created a monster and the Three-faced Goddess demanded that she slay the beast and take her own life as payment. She didn’t listen, but that itself wasn’t what broke the balance. It was when the Supernatural families of the time killed the beast, and she not only brought it back from the dead, but its child as well.”

      Wait a fucking minute—a monster? That’s what they thought?

      She didn’t just create a monster—she created a demon. That’s skipping over all the fun bits about how she fucked Valda and Cirian over, meanwhile saving herself.

      But the baby? That part was new. Livina told me that it was bringing back Valda and Cirian’s soul that caused the punishment. She never said the baby died.

      Did that mean she brought three people back? Or two? Is this just the version that has been passed to Jo, but the Crone told me the truth?

      “This young Witch had taken the steps to save herself and bring back two from the dead, not accounting for the balance, but all magic has a cost. When someone kills a vessel of the Goddess, she exacts her revenge sevenfold, but what do you think happens when the Maiden—a vessel of the Goddess—uses magic that takes the lives of both the then Mother and Crone?” Johanna paused to let that sink in. “The Three-faced Goddess was so infuriated that she punished not just this girl, but the Witches as well. The legends say that she sentenced the Maiden—now the Crone—to walk until the end of days, allowing only the Maiden to be reborn as a reminder to her children that they still have a future that is bright, should the Mother ever return to set the present right.”

      I wasn’t sure if the story Johanna told was kinder or not. Both of them made the Three-faced Goddess out to be a bit of a…well, Witch.

      “You say set the present right,” Blair said slowly. “What does that mean?” Her stormy grey gaze flicked to me. I couldn’t tell whether she believed all of this or not.

      “For her to restore that balance, she would have to push the darkness back. Not destroy it entirely, but right the scales. To do that, the Three-faced Goddess said it would be this descendant that would slay the children of the monster her vessel created and return what was lost.”

      My heart stopped beating.

      My head spun.

      I staggered back a step, wanting to run, to hide. To unhear what I just heard, because she had to be wrong. Johanna had to have her story mixed up.

      If what she said was true, and I had to kill the descendants of Valda’s…

      I was going to be sick.

      My feet moved on their own accord, lurching forward towards the bathroom. My arms batted at the hands that tried to stop me. My shoulders pushed them aside as my bare feet ran. I hit my knees hard on the tile floor, hunching over the toilet.

      Warm hands pulled my hair away and secured it behind my head. As it was, shudders racked my body. My palms sweat. My head pounded. My stomach heaved, but nothing came up.

      Fear, real and sharp as I was strong, ate at me.

      If what Johanna said was true, if I was destined to kill Valda’s descendants, then…

      I was destined to kill my sisters and myself.

      And I couldn’t speak a word of it.

      Strong hands kneaded my shoulders. Ash was sweet. Kind. He gave me the benefit of the doubt when I didn’t deserve it, and never asked why. Even now he didn’t ask. He simply sat with me without demanding a single goddamn answer.

      Voices drifted from outside the door. “—clearly it’s not just some story if Selena’s in the bathroom throwing up—” That was Blair. Always the observant one.

      “Maybe not, but what does this have to do with her knowing Lily is alive?” Alexandra asked. I rested my cheek against the edge of the bathtub. Wanting to scream and shout but knowing it would do no good. Now was not the time to get angry about ancient prophecies that may or may not be true.

      “The Mother was the seer of all things present. The guardian of time as it was happening. It is not unreasonable to assume Selena is seeing what your sister is going through while she is sleeping. When Milla was younger, she used to dream things before they happened. I think Selena is experiencing the same.” That was Johanna again. I curled my fingers around the bathroom tub, bracing myself as I sat up, pushing against the smooth surface to haul myself to my feet.

      Lily needed me. Ancient prophecy or not.

      I could handle the processing of this later, after I’ve spoken with the Crone again.

      If my gut was right, and it always was, last night would not be the last I saw of her.

      “—what now?”

      “How do we go about finding her?”

      “If she was bitten and turned, she will be with her sire—”

      “What was his name again?”

      All eyes turned to me, as I stood in the doorway between the bathroom and disastrous bedroom. The tile floor felt like ice against my bare feet. I crossed my arms, barely containing a shiver from the cold that threatened to hold tight and not let go.

      But I couldn’t let that happen.

      They would just think I was losing it again and Lily would die in that hellhole.

      “She was never told who her master was. Victor wanted her to prove herself first.”

      Johanna nodded grimly. “That’s not uncommon for Made that are brought over by Born who are higher up in the pecking order. She’d have to have a sire that’s powerful enough to control her, maybe even someone on the High Council…” She did that thing again where she cupped her neck, her brows furrowing.

      “How on earth would we go about finding her—” Amber started.

      “Maybe we don’t have to,” I said abruptly. All eyes turned to me. “Maybe we just need to lure one person out.”

      “Why do I get the feeling I’m not going to like who this person is?” Amber groaned.

      “If it’s who I think she’s thinking—you won’t,” Blair sighed.

      “You want to lure out Anastasia,” Alexandra said. Not quite accusing, but she certainly wasn’t happy.

      “I do.” She shook her head, looking away. Blair looked at the floor, weariness tugging at her. We were in an impossible situation, but to a matter manipulator, anything was possible with enough motivation.

      My sister was out there somewhere. That was all the motivation I needed. This prophecy shit could wait for another day.

      “And how do you plan on going about that?” Oliver asked, clearly not understanding mind games the way I did.

      Anastasia took everything from me. My freedom. My life. My sister.

      She impersonated me and let the world blame me for something she did.

      She wore my face as a mask and a shield.

      And now, I was going to return some of that.

      I was going to take the only thing she had left. The only thing I knew would lure her out from whatever hole she crawled into these past few months. Because I needed her for answers and as a trade. It would be my pleasure to watch all of her carefully crafted lies come apart around her as I took away her greatest prize and let it become her downfall.

      Her reputation.

      “How fast can you get me a box of blue contacts?”
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      Standing in the center of the pit was a strange and familiar experience.

      I could almost pretend I was boxing. That this was just another match. That Lucas would be coming right around the corner any moment now. That Ash was just the boy from the gym that saw too much. That Lily would be in the crowd with Alexandra, cheering for me.

      But none of those things were true anymore, and they certainly weren’t true this night.

      The dirt still stank of fear and wrongdoings. Blood and bits of Vampires covered the walls, the floor—leftover from Blair’s fight. But who was I to criticize?

      Who was I to say what was right or wrong when my hands were so unclean that I didn’t remember what they looked like without blood on them?

      No one. That was who. And if I had my way, that’s who I would fight as.

      “You ready for this?” Ash asked from the edge of the pit above me. To anyone else he would probably look like he was talking to himself. They certainly wouldn’t hear my reply.

      “Yes.” It was instantaneous and without hesitation. I meant it.

      “Don’t lose yourself,” he murmured. The door to my left opened. I felt it. Whoever they brought out, the crowd went wild. Their cheers were thunderous. Wild. Savage. I took a deep steadying breath, clenching and unclenching my fists.

      Blood. Sweat. Tears.

      This is where I was made.

      “You’ll pull me back,” I muttered. It was the last thing I said to him as I turned to meet my opponent. Alexandra’s flaming red hair caught the corner of my eye, but I didn’t stare too long. I couldn’t. Not when I had a game of cat and mouse to play.

      His eyes were dark, unbelievably dark. Not black like Ash often turned his, but instead the darkest shade of green. His skin was pale in the bright moonlight, reflecting like the surface of a pearl, complementing his silver hair.

      It made the smudge of black around his lips stand out even more.

      Blood. Vampire’s blood.

      The very blood that ran in my sister’s veins.

      The blood I was going to spill as a sacrifice to whatever dark god would listen.

      “Gregory Kamarov,” a Shifter said over us, outside the pit. Unlike all the other fights I’d seen, Gregory had two guards escorting him and neither of them were the ones speaking. “Born Vampire and cousin to Ivan the Cruel,” the dark-haired Shifter above said before pausing. Was that fear in his eyes?

      No wonder the Born looked so fucking smug. He had immunity for all intents and purposes—except this one. I suppose no one took the time to tell him that it wasn’t the Supes or the Shifters that apprehended him—but the flaming gay mob alpha of the Las Vegas pack.

      Who operated only in business that was strictly off the books.

      Like conducting an unofficial execution.

      “Gracing us with her presence in a special turn of events—” The announcer paused for dramatic effect. With my blue film covered eyes and cold sneer, I wore the perfect mask. Staring up at the paranormals surrounding the pit like they were somehow beneath me. Unworthy of my attention. No one would ever know. No one but her, that is. “Council Member, Anastasia Fortescue!”

      The Born Vampire blinked and narrowed his eyes. “Wait a minute—”

      “Supernaturals. Subjects,” I pronounced clear and precise. My voice rang with the same condescending clarity Anastasia liked to use. “I am standing here before you because I have been away too long. In my absence, certain species have felt they could get away with anything. That they are invincible. Untouchable.”

      Murmurs broke out above me and inside a fissure of hope sprung. A crack in my chest…because it was working. They really believed me. They believed I was Anastasia.

      She’s going to be furious.

      “It’ll make her that much more desperate to rush into something. We’ll be ready,” Valda assured me. The breath hissed between my teeth as I sneered at the Vampire before me. He tried to open his mouth again to object, but I telekinetically kept it shut.

      Panic clouded his vision. Feeding me. Feeding the show.

      “Let me remind you that I am the only invincible being on the face of this planet, and as such, it is my divine duty to uphold the natural order of things.” I motioned for the guards to release him. They undid his shackles and removed the collar from his neck. Meanwhile, the Vampire didn’t say a word. He physically couldn’t.

      “Gregory Kamarov, you conspired in the plot to overthrow a Supernatural Institution and that offense will not go unnoticed.”

      “Did he go before the Council?”

      “Does the High Council know?”

      “Since when do Supernaturals exact punishments on other species?”

      The rumors circled round and round, building traction. Building momentum.

      By the end of the night, every paranormal in the market would know what happened here.

      And by tomorrow, Anastasia would know.

      I am alive. I am fighting.

      I am coming for my sister.

      She can only hide so long before the damage is irreparable.

      “As such, you can die with honor, or fight me—as futile as that will be.” The Vampire’s eyes flicked to the crowd. He was going to run.

      Excellent. This was going according to plan.

      “Choose,” I commanded. He flashed me a wicked smile, moving as he did so.

      Vampires were considered the fastest paranormals out there, apart from demons, that is. Knowing that, I moved with exaggerated slowness to dodge him. He took the bait, doubling behind to backhand me. I ducked under his arm, stepping into his chest.

      The Born blinked in surprise but recovered quickly.

      His right hand shot out to grab me, but I kneed him in the groin and shoved him away, giving myself enough room to step back so I could redouble with a roundhouse kick to the head. He narrowly escaped, allowing me to clip him just hard enough so he had the opportunity to rethink fighting me.

      As it was, I had to slow myself down and fumble on attacks so I didn’t accidentally kill him.

      As lovely as that would be, he served a greater purpose alive.

      The Born backed away hissing, his nose wrinkling in disgust.

      “We had a deal,” he breathed. A warning, hardly more than a whisper. I didn’t know what the exact deal she struck with them was, but he didn’t seem to know that.

      “Deals can change,” I replied. I spoke just loud enough that my voice carried on the wind. More murmurs traveled through the crowd as our small exchange caught on like wildfire.

      “I’ll be sure to let Ivan know that’s how you feel,” he sneered back coldly.

      “What—” I asked dumbly, internally applauding my own performance. Not only did the crowd believe I was her, but so did this bloke.

      Was it too much to think that luck may be on my side for once?

      I pretended to be slow, then stunned when he turned and jumped for the gap that just magically appeared in the crowd. Shouts of outrage. Cries of dismay. The black market took only a moment to explode into complete and utter chaos. Tam’s Shifters had been carefully placed further from the ring than normal—because Anastasia requested it. She wanted to deal with the Vampire on her own, of course. This both protected the Shifters and made for the perfect getaway. If my gut was right, it wouldn’t take him more than a minute to lose them. No more than five to be a scent on the wind.

      I leapt from the pit, landing beside Ash, hoping and trusting that with all the commotion Alec would fulfill his job to disguise me from the masses.

      “Do you think I pulled it off?” I murmured, hoping he could hear me above the madness.

      “Look around.”

      People were already turning and looking for Anastasia. Whispering about the weak Head of Council that couldn’t defend her people and let a Vampire go, while simultaneously calling her a hypocrite for trying to execute a Born Vampire that was practically royalty.

      This didn’t sit well with the paranormals of the black market, but it was nothing compared to the shitshow that would be starting up all over the world once people heard the news.

      Paranormals looked every which way for me—for Anastasia—for the Supernatural Head of Council, but no one saw me standing there among them. Not when Alec had made me just another face in the crowd. They saw what he wanted them to see, and the powerful, invincible, untouchable Anastasia Fortescue was long gone.

      Finally showing the rest of the world the coward she really was.
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      Ten minutes.

      That’s how long it took me to realize that I was different than the other Made as Victor walked me out of my room, arm-in-arm. For me to notice the quiet looks of envy. They were my first inclination something wasn’t quite right.

      Two hours.

      That’s how long it took for me to put together that Victor was more powerful than I’d originally thought. He wasn’t simply an errand boy to a higher Born. He was a higher Born.

      Five hours.

      That’s how long it took me to realize that him walking me around the fief was not necessarily a good sign. That his tender hold of my arm was meant to manipulate me into believing it was. That his gentle probing of my life before was not pure curiosity.

      Twelve hours.

      That’s how long it took me to figure out the truth. That Victor was not all he claimed to be.

      But something more.

      It started as an itch I couldn’t scratch and blossomed into a well of anxiety the darkness stroked. Feeding my irrationalities and paranoia. Telling me something wasn’t right.

      The problem was I couldn’t see how the pieces fit together. Shards of truth and lies. Slivers of unspoken understandings. Scraps of black and white secondhand information I thought I’d never use.

      Twenty-four hours.

      That’s how long I got to enjoy my freedom before a Vampire stepped through an elevator, shouting about a deal and a devil.

      History teachers in America talk about the Revolutionary War and the shot heard around the world. I’d never understood it quite like I did in that moment.

      I was walking in the garden with Victor—pretending to marvel at all the things that no longer brought me joy. How could they? The lilies that should be dead this time of year, that shouldn’t grow on land this cold and hard, that Victor just loved showing me—shouldn’t be alive and thriving. They should be as cold and withered as I am. And yet, they weren’t.

      Victor plucked one from its stalk with deft, bone-white fingers, offering it to me. It took all of my willpower to reach out and accept the flower without strangling him instead.

      “I had these brought here for you, you know,” he said. As if that made him some type of saint. Like he was the good guy in this story. Like he deserved my thanks. My praise.

      Still, I tilted my head submissively and murmured, “Thank you.”

      “You know, flower, I have found your obedience to be quite refreshing. Enough so that…” He paused. In the distance at the far edges of where my hearing could reach, a man was shouting. I frowned.

      No one ever raised their voice here. For one, the Born did not tolerate it.

      For two, it wasn’t needed.

      Yet someone was shouting.

      “What is that?”

      He scowled. I tried not to grimace about what that might mean for me, given what happened last time he was displeased. The darkness pulsed just beneath my skin, I tried to pull it tight, but it was too late. He tilted his head, examining me closely.

      “Something wrong, flower?”

      I shook my head slowly, thankful for the lack of a beating heart and rushing blood. It’s amazing how much less fear one can feel when your biological urges are no longer riding you.

      “No, I just…” I stumbled for the briefest of seconds and had to close my mouth and bow my head. It was that or let him see how little he frightened me. “My apologies, sir.”

      “There is no need, my beautiful flower. I think I see what’s going on here.” I stayed silent. “You’re concerned for my well-being, aren’t you?”

      I pressed my lips together at how laughable that idea was. Not that he could know that.

      Not until I knew for certain if I was right. Until it was time.

      I raised my face, widening my eyes so they appeared larger. Innocent, despite the blood on my hands. The blood I so easily spilled for this man. For my freedom.

      “Yes,” I murmured, speaking softly so he took my lie for sincerity.

      Victor raised a hand to my cheek, cupping it.

      “You are perfect, Lily. Simply perfect.” He dropped his hand away, holding it out for me to take. Victor was not a gentle man. He wasn’t a man at all. He was a cold-blooded killer.

      A murderer. A Vampire.

      But I suppose we were no different in that way.

      I placed my hand in his.

      “Come. You are ready.”

      We walked hand in hand through a garden that flourished on blood and bones and death. A garden where lilies grew, no matter how harsh the conditions.

      And maybe unnatural magic kept them alive.

      But unnatural magic was also what kept me alive.

      And like these lilies, I was going to survive.

      No matter how many lies I had to tell. People I had to kill. Pieces of my soul I had to sell.

      I would survive.

      And with the sunrise behind me and my enemy leading me, I turned my back on the light. Embracing the darkness.

      The shouting grew louder. More fevered. Desperate. I straightened my spine as Victor led me down a hallway lined with Vampires. Made. Except unlike me, they were not walking with a Born Vampire towards the double doors at the end of the hall. They were standing outside them.

      Red eyes watched me. Cautious. Jealous. Creepy. Everything in-between. I did not spare even a glance in their direction. Maybe that’s what separated us.

      They were too busy fighting over scraps with each other. I was smart enough to know where the real power was, and strong enough to reach for it.

      Victor didn’t stop his stride. He walked with purpose. No one questioned him when a pair of lower Born opened those double doors and he ushered us in.

      I let my eyes flick up to take a snap shot of the room that my memory would process later. Lowering them again, before anyone, especially Victor, could read the curiosity on my face.

      I’d never seen a room as stark white as this one. Pure marble made up every foot, every inch, every crack. It was carved and crafted into ornate walls that rose sixty feet. From where we stood, the floor descended inward. An amphitheater…but with an elevator?

      I clenched my jaw, trying to keep my face tight. Impassive.

      An elevator in here didn’t make sense. This building was old. Really old. Not to mention Vampires didn’t seem too fond on most technology, and it wasn’t like any of them would need it to get around. We moved faster than an elevator could.

      So why did they have it?

      A man stood in the center of the floor down below, glaring up at us with hateful eyes. His silver hair and light skin was streaked with mud and grit.

      “Gregory Kamarov. We haven’t heard from you in a time. What brings you home to the Motherland?”

      Victor was the first and only one of the congregated Vampires to speak, drawing their gaze to us. Dozens and dozens of some of the most ruthless predators in the world looked to Victor with respect, and then their eyes dropped to me.

      “You bring a Made into the Council, Victor,” a Born woman two platforms below said. Her voice cut sharp, like metal meeting metal. “Have you no propriety?”

      “What I do is none of your concern, Nikita,” Victor replied, his tone pleasant but his words sharp. I didn’t move a muscle.

      “This is not the time for dinner or pleasantries, Victor. Surely even you can see reason here as to why the lessers are not welcome?” the woman prompted.

      A muscle in Victor’s jaw twitched.

      “What she means to say, Son,” said another voice, though I couldn’t tell where it came from, “is why have you brought a Made into our sacred space? Surely she could wait outside with the others.”

      Where was that voice coming from? And why did it sound so old?

      Yes, most of them gathered here had to be hundreds, maybe even thousands of years old, but they never sounded like it. This voice did.

      “Lily is not like the others, Father. She is special.”

      How was it that he could pay me a compliment and still make it sound condescending

      “Special how?” the same ancient voice spoke, deep and dark, brimming with power.

      As the Made in question, I was unsure how I was supposed to respond. How Victor wanted me to respond. When he saw the darkness swirl beneath my skin—what he assumed was for him, his safety—he declared me ready. For what? I wasn’t entirely sure.

      I had been weak and docile in his mind for months. Hardly worth his time of day until I showed my hand. My power. Which meant he didn’t want weak, but he also preferred my obedience. He didn’t want me to turn from the violence of this world but I was to be a dog on a chain.

      Victor wanted me to straddle a razor edge, where either side ended in my destruction.

      Oh, what precarious positions he liked to put me in.

      Victor squeezed my hand sharply, but not quite painful. I turned my face to his, asking without saying a word. Asking him what he wanted me to do.

      He looked to my hands and jutted his chin toward the female Vampire. Nikita.

      Did he mean—was he asking—was I supposed to kill her?

      I dropped Victor’s hand and took a step towards the edge of the marbled floor. With him, my eyes were to be averted, but with them—with them I would show no mercy. If Victor wanted me to be his guard dog—his pet—unknowingly feeding me while at it…then why not?

      I took another step. And then another. And when I reached the edge of the platform, I stepped off and dropped the three feet to the first level in the amphitheater without losing my step.

      I walked towards the sneering, belittling woman who would rather see me dead. And when I stood before her, almost a foot shorter, surrounded by other Born who might attack, prepared to have to defend myself, I did not ask Victor what he wanted. I wrapped my small, slender fingers halfway around her hand.

      She frowned. “What is the meaning of this—”

      I beckoned the darkness forward. Then the screaming started.

      “Stop her,” the ancient voice commanded. Oh, what a mistake that was.

      Any who dared touch me fell to the darkness within as it sought them out in return. They, too, screamed.

      Plumes of black danced across my body like moving tattoos, traveling to those who tried to stop me. I held the screaming woman with nothing more than a light grip on her hand. My power invaded their senses, funneling deeper and harder than I had with the child. Aiming to cause pain while I simultaneously harvested their own energy.

      “Victor, what is the meaning of this?” the ancient one asked as darkness began to thicken in the very air, reaching its tendrils to those that weren’t even touching me.

      Her knees collapsed, hitting the marble floors with a crack.

      One by one, those around me began to fall, but they couldn’t break their grip. No one could. No one but me.

      More, the darkness urged. Take more. Take everything. Leave them as nothing but hollowed-out h—

      “Enough,” Victor commanded.

      The darkness growled, not liking how he spoke to us. Not liking how he thought he could control us. I should make him—

      A sharp tug inside made me stop. It was not light or dark, but something else.

      I stared down at my chest, following the thin red line that ran between Victor and myself.

      What was that—

      It tugged again and I dropped the Born Vampire’s hand. Her screaming cut short, warbling in her throat like a whimper before falling silent. I stepped away, breaking contact with my other victims, and it wasn’t entirely of my own accord.

      The darkness in me snarled at the grave insult to our power.

      Victor was a Born. He didn’t have any power outside that of his bite…unless he had already bit me.

      All of those little bits and pieces came crashing together.

      Victor’s demands. His persona. The way the others looked to him, Made and Born. The way the Made looked to me. It all made sense. Every little bit, if he were my master.

      If he could control me.

      I raised my eyes to his, the darkness still riding me hard, urging me to rip his throat out. That lying bastard. All this time he’d made me believe my master was someone else. Some other Vampire that had forced me to undergo the transition, but all this time it was him.

      And yet—could I really be surprised?

      I didn’t think I could. I’d been suspecting it for a few days. Now there was more to him. To us, than he’d led me to believe.

      Who was I to know if all I could remember were dark green eyes…

      I pulled the darkness inward, hiding it from the Council and from him. Hiding my strength. My knowledge. My power.

      Then I climbed the steps and came to stand right at his side like I’d never left. Without making him ask again. That was important. If he brought me here as a demonstration, I needed to play my part perfectly. Make him think he could trust me. Should trust me.

      That I was so wholly devoted to my master, to him, that I couldn’t possibly be planning to plant a dagger in his heart.

      A feather-light touch brushed across the small of my back as he rested his hand there, an almost purr rumbling in his chest. I’d pleased him. Good.

      “As I said before, who I bring is no one else’s concern. Lily is mine. She will do as I command her, won’t you, flower?” His strong fingers brushed up and down my back in slow, rhythmic circles.

      “Of course.”

      “Excellent,” he said, almost affectionately. His hand slid lower, curving around my side. “Now, where were we?”

      No one said a word, but all eyes turned to the man standing in the center of the amphitheater.

      Gregory Kamarov, that was his name, wasn’t it? I filed that away for later.

      “I believe, my prince, that your betrothed has taken you for a fool.”

      A pen could have dropped a mile away and we would have heard it.

      “Is that so?” Victor asked, a vengeful edge entering his tone. Unforgiving.

      I didn’t know who his betrothed was, but something just told me that I may end up being ordered to kill her.

      And the prospect didn’t bother me as much as it should have.

      In fact, it didn’t bother me at all.
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        * * *

      

      One day. Isn’t that what I swore?

      That one day things would be different.

      It was a promise I made to myself on this very balcony beneath the stars during an autumn night standing next to Ash. Here we were. Today was that day, but I didn’t quite imagine it like this.

      I didn’t imagine that when the sun rose for me again, finally, that it might also be the last one Lily ever saw. That even in death, she would never stop fighting to survive—no matter what that turned her into.

      “I will get you back. One way or another,” I whispered out into the open air.

      No one answered me as the sun went down. As it set, I knew that come dawn tomorrow everything was going to change.
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      It was just before midnight when we entered the black market.

      The scent of sweat, clay, and blood tainted the air. Beneath it, subtler tones laced the breeze. Brutal northern winds, smoke and ash, pine trees from the south, honeysuckle, and sage. No stench of rot and I took that as a good sign.

      We beat them here.

      Clouds blotted out the sliver of moon, allowing the lights of Vegas to reflect, giving the sky a purple-maroon hue. The wind blew bitter and coarse, cutting me to the core. I tugged my leather jacket tight, stuffing my hands in my pockets as I hurried down the alley and out into the busy street, my footsteps sure and silent. Ordinarily, I would take my time looking at the booths and listening to the vendors as I walked by, but tonight wasn’t the night for that. I kept my head down and my pace steady as I approached the pits.

      A series of snaps, thuds, and grunts told me a ‘match’ was going on below. I wouldn’t have thought it with so few people hanging around the edge. The crowd was abnormally small for this time of night. Typically, there were hundreds hovering around the pits, trying to place bets or just get in on the action.

      Tonight, there were only seven.

      Out of the entire black market that was swarming with paranormals, only seven were standing at the pits. Something wasn’t right here…

      An uncomfortable scraping brushed against my neck, telling me that not all was what it seemed. I took a step back, stumbling when I bumped into someone.

      “Sorry,” I muttered, not even turning to look.

      I needed to get the hell out of here.

      Cold fingers wrapped around my wrist, bringing me to a standstill. Very slowly, I turned to face whoever thought to stop me, blinking twice when I saw who it was.

      My mind had to be playing tricks on me. It couldn’t possibly be…

      “Elizabeth?”

      “In the flesh,” my youngest cousin quipped. Her chocolate waves had been chopped short and died purple. She sported two nose rings and a bruised cheek. Her clothes were black and disheveled, but mostly fitting. A swipe of black colored her collarbone beneath her crew neck shirt. A tattoo maybe?

      “Where have you been?” I asked, not concerned per se, more curious as to what had happened over the past few months for the drastic change in the girl I saw before me. She shrugged coolly, dropping her hand from my wrist.

      “Here and there. It’s not safe to stay put for too long. You should consider yourself lucky I made the trip all the way out here for you,” she said. I rose both eyebrows. To say she’d changed was an understatement.

      “How did you find me?” Apparently, that was a dumb question to her. She cocked an eyebrow and tilted her head forward.

      “Really, Selena?” she asked in a hushed voice. “Anastasia is a lot of things, but I find it awfully convenient that after being gone for months she comes back to the same black market I last saw you in and declares a war on Vampires. You sent a message to the world. I hope you’re prepared to back it up.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I leaned away, crossing my arms over my chest, trying not to bristle at the implications. There were a lot of ways to interpret her last sentence. None of them boded well for me.

      Elizabeth unzipped her jacket and pulled out a manila folder. “You wanted to know why Anastasia was after you. I think I found the reason.” She extended it to me and my fingertips tingled where I touched the envelope. A heavy feeling settled into my stomach.

      “How? Blair said the mansion had been burned down…”

      “I burned it down.”

      I blinked rapidly, playing that over in my head to make sure I heard it right.

      “Did you just say—”

      “Yes. I burned the mansion down,” she repeated. “After you went batshit, I snuck out of the apartment and took the elevator to the black market in Detroit. It was easy since it was just me. From there, I hitched a ride with some elderly pixies in a biker gang”—she paused when my mouth fell open—“and made it back to the mansion. Took me nearly two days to find my mom’s secret office, but I did. This,” she tapped on the envelope in my hand, “is everything I found. Make sure you open it alone.”

      I narrowed my eyes in confusion. My spine prickled in apprehension. “Why?”

      Elizabeth hesitated, biting her lip in indecision before saying, “Because what’s inside that folder changes everything, and I don’t know if you’re going to want to change.”

      My muscles tensed, my fingers itching to open this here and now, but if what she said was true…I unzipped my jacket and slipped it inside.

      “Why are you doing this? I’ve been nothing but awful to you after last spring. I’m not apologizing because I thought you deserved it, but why help me?” I asked. My fingers trembled with the zipper as I closed it.

      “I…” Elizabeth paused, sighing to herself. “I’m a lot of things. A coward included. I honestly don’t know why I’m helping you. I wasn’t planning to until I realized what it all meant.” She paused again, shifting from foot to foot as if weighing something back and forth in her mind. “I don’t like you. I don’t think you’re a good person, but I don’t think you’re bad either. I think…you’re somewhere in-between, and right now the world needs an in-between. Someone that can do bad things for the right reasons. That folder has the power to change the world, but only you can do it. You and Alexandra.”

      I gaped at her, completely and utterly stunned.

      I’d said almost the same exact thing not forty-eight hours prior. Funny how it seemed like so much time had passed. When in reality, it wasn’t all that long at all.

      Elizabeth backed away, slowly slinking toward the crowd. I made no move to stop her.

      Instead, I whispered, “Thank you.”

      She nodded and then disappeared into the crowd like she’d never been here in the first place. It took a moment for me to collect myself and my thoughts. By the time I’d sorted through enough to leave it for later, I became distinctly aware that someone was watching me.

      The scent of pine and forests hit me. Familiar, but not recently so…

      I whirled around, my fists tightening, ready for a fight.

      “Hello, Selena.”

      Well, if it was none other than my piece-of-shit ex-boxing partner that got my sister killed.

      What an unpleasant surprise.

      Tori would be arriving with the others very soon, and it was going to make her and Alexandra’s relationship awkward when I killed him.
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      “Lucas,” I breathed. A slicing sensation ran down my chest, opening the void of memories that I never wanted to recall.

      It burned like vodka, but that was betrayal for you.

      “You’re looking well,” he commented. I could easily have returned the statement, but to even speak to him…I prided myself on my self-control, but seeing his face—perfect, tan, healthy, alive—I didn’t know how long I could hold it in.

      The resentment. The anger. The hate.

      His raven black hair, just as dark as mine, was trimmed as if not a day had gone by. He wore a suit, black and white. All it was missing was the red.

      I bit my lip, the copper taste clearing my mind. Reminding me that if he was here, so was Anastasia. This is what we wanted. This is what I worked for.

      And still, it was only the bitter truth that escaped my lips.

      “You killed my sister,” I spat. Instinctively, I took a step towards him and he grinned that all too familiar lopsided smile. His eyes, once emerald green, were nearly black.

      “No. I found your sister and carried her to the ballroom. You killed your sister because you couldn’t control your power. So, you see, Selena, we’re both monsters.” His paper white teeth glinted in the low light, making his smile look sharper. Feral.

      Blood rushed to my head.

      Did he really just say that?

      “I would be very careful with your words, Lucas, because I could kill you with a thought. A. Single. Thought. Can you even comprehend that? The kind of power I hold? Because very soon, that power is going to be the death of you.”

      The wind picked up, howling in my ears like a wounded animal still grieving the loss I felt so acutely. Dead or undead, Lily had suffered immeasurably so, and it was the only reason Lucas was still alive. He needed to suffer too.

      “So bloodthirsty. I’m happy to see that time with the animals hasn’t changed you,” he grinned. I grit my teeth.

      “Why are you here, Lucas?” I asked him sharply. He laughed, and it was nothing like the way he used to and I was grateful for that. Before, it would be a quiet, thoughtful chuckle. Now, it was loud, boisterous, and obnoxious.

      “For you, of course.”

      Of course. Like that was a given. A guarantee.

      My head grew hot and my heart beat erratically, trying to keep up with the growing fire inside of me. I couldn’t let that power out. Not yet.

      “For me?” I asked, my voice dripping with condescension. “How on earth do you think that you’d ever have a shot with me after everything you’ve done?” The grin on his face froze and slowly started to fall. “You lied to me for over a year about Aaron and made me feel bad for not telling you my secrets—even though mine had nothing to do with you and could have gotten me killed if the wrong people found out. That alone is inexcusable.” His eyes tightened as he clenched his jaw. “But kidnapping my sister? Killing my sister? Lucas, I don’t know what la-la-land you’ve been living in, but I am going to take great pleasure in killing you.”

      His tan skin flushed as his breathing sped up. Clearly, not as unaffected as he would like to seem.

      “You keep saying that, yet you haven’t tried to kill me once.” He touted this, like it was infallible proof of my devotion. I threw my head back and laughed, just as cold, callous, and cruel as he had been to me.

      “You think,” I started, having to pause for another bout of mocking laughter, “that because I haven’t killed you yet, that means I won’t?” I lifted my head to look him in the eye and let him see the truth in my words. “You poor, pathetic fool. I haven’t killed you because I want to draw it out.”

      His head jerked back as if I’d slapped him, but I hadn’t taken a single step.

      “You can’t mean that…” he stumbled for the first time, struggling with his words.

      “Oh, I can, and I do,” I assured him, not hesitating in the slightest. His eyes darkened to a true black that I would have mistaken for demonic had I not known that it wasn’t possible for other demons to be created. Still, it was unnatural. A sign of Anastasia’s influence over him.

      “Then it appears I will just have to change your mind,” he replied, his face going impassive. I narrowed my eyes at him.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” I snarled, not liking the implied threat behind his warning. He smiled again, but there was nothing sincere about it.

      “Anastasia promised you to me, and I will have you. Even if I have to kill the other half of your soul to do it,” he replied.

      He couldn’t possibly be insinuating…

      Behind him, coming from the pit, an animal roared.

      No. Not an animal…

      “Selena!”

      I ran past Lucas, as fast as my feet would carry me, pushing two blokes out of the way so I could stare down over the edge of the pit.

      No. No. No. No. No.

      This cannot possibly be happening.

      Not again.

      Ash sat slumped over in a wooden chair. Bound, but not gagged. His skin blurred, as if he was trying to shift…but couldn’t. Beside him stood none other than Anastasia.

      Holding a knife to his throat.

      “I got your message. I thought you might like one of my own,” she sneered. Her lovely, beautiful face contorting into something ugly and dark. It was only at that exact second that I noticed something off about her.

      Her eyes. They were no longer blue, but black.

      Demon black.

      Inside me, Valda sighed as if she already knew the answer I was only just coming to.

      “Hello, Cirian,” she whispered softly.

      No fucking way.

      Behind me, people began shouting. I couldn’t hear them and maybe that was because I didn’t care. In that brief fraction of a second that I took to come to realization of what—who— Anastasia truly was, she slit his throat.

      Scarlett flowed like a crimson tide, straight out of a holy book.

      My chest throbbed painfully tight and my throat constricted. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t breathe. All I knew was that my heart should have stopped.

      I loved my sister. I loved her dearly.

      But I can honestly say I’d never felt pain like I did in that moment.

      It was like…my soul being ripped in half.

      I didn’t even have time to see red. To anguish.

      All I knew was how to act.

      The world flashed from black to white, like an optical illusion that no one but me could see. It was everything and nothing simultaneously.

      It was matter.

      And it was mine to control.

      Using nothing more than my thoughts, I pulled the injured pieces of Ash’s throat back together. Forcing the arteries and muscles and veins to fuse, forcing the skin to reconnect and repair.

      It shouldn’t have been possible, not for a simple telekinetic.

      But for a matter manipulator, nothing was impossible.

      I could break and remake.

      Hurt and heal.

      Fixing Ash was no more than putting a shattered window back together again.

      It was the opening of that kind of power, the creaking of the valve that suddenly thickened the air.

      In a blink so fast that even time may have missed it, Ash went from bleeding—dying— to healed entirely, but unconscious.

      I moved from the edge of the pit to the center down below.

      And Anastasia…disappeared.

      When time caught up, I did not feel it resume, but the shouts that had been following me were now suddenly much clearer, and the incoming storm louder.

      Thunder rolled as lightning cracked across the sky. It had gone from a slightly cloudy night to a nasty combination of rain and snow. That had to be Blair, but I couldn’t afford to focus on that just yet. Not with Ash unconscious and bound to a chair.

      Mentally I unraveled the ropes. They disintegrated into a pile of mush beneath him, mixing with the dirt and blood.

      So much blood.

      I tried not to think about it as I went around to his side and slid his arm around my shoulder. He wasn’t heavy to me in the slightest, but his body was cumbersome. I had to re-secure my sliding grip on his wrist three times before I dared jump the fifteen feet, pulling him with me.

      We landed rough, sliding across the muddy ground in a pile of limbs. The storm raged over us, but Ash didn’t wake.

      “Goddamnit. Come on, you lazy oaf, wake the hell up—”

      “Oh my god. Aaron. Aaron!” Another panicked voice brought my cursing to a halt. I looked up at Amber’s stricken face as she saw him and the deep crimson shade of his clothing.

      “He’s fine. Unconscious, but fine,” I told her. Her hands shook as she got down and frantically searched for a wound.

      “But there’s so much blood!”

      “Amber—”

      “So much—”

      I slapped her.

      “Damnit, Amber, he’s fine! I’m his signasti. Wouldn’t I know? Anastasia slit his throat, but I fixed it. Okay? So I need you to calm down.” I spoke in a calm, self-assured voice, even though I was anything but. The truth is that I was worried, but I didn’t have time to perseverate. He was alive, and for now that would have to do.

      Amber lifted a hand to her cheek, her lips parting in surprise. It took a full three seconds for the dazed and confused look to wear off and she saw the scene for what it was.

      “We need to move him,” she started slowly.

      “Yes,” I nodded. “But I need to be here fighting. Anastasia is still around here somewhere, and I did not just stick my neck out for her to slip between my fingers. Can you get him to the elevator on your own?”

      “Go. I will take care of him. You’re needed out there.” She didn’t waste another second speaking with me as she turned her full attention to Ash. I knew he was alright. I felt it. But I wanted to be with him and I couldn’t. There was nothing I could say or do now.

      I pulled myself up, breathing in the blood and stench of death.

      All around me people were fighting.

      Where they had come from, I didn’t know, but they were clearly here.

      What I did notice was that not even one was a Vampire. Made or Born.

      My eyes swept the street, searching for signs of Anastasia.

      I found Johanna holding her own against three larger males, Oliver and Liam had teamed up while Scarlett appeared to be using this as a chance to take out her anger on those she viewed as traitors. I couldn’t say I blamed her when I was searching for where in god’s name Lucas had gone.

      Of course, it was right at that moment that I saw it.

      Fire. Hellfire, to be specific, coming from the other end of the market.

      I took off sprinting and didn’t look back.
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      Obsidian flames swirled before me. A tempest of death. Of ruin.

      I could not control the flames of hell, nor could I find a way through them to the other side. A nasty combination of rain and ice hailed around us, but the cyclone before me stayed untouched, acting as a wall of flame that separated me from my sister.

      No one could put those flames out except for Alexandra.

      No one but me could talk her demon down.

      I ran at the wall of fire hoping for one desperate moment that I was wrong. Just as I began to feel any heat, the fire brought me to an abrupt stop. I rebounded, falling on my ass.

      No. This can’t be happening. It can’t be—

      What was I doing? Sitting here, panicking like this was the end of the line. I was a matter manipulator, goddamnit. Anything was possible. Isn’t that what I keep saying?

      There was a way into the cyclone and I was going to find it.

      Trying to break through that wall would be useless. I couldn’t even see on the other side, and with Alexandra’s powers interfering with my own, ground entry wasn’t going to be an option.

      Which only left the top.

      Where the winds were the worst and the fire fanned in wide sweeps.

      It was also a solid hundred feet high off the ground. Higher than I could easily jump.

      But not so high that I couldn’t lift myself.

      Heat pounded at my head as I began to sweat through my clothes. I couldn’t burn, but that fire was hotter than anything here on earth. This was going to be one hell of a stunt if I could pull it off.

      I widened my feet in a solid stance, closing my eyes. Darkness and death awaited me there, but it wasn’t my mind that I was taking a trip through. I reached for the power inside me, the energy that whorled beneath my skin. It zapped through, pulling the air tight.

      At its most primal level, I could build and destroy. Create and recreate.

      At a fundamental level in how I learned control, it all started with one thing.

      Moving an object from one place to another.

      This wasn’t so different, right?

      Right now was not the time to be questioning myself. I didn’t need the Selena that was working through her shit. I needed the Selena that never gave a shit. The one that fought down demons and Vampires without blinking an eye. The one that collapsed a building in her rage and grief.

      The one that created an earthquake that spread hundreds of miles.

      I needed a way to be both her and the girl I’ve been.

      To be neither of them, and simultaneously both.

      I needed to be…whole.

      I could not be the girl I was three months ago any more than I could be the girl I was three days ago, or the girl I would be tomorrow. All I could be is what I was now. In this moment.

      And right now, it was time for the world to know that the matter manipulators had returned.

      That I had returned. That I was fighting. That I would not give up.

      I would not bow. I would not accept failure.

      Success was the only option.

      And with that thought, I launched myself into the air. The winds Blair generated became my booster as I swept them up under my body, sending me higher. The air thinned as I shot well above the cyclone, reaching my pinnacle directly above the swirling vortex of fire and ash.

      I hovered midair at the apical of my leap, staring down into the hellscape that awaited me. From this angle, it looked like the gaping mouth of a giant beast waiting to swallow the world whole. I could not make out the bottom, but I also did not feel fear. For my sister, for my vengeance, for my Ash—down the rabbit hole I would go.

      Gravity caught up with me, whereas at the height of my jump it had been a vacuum, now I was sucked into the wormhole.

      Fire licked at my exposed hands, eating at the edges of my clothes. A roaring filled my ears with the shouts and screams of those both inside the cyclone and the flames themselves. The scent of burning flesh and fur and cloth made me close my mouth and hold my breath against the ashes that sprayed the air.

      I bit my tongue as the ground rushed in. Faster and faster, bracing my legs for the impact that was to come. I extended my feet, softening my knees, and at the very first touch of ground beneath my feet, I let my momentum carry me downward.

      Strands of purple and black energy exploded outward as I landed, kneeling in the dirt, a single fist planted in the baked mud. The ground trembled upon my impact, collapsing inward before the force rolled out in a tidal wave of dirt and concrete.

      A veil of dust and debris billowed in the sharp breeze as the rain and ice and fire began to die away. I swept a hand out and the cloud of filth sank to the ground where it settled in the mud.

      In front of me, the terrain slanted, climbing until it tapered at the top. I frowned, rising off my knee to turn in a circle.

      Suddenly, the slant made sense when I realized it wasn’t an odd change in terrain, but that I stood at the bottom of a crater. One that my impact had created.

      I turned in circles. Looking for any sign of my sister among the bodies that littered the ground.

      But her fiery red hair wasn’t one of them. I swallowed hard, unable to assume the worst.

      Because if I did, if I let myself think that something could have possibly happened to her…it wasn’t an option.

      “Alexandra!” I yelled, my voice growing hoarse on the third shout. I turned in circles, searching far and wide for either her or Anastasia, but neither of them were anywhere to be found. However, someone else was.

      “You,” I spat, leaping from the crater to flat ground.

      I stalked toward Lucas, prepared to deliver the wrath of a god.

      “Selena,” Tori warned. There was an edge to her voice as she stepped in front of her brother. I didn’t even think twice about pushing her aside.

      “You lying piece of shit,” I snarled. “Where are they?”

      “Where is who?” Lucas asked, grinning like a damn fool. He readjusted his suit coat and presented me with a million-dollar smile.

      Like a dog kicked one too many times, I snapped back.

      Faster than he or anyone could react, I wrapped my hand around his neck and squeezed, drawing a tight, audible gasp. I pulled him down, making him fall to his knees before me.

      “Where is Anastasia? Where’d she take Alexandra? Where is Lily being held?” I shouted in his face, not paying enough attention to how hard I squeezed. Lucas’s eyes started to turn red around the pupils as he attempted to pull my hand from his neck.

      “Let go of him,” Tori ordered. I didn’t twitch a muscle.

      “Not until he tells me what I want to know.”

      I squeezed tighter, willing Lucas to talk. Willing him to fix this broken desperation in my chest that made me want to scratch and claw and scream.

      “You’re killing him!” she screamed. Small, pale hands tried to pry us apart, but Tori was no match for a demon.

      And me—I was no match for my rage.

      “If he dies, then I’ll be seeing him in hell,” I replied.

      A bright red flush crept up his cheeks, quickly replaced by a darker purple. I shook him once, squeezing tighter. Liquid condensed in the corners of his eyes, spilling over, down his cheeks, dropping onto my hand.

      I could do it. Right here and now.

      Crush his windpipe. Hold him down as he choked to death by my touch.

      My touch that he craved so much, he got Lily killed. He tried to get Ash killed. And now Alexandra was missing.

      He deserved this—he deserved to die—

      “Don’t do it.” The voice surpassed all shields, permeating every crevice of my mind, making his presence known.

      Ash.

      “Don’t do it, Selena. He’s not worth it.”

      “She got away, Ash!” I rasped, breathing hard. “Anastasia got away. Alexandra is missing. We don’t know where Lily is. It’s his fault. He deserves this—”

      “If you kill him, you’ll regret it.”

      And there it was. The truth. Cold and hard like a bitter pill. I didn’t want to swallow it, but here’s the thing about facts. When all that other shit fell to the wayside, the truth would remain. It would endure.

      “I hate him,” I whispered vehemently, but my grip loosened a notch.

      “Love and hate are two sides of the same coin.”

      I took a shallow, unsteady breath, trying to prepare myself for what I was going to do next when his lips moved.

      “No…ake…Ale…”

      I narrowed my eyes in confusion, trying to make out what he was saying. His eyes locked on something just behind me before rolling back in his head. I repeated it over in my mind. Blinking rapidly when it clicked. “Not…take…Alexandra.”

      I dropped Lucas and spun where I stood.

      The black market looked like something truly out of hell.

      Tents had been burned. Blood ran in the streets. The dead littered the ground. The skies calmed down to release a light misting. The cyclone of hellfire had died out entirely leaving only small patches here and there that continued to burn, but those were fading too. Slowly, but surely.

      I searched the hellscape we created for a shock of bright red hair.

      A light in the darkness.

      But no such hair existed.

      Behind me were Tori and Lucas.

      Coming down the street, Oliver was helping a hobbling Johanna while Scarlett carried Liam.

      Amber and Ash were nowhere in sight, but if he could pass my shields and speak to me, I knew they were okay.

      To my left, the market had been decimated. Whether it had been my earth shattering, crater-creating impact—or the storm Blair created—I wasn’t sure.

      But standing on top of ten-foot-tall pile of ruined booths and splintered wood were Alec and Blair. They were ripping debris and garbage up by the handful, desperately trying to get to something—someone—when a hand shot through the hole they’d created.

      My heart thrummed, hopeful but so scared to hope.

      A second hand appeared and Blair leaned over to grasp them both.

      Pulling up a girl with flaming…black hair.

      She released her and the other girl lifted her chin, searching the remains of the devastated market. She twisted her hands together, a familiar nervous gesture. I doubt she even noticed the way she picked at her hair, even though it was on fire and kind of hard to ignore.

      Her eyes met mine and I had to think this wasn’t a complete and total failure.

      One of her eyes was the same chocolate brown it’d always been.

      The other was midnight black.

      Alexandra and her demon had merged.

      My little sister was safe and sound, even from herself.

      I just wished I could say the same about the other one.
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      I sat at the end of the couch with Ash’s head in my lap. The light coming from the fireplace reflected shadows across his face, still pale from the blood loss.

      I suppose I should have been counting my blessings that I was able to save him, but after what went down tonight…I shook my head, running my fingers through his hair.

      Someone squeezed my shoulder gently and I looked up. Blair stood beside me, leaning against the couch. Her grey eyes were shadowed, as if she was still fighting with the beast that lurked within.

      “What happened out there tonight?” I asked her, still unable to believe it all myself. “We had them. Anastasia was in the market. How did she get away?”

      Blair shook her head, sighing deeply.

      “It’s not that simple.” She shifted away from the couch and went to the double French doors that overlooked the grounds. Not that much could be seen with the skies as dark and ominous as they were, hiding what little light the moon gave off.

      “Not that simple,” I breathed. My hands clenched into fists. “My sister is still missing. Ash almost died tonight. Meanwhile, Lucas is downstairs still breathing and you want to tell me it’s not that simple?” I demanded, a wave of hysteria and madness entering my tone. It had nothing to do with being crazy, and everything to do with the impossible cards I’d been dealt.

      “We were ambushed,” Alexandra cut in. She sat leaning against the side of the fireplace, resting her flaming hair against the marble exterior. She hadn’t figured out how to extinguish them, but it didn’t seem to burn anything it touched.

      Still, it was better to be cautious before she sent the whole mansion up in flames.

      “Ambushed?”

      “Yes, but it’s not what you think. After the group split, we waited in the alley like we were supposed to. Everything was going according to plan. You and Aaron left. As soon as the screaming started, Jo and her group followed. Tam had Xellos open the portal to start getting people out…” She hesitated, her eyebrows drawing together. “The elevator opened behind us and the next thing I knew, we had a dozen Born Vampires in the alleyway. If it weren’t for Alec already hiding us, we would have been slaughtered before we could act.”

      I blinked. “That’s not possible. I saw the High Council’s reaction when Gregory Kamarov showed up. There’s no way they would have tried to save her.”

      Alexandra’s eyebrows went up as she shrugged semi-sarcastically. “Well then, I don’t know what to tell you because that’s sure as hell what it looked like,” she snapped.

      “Even if they did,” I started, taking a deep breath to try and keep my temper, “we were trained to hunt Vampires. A dozen Born against you, Blair, Tori, and Alec shouldn’t have been a problem.”

      Alexandra shrugged again, looking away sharply.

      There was something she wasn’t telling me.

      I opened my mouth to call her on it when another voice piped up.

      “It was my fault.” Tori raised her head away from her tucked knees, tears glistening in her eyes.

      “What?”

      True to my promise with myself, I couldn’t find it in me to be terribly sympathetic given my night, but I didn’t rip her apart immediately.

      “I saw Lucas with her and thought I could do somethin’,” she said as her voice trembled. “I ran out into the street after him and the Born saw. Alec came after me. Then him and Lucas started fightin’ and Blair got involved. She almost killed Lucas because he almost killed Alec, and next thing I knew, everythin’ was on fire and Anastasia was gone.”

      Silence. Or as much silence as there could be with my blood roaring in my ears.

      She blew everything for that lying piece-of-shit that had my sister murdered.

      I couldn’t even respond because the only possible thing I could come up with either involved throwing her out the window or telling her how much of an idiot she was—when neither action would help us now.

      For better or for worse, I just had to deal.

      “So, basically what I’m hearing is that the Born took Anastasia, but no one bothered with Lucas.” I figured repeating the facts to make sure I had this right was the safest thing to do at the moment, for both me and her. Tori nodded, sharing a broken look with my sister that I was positive I wasn’t meant to see. If I was being frank, her being Alexandra’s rock was one of the only reasons I wasn’t tearing into her right then.

      “Speaking of, what are we going to do with him?” Amber interrupted. She sat on the other end of the couch with Ash’s feet strewn across her lap. Dried blood saturated most of her shirt and stained her entire right arm and half her face. She was tougher than I gave her credit for.

      “Question him,” I answered like it was obvious. Amber pursed her lips.

      “If you do the questioning, he might ‘accidentally’ end up dead. You sure you want that on your conscience?” Amber asked, cocking an eyebrow.

      “She won’t be doing the questioning,” Johanna answered. “I will.”

      Under normal circumstances, I might have chaffed at her assumption, but in this case, we did have a better person for the job. As Amber said, me doing it could be…problematic. Tori or Alec wouldn’t be well-suited either. We needed a neutral party. Or at least as neutral as a party could reasonably be.

      “I think that would be best,” Blair said. She shifted side to side uneasily, looking out into the night.

      “I agree,” I said, shifting to stand up. I lifted Ash’s head and stuffed a pillow under it, moving to stand beside Blair. “I don’t think I can be in the same room as him right now. After he and Anastasia tried to kill Ash…” I didn’t let myself finish that sentence. I’d already lost too much. Tonight had been a massive failure, and that was a bit of an understatement.

      People hadn’t just almost died. People did die. And for what?

      For my crazy, insane plan that no one thought would work, but almost did.

      I had failed because I’d underestimated Tori’s love for her brother, the same love that drove me to these lengths. And now here we were, stuck between a rock and a hard place with fewer options and a climbing body count.

      When was it going to stop? When were we going to say enough is enough?

      I didn’t have an answer for that. To kill Anastasia was to overthrow the Supernatural government. It would plunge the paranormal world into a dark time if there was not someone ready and waiting to step up.

      But for that to even come to pass, we had to get close to her and settle this business with the Vampires.

      I ran a hand down my face and pinched the bridge of my nose, inhaling slowly.

      “So where do we go from here?” I asked them. It was the next obvious question. Accept our losses. Acknowledge why we failed and what we were going to do next.

      Except that was the one question no one, not even Johanna or Oliver, seemed to have an answer for.

      “Selena, I don’t think we can—”

      “Don’t,” I snapped, whirling on Alexandra. “Don’t for one second tell me there’s nothing we can do. There is always something that can be done. We hit a nerve with her and she responded. We were on the right path. There has to be something we can do.”

      She knocked her head back against the marble siding and closed her eyes. Her chest rose and fell, but she didn’t respond.

      “Under different circumstances, all the families of the Council have the right to call an accord,” Alec said. He stood at the back of the common room slumped against the wall. I couldn’t blame him for being exhausted. We all were, but some things couldn’t wait for sleep. “But without someone to enforce it—whether it be a group or a single person—there’s no one to force Anastasia to abide by it.”

      “We also have no idea what kind of deal she’s made with the Born,” Johanna added. She reclined back into Oliver’s shoulder, her injured foot propped up on the edge of the black leather couch. “If the Vampires are helping her, it’s going to take a miracle to fix this because she is the law.”

      Sitting on the floor in front of them, Scarlett sat stiff as a rod with Liam sprawled out in her lap, unconscious. He suffered a blow to the head by one of Anastasia’s goons and sported a nice goose egg but was otherwise fine.

      “I just wish we knew why all of this was happening. It doesn’t make any fucking sense why she’s going after Selena like this. Why she had Lily turned. Why anything,” Amber grumbled.

      “Anastasia only cares about her power…” I started.

      “Exactly. So why does she bother with you? It’s not like you’re a threat,” Amber griped and waved a hand in my direction. “I mean, you are, but you know what I mean.”

      It’s not like you’re a threat…

      My hand twitched towards the zipper of my jacket.

      Where Elizabeth’s envelope sat snug against my chest.

      What’s inside that folder changes everything.

      Isn’t that what she said?

      Jo said we were going to need a miracle. Maybe this was it.

      Maybe all hope wasn’t lost.

      I tugged my zipper down, pulling out the envelope.

      There was no writing on the outside. No indication of what I would find. Only a few crinkles and a dark red stain near the bottom edge. It was as untouched as I could possibly hope for.

      Elizabeth had told me to open it alone and I hesitated, looking to the people around me.

      Their faces were just as grim as mine. Blood coated their hands. Mud splattered their clothes. They didn’t have to stand by me through all of this, and I certainly didn’t deserve it, but they did. They chose to.

      My fingers shook as I bent the aluminum clasp and slipped the seal off of it. The paper made a crackling sound as I parted the opening and reached inside.

      “What’s that?” Blair said, scooting closer beside me. I pulled out the pieces of paper. There were images printed on them and black Sharpie writing. The words were written in a sloppy scrawl, like someone was in a hurry.

      I knew instantly who these pictures belonged to.

      “That’s my mom’s handwriting,” Blair breathed. “Where did you get these?” She reached for one of the pictures in my hand, stepping away so she could trail her fingertips over them lightly. Her muscles tensed, but her face remained blank.

      “Elizabeth came to me in the market before Lucas and Anastasia showed up. She gave me this folder and told me that it was evidence…” I swallowed hard against the crippling disappointment. “But these are just pictures.”

      Pictures with paranoid writing. A bedtime lullaby I’d heard a hundred times. A message that I had already received. Answers that I already had, not that they knew that, and I couldn’t tell them.

      Why was it that every time I thought I found something, a new piece of the puzzle, all I found was another dead-end with a body count?

      I schooled my face handing off the rest of the photos to Alexandra. I didn’t want to look at them. They were reminders from another time. Where I’d been weak and lost everything.

      They took me to a place of memories that weren’t real and dreams that couldn’t have been planted, and a place inside myself where I didn’t know what was right or wrong.

      I got down on my knees and brushed the hair out of Ash’s face. His eyelids twitched, slowly opening. “Hi there,” he breathed. It was more of a rasp, but given that he was alive and talking at all, I’d take it.

      “Hi,” I said, smiling sadly.

      “Did I miss anything good?”

      I know he meant it jokingly to try and break the tension. All I could do was press my lips together in an awkward kind of answer.

      “Nothing you don’t already know,” I replied. He looked at me without pity, reaching out to squeeze my hand.

      “We’ll get her back.”

      But would it be too late?

      I could see that question in his eyes too, although neither of us said it.

      “Selena,” Johanna asked. There was a curious tone to her voice. An implied frown. I glanced over my shoulder to see her holding one of the pictures. “Who are these pictures of?”

      My shoulders tensed but I answered her anyway. “My parents, why?”

      She stared at it another minute before she answered.

      “I thought you looked familiar.”

      Huh?

      “What are you talking about, Jo?” I pulled away from Ash, moving to stand beside her. She held the one picture that had all of us together. My parents. My sisters. Alive and whole. We couldn’t have been older than three or four. Our poofy dresses and bright smiles, so young and innocent.

      Johanna stared at the picture, still as statue, before turning to look at me.

      She knew something.

      “Because,” she paused to flip the picture around and point at my father. He looked so different here than any of the memories I held. “This man is Erik Fortescue.”

      I blinked. My lips parted, and I blinked again.

      Was she implying—no, not implying—she was saying—

      “Your father was Anastasia’s uncle, which makes you…” She let her voice trail off, cocking an eyebrow, waiting for me to say it.

      Waiting for me to declare myself a Fortescue, the name that I hated most on this earth. Oh, how the world was cruel, but even so, if it were true…

      “That’s why Anastasia wants me dead,” I mused as those pieces slid together in my mind. “If I’m a Fortescue—and to her knowledge, the only one alive that could challenge her place as Head of the Supernatural Council—then she wants me eliminated before that becomes an option.”

      My heart kicked into overdrive attempting to keep up with how fast my mind was going. Blair swore softly under her breath.

      Elizabeth was right. This changed everything.

      If I was a Fortescue, I had a leg to stand on with the Council. I could challenge her for the right to rule—I could do what the current heirs could not.

      “But wait,” Alexandra said, “if our father was Erik Fortescue—a man I have never heard of—then wouldn’t I have at least heard his name when we were in a Supernatural school?”

      Oliver shook his head.

      “He died over a decade ago, and when a member of the ruling family dies, there’s a power shift,” he explained. “Anastasia was declared heir. Shortly after, she banished anyone from ever talking about it. This is standard for the Fortescues.”

      Scarlett and the others nodded, but they weren’t completely correct.

      “He didn’t die over a decade ago,” I said. “It’ll be seven years this coming February.”

      Alexandra didn’t comment one way or the other. She was too absorbed in laying out the photos. Arranging and rearranging them on the floor in front of her, like she could draw a picture that would tell us what we weren’t seeing.

      “If he didn’t die, then someone faked his death,” Ash said, getting to his feet. He swayed as he did and I was there to catch him.

      “Anastasia?” Amber asked, like it was obvious.

      “No,” I disagreed. “It’s not her style. If she was going to fake it, she would have killed us all, but it wasn’t until Daizlei that things started happening…” My voice trailed off, not wanting to say where this plausible train of thought went.

      Things had gotten strange ever since that dinner, where she commented on how much we looked alike. A trick, she had called it. More like blood—but a Fortescue? Did I really believe that? It seemed as outlandish as the idea that I was part demon, and that was true, so how crazy could it really be?

      “My mother knew you were alive,” Blair murmured. “That all of you were, and she wouldn’t take you until you were older. We weren’t to speak of you. Do you think—”

      “She was in on it.”

      All eyes turned to Alexandra who sat staring at the pictures that told a story. She held her hand out and nodded to the picture in my hand. I passed it over, coming to stand behind her as she read the message that I hadn’t seen.

      The message I had mistaken.

      “Girl of fate. Daughter I made. He was here. We could not stay. Soul in pain. Come back one day. Mother of time. Don’t delay. You must take revenge this way.”

      A cold chill entered my limbs. No, this wasn’t quite the same wording as my childhood lullaby. Not when you put the pieces together.

      When read here and now, with what I knew…

      It wasn’t just a warning of what was coming. It was a hint at what already happened. These photos started from the time we were young, well beyond the time when we all had supposedly died.

      And the last one. The very last one…it wasn’t a picture of my mother or father at all.

      But of the old lady in the market with eyes that changed color.

      The Crone.

      You must take revenge this way.

      It was a command scrawled beneath her yellow smile.

      “What does this even mean?” Blair swept her hand out towards the pile of photographs, her frown deepening the longer she stared.

      “I think,” Alexandra said slowly, “it means our parents faked the death of our entire family and buried the evidence so that we would live long enough to stand a chance.”

      She was close. So close, but not quite right. I opened my mouth and again, no sound would come out. Valda’s curse had become mine. Her burden and mine to bear.

      This message had been worded so carefully. So close to that childhood rhyme and yet, inexplicably different. This wasn’t just a warning to go after Anastasia. This was a command to the Mother telling her what she must do.

      Oh yes, my parents bought us time—but the real question here was for what?

      My gut roiled again, nausea hitting me with a sudden onslaught at the horror of what I suspected. I choked it down and said nothing.

      “Perhaps,” Johanna agreed. “But why would they feel they needed to hide you in the first place? What were you trying to stand a chance against?”

      Ash came to stand beside me, placing his hand on my lower back, offering what little support he could. If only he knew…if only I could say…

      “Twelve years ago, Selena manifested. Wouldn’t you hide your daughter if she was the first matter manipulator in a millennium?” Alexandra said, staring at Jo with one black eye and one brown. “Selena was powerful enough to throw me through a wall at five years old. How powerful was Anastasia? Because if she’s willing to sacrifice thousands of lives for power now, what would a single five-year-old have been?”

      Oh, Alexandra. You’re not wrong. You just don’t have the full picture. I clenched my fist, letting my fingernails bite into the soft pad of my palm. We were all covered in so much guck that the tiny droplets of blood that formed went unnoticed.

      “This is all bloody well, but why they didn’t isn’t as important as can we prove it? Can we prove that they are indeed Fortescues? And”—Scarlett paused to look at me head on—“will you do what you need to do to put an end to all of this? Will you take up your name and force that lying cow to either face you or die a coward’s death?”

      Silence.

      Would I do it?

      Could I?

      I turned to Violet, hoping for guidance, but she had no answer for me. It seemed that this decision I had to come to on my own.

      I leaned back, pinching the bridge of my nose while I inhaled deeply.

      Could I do it? Could I be who they needed me to be? Could I take up a mantle I wanted nothing to do with—a name I despised above all else—to be the rallying face for this war?

      To win this war. To survive. To ensure Lily survives—I would do anything.

      I had my answer.

      “Scarlett, I’ll do whatever you need me to do. Wear whatever name you need to me wear. At the end of the day, we’re all fighting for the same thing. If that means my name is Selena Fortescue, then so be it.”

      Scarlett’s anger was just and well-founded. I didn’t blame her for asking me the hard questions. I’d never wanted to rule anything. I still didn’t. Politics and government weren’t what I was cut out for, but the same could be said about the thousands of Supernaturals that had been turned into Made over the last six months.

      People everywhere were suffering and dying in the Fortescue name.

      Families ripped apart. Half breeds considered lesser.

      The world was an ugly broken place.

      But if two warring families that caused a thousand years of darkness could come together, if I could be born, if a matter manipulator could walk the earth again…

      Well, anything was possible.

      And just like that, I, Selena Fortescue, became the face of a rebellion that would not just overthrow centuries upon centuries of oppression, but would rattle the very stars our ancients looked down from.

      And I could have sworn that in that moment I heard a laugh, dark and lovely.

      As if the Goddess of darkness herself was waiting for her chosen heir to do just that.
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      Vengeance is a virtue. At least to some.

      I was not expecting the surprise that awaited me when Victor had me summoned to the very chamber his Council had tried to bar me from. This time there were no such attempts.

      The Made did not dare even look at me as they opened the door, silently letting me pass. I obediently strode to Victor’s side, pleased by silence from the rest of the Council. It only took a single sweep of my eyes to see that Nikita was absent.

      But my glee was short-lived as I saw the woman they had chained to the floor of the amphitheater.

      “Flower, I believe you and my betrothed have met,” Victor asserted. He rested the flat palm of his hand on my lower back and this time I did not mistake the affection.

      “Anastasia,” I breathed. My surprise only lasted for a full second at most. In a place like this, you cannot afford surprises. Nor can you afford to be thrown by them.

      “Yes, she is the one that gave you to me as a wedding gift. Isn’t that kind, flower?” he prompted, always testing me. Always asking more. Still, I gave him the answer he wanted to hear.

      “Very. I am lucky to have you as my master,” I replied.

      We’d never openly acknowledged that I knew, but it seemed to please him that I came to this on my own. His smile sharpened, showing a hint of the predator he was.

      “And I am lucky to have you as mine,” he purred. I did not reply. “But you see, flower. She lied to me. She told me that in return for my people and our support, she would sire heirs and unite the Supernaturals and the Vampires. As it should rightfully be, don’t you think?”

      I had no choice but to agree, and frankly, being where I was now on the totem pole, I didn’t really give a damn who united with who. Victor gave me a modicum of freedom and it was more than any of the others would have afforded me. I’d feed his ego as long as he liked.

      “Certainly, master. Should you wish it,” I replied. He continued stroking my back with calculated touches meant to enthrall me.

      “Oh, Lily, how you please me. If only my betrothed were half as tolerable as you, I might not have to do this.”

      Ah, and there it was. The caveat I had been waiting for. I did not ask what. He wouldn’t want it. If Victor wanted me to know something he would tell me, and it was my job to know that and not inundate him with stupid questions.

      “You see, Anastasia is infertile, flower, and not only is she infertile, but she kept this information from me. She led me to believe that we would have powerful children together, when indeed, she could not give me children at all. Now I came upon this information on my own, but waited for her to come to me and attempt to make amends. Do you know what she did instead?”

      I swallowed once but did not delay in responding. “Did she attempt to hide it and go back on your arrangement?” He smiled, somewhat amused.

      “She did. She also neglected to tell me she isn’t the only living Fortescue. That’s a punishable offense, don’t you think, flower?”

      The hairs of my arms stood on end at the tone of his voice. Victor tucked a stray lock of black hair behind my ear before slowly guiding me down the levels of the amphitheater.

      “Yes. Punishable indeed,” I agreed. My darkness collided in my chest, wanting free, wanting to punish the girl who gave me this life. I suspected it wouldn’t have to wait long, but I didn’t dare let it loose.

      Not yet. It was still too soon.

      “I’m so happy you think so. Despite all of that, it is not what brought this about. Would you like to guess at what brought this about, my dear?” He licked his bottom lip, hungry for violence that he would have me bring.

      “No, sir. There are any number of deplorable things she could have done. It would take far too long to guess which one has brought about her reckoning. I would not wish to waste your time even guessing.” A sliver of unrequited rage slipped through and he chuckled in delight.

      “You are the most pleasing creature I have ever owned, Lily. Leagues above all others.” He brushed his fingers around the curve of my hip, but only for a second. “My betrothed broke her vow and publicly declared war on all Vampires, including you and me. She attempted to take the life of Gregory Kamarov, and when she failed, she fled the scene. I simply cannot allow a weak being like that to stand at my side. What would it say to our people?”

      We stepped off the final level and onto the flat bottom. My fingers twitched to end her, but I would not act until the command was given. Not for all the revenge in the world.

      Vengeance is a virtue, and with patience, it would be mine.

      “That you put a barren Supernatural coward above our people when she is without use,” I replied. He liked that phrase. Without use. It was so very standoffish. A slap to the face.

      “That it would, flower, you are right again. But our kind do not believe in a breaking of contracts. She is my betrothed, but she is not worthy. What would you have me do were you in my position?”

      Oh, sweet, sweet, vengeance.

      It would be mine.

      “I would have her executed to send both a statement to the Vampires about where your loyalties lie and the Supernaturals about what you will not tolerate.” My voice rang clear and true in the dead silence of the Council chambers. Not a single person made a sound.

      “If only you weren’t Made,” he murmured. I don’t even think he realized the way he brushed his thumb across my cheek. In this world, I existed for him. No Born would question a master having relations with their Made, so long as they weren’t official.

      Except perhaps, me. That was a thought for another time.

      “I would like to give you a present, Lily, for pleasing me as you do,” he continued. His breath smelled of peppermint and tasted of violence. I leaned forward a fraction, waiting for those words I knew I would hear. “Anastasia is yours to do with as you wish. I only ask that she does not leave this room ever again.”

      I nodded my head, concealing my smile.

      “Thank you, sir,” I whispered. Victor and I had been playing this game long enough that I knew what he wanted to hear, and he pretended that he did not goad it. Or maybe he really didn’t see the way he led me hand in hand towards his blood-filled world.

      He nudged me forward by the small of my back and I did not hesitate to approach the chained woman. Her ankles wore large metal cuffs that trapped her to the floor.

      She didn’t stir as I advanced, perhaps already accepting of her inevitable death. I could not tell, and frankly, I did not care.

      I reached out, placing my fingers under her chin to force her head up. The eyes that met me were not the blue of my nightmares, but the black of my soul.

      The darkness snapped like an angry dog, breaking free from its hold in me and tunneling into Anastasia. She did not scream or cry as my victims often did.

      No, she smiled as I searched through her essence, drawing it into me, feeding from it.

      And in that final moment, I could have sworn I encountered a murky essence that tasted old…and her smile was of relief. Without realizing what I’d done, her energy began to fade and that ancient mass that slept inside of her turned to me, meeting my darkness like an old friend as it slipped inside my skin.

      I shuddered for a moment as the invasive energy spread through me. As quickly as it had started did it settle and all that remained was a closeness with something that was not wholly me.

      “Hello, Lily,” it whispered in my mind. I blinked.

      “What are you?” I asked silently, not afraid, but curious. I’ve stared into the dark so long now that voices and shadows were not unwelcome.

      “Someone that has waited a long time to find a soul so well matched. We are going to do beautiful and terrifying things, my dear.” His presence was cold as it clung to my own, but I did not try to force it away. I couldn’t if I tried.

      I dropped my hand from the husk that remained of Anastasia. It echoed as it hit the marble floor. Bones and dust.

      Anastasia Fortescue was no more.
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        * * *

      

      Sunlight streamed through the window of the common room as I jerked awake. Ash’s strong arms were still wrapped around me where we had been sleeping on the couch. My body trembled and shook, quaking with such fear that it was only his exhaustion that had to have kept him from waking beside me.

      Anastasia was dead. Lily had killed her. Reaping the vengeance that she so sought.

      And in doing so, she damned herself to this curse.

      Cirian had not died with Anastasia, but had gone to the next living Fortescue that could carry him.

      And in the morning light of a new day, I wept silently for the sister whose soul died too.

      

      
        
        To be continued…
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      The sun rose higher with every passing second, but not even it could smother the chill of something colder than winter as it settled in my bones. I tugged my jacket tighter around myself, inhaling Ash’s scent. Smoke. Fire. An inexplicable wildness that loosened this feeling in my chest.

      I’d been standing at the lake for four hours, twenty-three minutes, and sixteen seconds. Before that, I’d been laying on the couch staring at the ceiling with my muscles locked for what felt like an eternity. Lily now had Cirian’s soul. I’d failed her in every way, and there was nothing I could do to fix it. Leaving seemed like the best solution. Not for good; just for space. For fresh air and the bite of the wind. It gave me clarity. Stopped me from doing something a little . . . crazy.

      Stopped me from taking the elevator two floors down and three lefts turns, straight to the room where Lucas was being kept. It was a makeshift prison guarded by four of the finest Shifters alive. They were usually in charge of guarding the Alpha, but instead were wasting their time with him.

      I couldn’t help wondering if I made a mistake not killing him when I had the chance. If the rage and fear and desperation within my chest would not be there if I had given it an outlet. Deep down, I knew that killing him wouldn’t change this, and it wouldn’t make me feel better.

      But still . . . I wondered.

      And I waited.

      Thirteen minutes passed before I heard it. That slight rustle of leaves as a cloak dragged over the forest floor. The snapping of a single twig as an old lady made her way to me.

      “Anastasia is dead,” I whispered over the lake, but she didn’t respond. The slight patter of Livina’s heart made me angry inside. How was it that she was cursed with a thousand years—over ten lifetimes—and my sister didn’t get to keep her one?

      The unfairness of it cut deeper than anything.

      “Cirian’s soul now resides in Lily, but you probably know that already. Just like you knew that we were Fortescues, didn’t you?” My tone was accusatory because I had no doubts that the old hag knew. After seeing those pictures, I had to wonder how much of my life had she played a hand in. Was it simply the deal she struck with the ancients, or was there more?

      I laughed once to myself because that was a dumb question.

      Of course, there was more.

      There always was.

      “And my parents—did you have something to do with their deaths as well?” The words were barely a sound, let alone a whisper as I turned my back on the lake. Four hours, thirty-seven minutes, and fifty-four seconds. That was the longest I’d been able to stand in front of a body of water so massive ever since the incident with the Hydra where I’d nearly drowned. I should be proud, but instead I was being forced to acknowledge that there are some pains in this world that are worse than the darkness or dying.

      Watching my sister make the worst decision of her life was one of them, because I didn’t know how I was going to save a girl corrupted by someone worse than the devil.

      I looked at the Crone; at her multi-colored eyes and sagging skin. The weary frown of her lips and frizzy gray strands of hair. I wanted to hate her, and maybe I did.

      But I also understood her, just a little bit.

      She didn’t die like she was supposed to, and because of it she endured a thousand years of watching Cirian reap what she sowed.

      She watched the only people she cared about die.

      I understood that, and I wished that I didn’t.

      “I am sorry.” Her voice was aged. It cracked like an ancient statue, as if the lining of her throat had endured too much. She was forced to live, but that didn’t mean her body took to it.

      “For which part?”

      “All of it.”

      She walked around me. Her joints popped as she bent her weathered knees and settled back onto a large rock by the water. Using her staff, she lifted it and tapped the rock across from her, motioning for me to sit.

      “If I had the chance to do it over, I would, but—”

      “And my sister? You not telling me that we were descended from Valda, but from Cirian as well—would you do that over?” My anger was rising like a tidal wave within me, but I would not let myself snap. Killing her would earn me nothing, and that’s assuming she could die.

      “I didn’t have a choice in the matter,” she replied with a rasp and tapped the rock again. I flicked my gaze between it and her.

      Did I want to do this?

      Did I really want to sit down with this woman and find out if the truth was as bad as I thought? To risk finding out that it may be even worse.

      Did I want to put myself through this for the slim chance that something she had to say could save them?

      I took a shallow breath through clenched teeth and sat on the edge of the flat stone. The Witch smiled sadly at me, her chapped lips curling into a grimace.

      “There was a time when I had a choice, and I made the wrong one. The ancients took that from me. For the last thousand years I have existed to be their vessel and theirs alone, to ensure that the price demanded would be paid.” As she spoke, she swung the staff toward the lake with more grace than I expected for a woman a thousand years my senior. The blue orb touched the surface of the water, glowing briefly. When she lifted it away, a picture spread, growing from the ripple she’d created.

      In it was a woman with lovely brown skin and exquisite curls, holding a swaddled baby with a shock of blonde hair that turned black.

      “What is this?”

      “The first of Valda’s line,” the Crone replied. She smiled at the image on the water, but it wasn’t a happy thing. In my mind Valda brushed closer. “Atlanta.”

      That word held so much emotion. I swallowed, averting my eyes.

      “You raised her? The baby?” I asked, ignoring the pounding in my heart. Livina nodded, and the picture changed. “I raised her, and her daughter, and her daughter’s daughter—all the way down the line.”

      The beautiful blonde baby morphed and grew into a young woman. “Mom,” I breathed. My hands trembled, and my breath shook, coming out in puffs of white.

      “When your mother and Mariana were born, I had a vision of you.” She pointed a crooked finger at me. “I knew that they would finally break the mold. That the ancients had decided they had punished the earth long enough.” In the lake image, my mother and Mariana sat in a house I remembered all too well. Alexandra burned it down. “Every generation of Konigs I raised died in childbirth or were lost to the madness. They were the first that didn’t. When they were young children, I picked a human home and planted them in it, taking the human’s memories and making them think they adopted them.” The picture changed again, and this time it was Daizlei where they stood. The crisp cut lawn and stained-glass tower was something that I would never forget.

      “I moved the pieces to ensure that they were found at the right time, in the right place, by the right people—and brought to Daizlei undetected.” When that ripple across the lake changed this time, a heaviness started to settle inside of me. A suspicion I hoped was wrong. A sense of unshakable knowing that I could not deny.

      My mother, a much younger version of herself, strolled hand-in-hand down those cobblestone walkways with my father.

      “You set the scene for them to meet so that I would be born.” The words barely left my lips when the scene changed again. I saw their lives together. Their wedding. Them finding out they were pregnant. Me and my sisters being born, and growing up, and—it stopped abruptly. The images vanished.

      “You mother was a Konig and your father a Fortescue. You weren’t born by chance. You were born because the gods deemed it so.” My heart pounded so hard that I could barely hear her over the blood roaring in my ears. “Two families that caused the world more suffering than any other thing, finally came together. The result was three of the most powerful children that will ever walk the face of this planet. You may hate me, Selena, and I wouldn’t blame you. But everything I have done was to protect your family. Everything your parents did was for you. All of you.”

      I sat, staring at the lake. After last night, watching Lily kill Anastasia and take in Cirian’s soul. Listening to how our birth was written a thousand years ago. That we were destined for this. That my parents died for this . . . it killed me a little bit inside. I couldn’t stop it. I knew that. But it didn’t ease the guilt or the anger of it all.

      I took one hand out of my pocked and partially unzipped my coat. Reaching inside, I withdrew a small stack of pictures. Photographs of my life with handwriting scrawled across them. The top one was a picture of the Crone. They were the same photos that Elizabeth had given me in an envelope the last time she saw me. She said they’d change the world. She wasn’t wrong. I don’t think she realized how much they’d rock mine, though.

      I thrust my hand out toward Livina, and her strong somewhat detached demeanor slipped as she let out a heavy sigh. She knew these pictures. Good.

      Long, bony fingers reached out and curled around the crinkled edges. Delicately, she took the photos and started flipping through them.

      “My mother used to sing me a lullaby almost exactly the same as what is written on those pictures, but still just different enough that I didn’t get it until now.” I swallowed and looked away. I could give myself that. A few seconds to gather my thoughts and steady myself. “They knew about this. About you. About Valda. And I would bet my life—the ‘he’ that is referenced in those pictures is Cirian. They knew he was coming. They knew he was in Anastasia.” My chest seized as if someone had reached in and squeezed. The pressure was bearable, but the emotion wasn’t my own in this case. Heat flooded my head from panic. In the distance, I felt him—Ash. I felt his shock and surprise at me being gone. It didn’t take him long to figure out where I was, and the panic eased as a steady reassurance filtered through our bond, calming me. Even here, twenty miles from the residence and without him knowing a word we’d exchanged . . . he was my rock. My reminder to breathe, and let it go.

      “They did know. Your mother was stubborn. I wiped her and Mariana’s memories when they were children, but like you, she fought it—and even the greatest magic in the world isn’t enough to hold up under the will of a Konig.” She nodded her head, still flipping through the pictures like what she just said didn’t undo everything I knew about myself and where I came from. “She knew something wasn’t right. That the flashes she was seeing felt more real than reality at times. Like you, she came looking for answers, and then she gave up everything—her and your father both did—so that no one would find you or those same answers.”

      “My . . . memories? You took those.” My voice shook with anger. Rage. Its bite was colder than an eternal winter. Sharper than any blade. Hotter than even hellfire.

      “Your parents and I had a deal. Your mother was already dying, and your father wouldn’t have been long after her. A signasti that loses their bondmate doesn’t last long. A sickness sets in. It was a better end for them both. An easier one—”

      “Don’t,” I said harshly. I stretched and curled my fingers within my coat pockets. It was the safest place for my hands. Far from her neck. “Don’t justify what you’ve done or talk like you know what was best for them. You made a deal that killed them. How can I possibly trust that it happened that way? My parents were—”

      “—pieced together from what they wanted you to remember. They weren’t real.” Her words were like a slap to the face, and I flinched.

      “Because of you,” I spat. If she was trying to convince me to be civil toward her, that was the last thing she should have said.

      “It was the best way. The safest way, for you three. Your parents knew that.” I watched her in stunned silence for a minute, and then two. I examined the slump of her shoulders and the grimness in her face. The way her eyes held sadness, even while being every color of the rainbow.

      “They came looking. That doesn’t mean they had to die!” I snapped, jumping up from the rock where I was sitting. Thick storm clouds rolled overhead, blotting out the sun. Lightning flashed, and the air thickened with power—but for once it wasn’t me.

      Blair.

      Goddamnit—something had to have set her off. Which meant my chat with the Crone was coming to a close, regardless of the missing pieces I had yet to find.

      “Your mother was the first to survive childbirth and the passing of Valda’s soul. The only reason she survived was because Eric was her signasti—but even a signasti bond can’t stop death.” Her words whispered up my spine, prickling like a trail of knives across bare skin. “Analysa was losing her fight to the madness when she managed to find me. She only had months. They both did. When they learned the truth about her past and the role you would play in the coming years, they made a trade. I wipe your minds and buy you five years of the closest thing to a childhood you would get—in return they paid with their lives. Magic has a price, Selena. Nothing in this world comes for free.”

      The words came in. I understood what she was saying, but they didn’t register. There was no ah-ha moment where my memories came to me. There was no door unlocking. I understood what she was saying, but I couldn’t remember it for myself.

      “Give them back,” I demanded.

      “You aren’t listening. I can’t just give and take because someone wills it, even me. Your parents knew the price so that no one would find you before you were ready. I can’t just undo magic that cost two people their lives, child. I’m sorry, I really am, but your memories are gone.” Thunder boomed in the distance as the incoming storm built faster. The winds blew with a ferocity that wasn’t natural. My hood flew back, freeing my long dark locks of hair.

      I could stand here and argue. I could hurt her. I could try to kill her.

      But that wouldn’t bring them back, and it wouldn’t fix anything.

      I had to face the fact that my memories were pieced together by magic. Some might be real. Many were not. And that dreamland was perhaps the only place I might find the truth. That hurt.

      “You talk of the price of magic. This curse has been in play for a millennium . . .” I turned to the Crone. There was only one question left. It was the most important because her answer was not just life or death. It was everything. “What is it going to cost me to break it? What is the price, Livina?”

      The Crone sighed. Her lips pressed together, and she shook her head. She didn’t want to say it, and I knew. Deep down, I knew that Jo wasn’t wrong. That there was something more that the Crone had left out beyond the other part of my heritage. My legacy.

      “Three lives broke the balance when I brought Valda and Cirian back . . . and didn’t kill Atlanta. Three continued that day. It will take three deaths from Valda and Cirian’s line by your hand to right it.”

      I closed my eyes over the roaring. Waves. Waves were coming. They were pushing and pulling and threatening to drag me under.

      Three deaths.

      Alexandra. Lily. Me.

      Fate was a cruel, cruel thing.

      But I could not let this ocean drag me under. I could not let fate define me.

      I may be the Mother, but I refused be a monster.

      I would find a way to save them. To save us.

      Or I would die trying.
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      I stumbled through the trees, my mind still twenty miles away. The training field was crowded but there was no clash of steel or lion’s roar. Only an unsettling hush that had fallen across the residence. A heavy tension was in the air that was more than just the shifting winds of a building storm. And there, at the center of it, I heard a voice.

      “She took my will from me. I’m telling you—” The sound of it made the carefully crafted control I had over myself begin to unravel. Just a little.

      I stepped forward, closing the space between myself and the crowd that still hadn’t noticed me. They were too busy focusing on him.

      “That Anastasia is dead.” The second voice was cold like the kiss of death—and angry. So angry.

      “Yes. I felt her influence leave. Look, you need to believe me—” The crack of lightning that cut him off was so large it filled the sky and thunder boomed. The ground itself shivered in response.

      “You knocked out your guards and attempted to run.” The voice of Blair’s demon was unyielding. Uncompromising. And above all—unforgiving.

      “Because she’s gone and as soon as she returns my days are numbered.” I had a good guess who the “she” in this equation was. “After what I did there is no way she would let me live. Not for all the information in the world. She is many things—but forgiving is not one of them.”

      “Is that so?” My voice carried across the training yard.

      A pause so deliciously filled with fear. No one, not the Shifters—not Lucas—not even Blair commented. Then as one, the body of the crowd turned and parted for me like the red sea—not because I moved them—but because they chose to.

      “Selena,” he whispered.

      And I stared—because it was all that I could do. A million thoughts ran through my mind, but I was completely sure that not a single one would slip through. My shields were impenetrable now—to all but Ash.

      I stared at him with my chin high and my hair whipping in the wind. My posture was straight and stiff and the presence of power saturated my skin. It filled my blood and bones and even the very breaths I took as I watched him.

      Yes, he was correct that I was not the forgiving type. But the man that kneeled at Blair’s feet was not the Lucas I remembered. He was not the boy who had been my friend. Nor was he the sneering figure that tried to kill Ash.

      He was a broken husk of the person he had been. A toy that Anastasia—Cirian—used then threw away.

      I could not forgive what he’d done no matter the version of him that did it, cruel as that might make me. Lily was turned and now held Cirian’s soul, largely because of the role he’d played. Ash would be dead if not for my gift. And me—I lost my best friend, who in many ways was my only friend—or so I thought.

      In losing him, I gained so much more. I found love, happiness, and a measure of peace—and even if I lost it all in this war, I still held it. I tasted what it would be like were there not a prophecy that demanded my life.

      No, despite the ocean of despair waiting to drag me under—despite the fury clawing at my chest, seeking some sort of reprieve from all the pain—despite the soul-crushing deed the ancients demanded of me—all I felt when I looked at him was pity.

      He was right that I still wanted to kill him, but I also knew deep down that I couldn’t do it. That Ash was right. Lucas may have broken something inside of me, but killing him wouldn’t fix it. The first step in not being a monster was killing out of necessity—not anger.

      “I wouldn’t hold it against you if you did,” Valda whispered.

      “But I would.”

      His eyes were black last time I looked at him. Now they were green. Bright, brilliant green that cracked and splintered under my steady gaze. He slowly lowered his eyes and then his face to the ground, as if giving up entirely.

      No, I couldn’t kill him.

      But he didn’t know that.

      “Hello, Lucas.”

      He flinched, backing away from Blair on his hands and knees. He hurried to get to his feet, and turned, running into Ash. It seemed that the less angry I acted, the more scared he was. Smart boy. He knew my tricks.

      “I want to go back to my cell now,” he hissed. Ash didn’t even spare him a glance. He watched me come forward between the rows of Shifters, hands in my pockets to keep from showing how tense I really was. Lucas moved to get away, but with Blair to his right and me approaching from behind him that didn’t leave much room to run. “I want to go back!” he yelled, stumbling and then falling. No one caught him.

      Not as his expensive suit that Anastasia had no doubt dressed him in splattered with mud. His knees hit the grass, and he curled inward on himself, hanging his head.

      Broken. He was truly broken.

      “If you’re so eager to go back, why were you trying to escape?” I mused the question aloud, even though I already knew the answer. “Where would you go?”

      Silence. He lifted his head, but his mouth was set in a firm line. The edges of misery and despondency lined his face like wrinkles.

      “I don’t know,” he said truthfully. I nodded.

      “Nowhere to go and thousands of Shifters to get through, assuming you got past Blair. Color me surprised, but that doesn’t sound like the choice of someone who wants to live.” I lifted an eyebrow, and maybe it was cruel to kick a man while he was down. Perhaps it was petty of me, but I didn’t care.

      “Maybe I don’t want to live.” He said the words so quietly, so hopelessly, that I had to work to hide my grimace. I hoped that Tori wasn’t somewhere in the crowd listening.

      “But you don’t want to die by my hand either?” He nodded once, almost imperceptibly—but I didn’t believe it. “You’re lying. You know how I know?” He looked at me again with very real terror.

      Oh yes, I’d figured him out. I’d pieced together moments that were Ash and moments that were him from my days at Daizlei. Lucas wasn’t nearly as good a liar.

      “I had the chance to kill you twice last night, and I didn’t. If I truly wanted you dead, you would be. We both know that, which leads me to think you waited to break out not because you’d rather they kill you—but because you knew I would stop them.” He didn’t dare let even a speck of hope shine through if he felt it. That’s good. It would make this easier. I won’t have to pretend. “You may not be able to live with the things you did, but you’re the only person alive that has any leads to my sister. So whether you like it or not, you’re going to live, and you’re going to help me find her.”

      His mouth fell ajar, but it wasn’t him that spoke.

      “What do you mean he’s the only one alive?” Blair’s demon was an astute one. I’ll give her that. I’d been hoping to have this conversation with them in private, but hoping for things didn’t make them happen.

      I took a deep breath because as soon as the words came out there was no going back. The next Fortescue would have to move quickly to establish themselves before the paranormal world truly collapsed and all hell broke loose. Word of Anastasia’s death would reach every corner of the globe in less than a week. The following months would be a scramble for power as every species came out of the woodworks to challenge the Court for their unethical means of ruling. With no Fortescue holding power, the Supernatural Council would inevitably crumble and fall—leaving the world open for the taking.

      I couldn’t let that happen. I wouldn’t let her death bring about an even darker age, one the world might not recover from.

      “I mean that for once in his life Lucas is telling the truth.” I paused and took a breath. “Anastasia Fortescue is dead. Murdered by the Vampires she’d formed an alliance with.”

      Gasps. Whispering. Muttered words of anarchy. Just as I’d predicted.

      People were simple that way. Paranormal or not, they all had the same motivations, triggers, and impulses.

      “Settle down,” Ash said, his voice projecting over the crowd. The Shifters brought themselves from a dull roar down to a true whispered hush, but they’d already flustered a demon that was sitting on the razor-thin edge of control and chaos.

      The winds blew uneasily. I glanced at Blair whose eyes were flickering between gray and black. Her demon wasn’t one to go quietly, but the shock of it threw her for a loop. I held my hand up for silence. Behind her Johanna slipped through the crowd, soundless as a wraith. She crept up on Blair from behind and raised her eyebrow. I shook my head slightly. Watching. Waiting. And then Blair’s eyes rolled back in her head. She clenched her fists and fat droplets of water fell from the sky. When she opened them, hail descended on us.

      I twisted my hand and mentally pulled her body to the ground, running at a breakneck speed to stop her. She thrashed, attempting to slash Lucas, only missing by a hairsbreadth as I crossed the remaining twenty feet and grabbed him by the jacket, throwing him behind me. Johanna was already moving to restrain her arms as I pulled the Kabar from my belt and brought the hilt down on the back of her head.

      She fell into Jo’s arms, limp and unmoving. I pinched the bridge of my nose and smoothed my hand down my face, letting out a heavy sigh. The sheer number of times I’d had to do that in the last week was disconcerting. If anything she was getting worse, not better.

      I bent over, holding out my arms, and Jo silently passed me the unconscious girl. Blair looked like she was sleeping, if you could overlook the fact that she was one of the lightest sleepers I knew. I clasped one arm around her back and the other under her knees. We had roughly two hours from now before she woke up, at which point only three of us could be in the same room or her demon would begin to feel cornered. One of us, likely me, would sit near her and the others would nonchalantly hang by the door. We had it down to a science, and I hated it. I hated what her demon put her through—put them both through—but I couldn’t change it.

      We all had to adapt.

      I leaned back with her in my arms, pointedly ignoring Lucas’s wide-eyed stare as Ash approached me. I knew the drill. Get her out of here while he dealt with the Shifters. We’d regroup after dinner once everyone had time to think.

      “Someone needs to deal with him. Do you have any shields on the property?” I asked in a hushed whisper. Half the people in a ten-meter radius would probably still hear it, but there was only so much you could do with Shifters. Their reflexes and hearing were better than anyone’s, apart from Vampires and demons.

      “No, we’ll have to improvise until we get something more official set up. Johanna can watch him for the next few hours while you handle her.” His eyes flicked downward toward Blair and back up to my face. I glanced over at Johanna.

      “Will you be safe from his ability?”

      She nodded. “I can handle the boy. Get Blair taken care of while Aaron handles the Shifters. We need to have a meeting this evening about what we’re going to do with him,” she jutted her chin toward Lucas. “And we need to discuss this business of Anastasia. I’m not surprised the Vampires killed her, but it is faster than we expected or planned for.”

      I nodded, only lingering for a moment as Ash leaned forward and brushed his lips across my cheek. Chaste, but I wasn’t one for public displays of affection.

      As I turned to leave and the crowd parted to let me pass, Lucas lurched to his feet.

      “You saved me.” He sounded lost, like a small child. Confused. He was trying to sort through what didn’t make sense even though he saw it with his own eyes.

      “I didn’t do it for you.” The walls slammed down over his expression. There was the hate he wanted. That made him feel safe. He knew where we stood when I hated him. It’s when I felt nothing that he panicked.

      I brushed him off and continued walking, feeling the tension of his stare on my back as he played it over and over in his mind, trying to decipher whether or not I was lying.

      I didn’t know the answer to that myself.
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      A door slammed behind me as wood hit wood with a hollow thud. I was surprised I got the better of a day before the Heir to House Graeme came to me. Fortunately, she wasn’t the only one, and I’d only have to say it once.

      “What’s this I hear about Anastasia being dead?” Scarlett’s uniquely British and German accent mixed in an odd way when she was angry. Beside her, Liam sighed.

      “That’s what we’re here to find out, love.”

      Love? I cast a wary sideways glance, but common sense told me not to ask. What Liam and Scarlett did was not my business, certainly not when the latter wanted to rip me a new one. Yet another reason why the precarious place I’d found myself in wasn’t ideal.

      I waited for them to find a seat before dropping my hand away from the curtain where I was watching the training yard of the residence. Turning my back on the window, I faced the room with my hands clasped behind my back.

      “I’ll cut to the chase. As many of you have already heard, Anastasia is dead—”

      “How do you know this?” Scarlett interrupted. I wanted to roll my eyes, but that wouldn’t help the situation. It wasn’t their fault they didn’t possess the same means of getting information. Just like it wasn’t mine that Valda’s curse prevented me from telling the truth about what happened. About Cirian and who Lily would inevitably become.

      I pushed those thoughts from my mind, focusing on what I could say.

      “I watched my sister execute her.”

      Scarlett’s lips parted in surprise. She blinked, regaining her wits, and her jaw slammed shut.

      “The High Council doesn’t throw away pieces on a chess board without good reason,” Johanna said from her place on the end of the long couch. Her expression was troubled. “If Anastasia is truly dead, then there are much larger things at play here than I’d thought.” She leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. Her eyebrows were drawn in concentration as if she were looking at a puzzle but realizing there was a missing piece.

      “Do you know why they killed her?” Oliver asked. He had one arm thrown across the back of the couch behind Jo and one leg crossed over the other. Always the picture of utter perfection, no matter the circumstance. The Council had trained him well at never revealing his true intentions, but I noticed the way his eye strayed toward Blair every few minutes. He kept it in check, knowing she had a signasti and her demon would eviscerate him if he ever acted on it.

      “It should be obvious,” Alexandra answered before I could respond. “Selena pretended to be her and attempted, then failed, to kill Kamarov. We’d set it up so that Anastasia would come after her, but I guess the Vampires were more pissed than we thought they’d be . . .” Her voice trailed off as Jo started shaking her head.

      “They wouldn’t kill the Head of the Supernatural Council for that. Even if she had killed Kamarov, there has to be another reason. For them to want to get rid of her, she’d need to be—”

      “Without use,” I supplied. Johanna’s eyes slid sideways. Yes, she’d heard that phrase before.

      “Yes.”

      I looked away. How much do I say? Do I tell them about the darkness I see growing inside Lily? That she goaded Victor toward it, and he’s too blind to see? Would they want to save her if they knew that?

      I bit the inside of my cheek because I had to say something to at least point us in the right direction—even if it wasn’t the full truth. “Lily has noticed this growing fascination that Victor has with her,” I started slowly. “He mentioned that she was gifted to him from Anastasia as a wedding present.” I glanced at the ceiling, fighting the urge I had to vomit at the very idea of her being murdered and then enslaved as a gift. “But that his fiancé lied to him. They were getting married so that Anastasia had the numbers to secure her reign as a Queen instead of just the Head of Council. She wanted more power, and he wanted breeding stock that could give him babies.”

      “Anastasia was infertile,” Alec cut in. Every head turned to face him, all but one. Blair kept her icy demeanor about her. She watched the fire behind me and nothing else. I wondered if that was because staring at anything else might trigger her demon, or if she really just didn’t want to see the looks on their faces after her episode today.

      “And you know this how?” I asked, turning my attention back to him.

      “Because he was once her right-hand man,” Jo answered. Alec nodded, pushing off the wall to come stand behind the long couch. His golden hair and tanned skin had seen better days. While his eyes still shined, the rest of him had lost its luster.

      “Over a year ago she had me pick up and drop off some tests. I was bound to secrecy as long as she was alive, so it didn’t matter much if I knew what they were for.” He shrugged, but the tension in his jaw told me this was a harder conversation to have than he made it out to be.

      “And the High Council?” Ash asked. “Do you know anything about her deal with them?”

      Alec shook his head. “That was something she kept from even me. I knew she was meeting with them, but I was barred from being in the same room.”

      I nodded. Their group fell into a troubled kind of silence. The kind not born from awkwardness or stunned realizations, but because we were at a loss. What do you do when the endgame changes? When you’re no longer fighting a battle against one person, but a war against thousands?

      “What about Lucas?”

      I had to work at keeping my face schooled in neutrality. Tori pushed away from the couch, and Alexandra moved aside from the spot on the floor where she rested against the girl’s legs.

      “What about him?” I asked carefully.

      “If Anastasia really is gone and he wasn’t just spoutin’ off, shouldn’t he be released?”

      No one wanted to answer her. Least of all me because there was no way in Hell I was letting his ass walk free until I got what I wanted.

      Johanna saved me from having to break that news.

      “We still can’t determine how much of his actions were his and how many were influenced for Anastasia,” she said softly. She must have understood how difficult this situation was on all of us, and that no matter Tori’s wishes, there was no way he could walk out of here until this was all over. If at all. “He’ll need to remain guarded until I have the chance to properly question him.”

      Tori said nothing, but the purse of her lips made her thoughts abundantly clear. I couldn’t blame her. I was in a dangerously similar situation with my own sister.

      “I need to know what he did every minute of every day he was with her. I need to know where they went, when they were there, who they met with, and if he ever saw Lily at any point.”

      “Some of us also have people missing too, you know,” Scarlett muttered under her breath. Resentment coated her tone.

      “Yes, and if your brother was also turned and being led down the path my sister is you would do everything in your power to find him. Would you not?”

      The set of her chin was stubborn, but there was a vulnerability in her eyes that said she would do exactly that. For her twin, she would do anything.

      “I will help you get your sister back, but I want an oath that you will help me find out what happened to Sebastian and my parents.”  I nodded, swallowing the lump in my throat.

      “We’ll find out what happened to them, and if they’re alive in some capacity . . . we’ll fight for them too.” Scarlett gave me a level-eyed stare, and I think it was one of the first times she regarded me without a hint of contempt.

      “Then we have an agreement.” Scarlett dipped her chin, and I did the same. An uneasy alliance. Wasn’t that all we’d ever had, though? Alliances built on hope for a better future. Oaths traded for things that may never come to pass.

      “I don’t mean to sound like an ass here, but even if we find out where your sister is, we don’t have the firepower to do anything about it,” Alec pointed out. “There’s ten of us and thousands of them. Not to mention that the Supernatural Council is wide open for someone to attempt to seize it. As soon as news spreads of Anastasia, there are going to be two groups of people. Those who want to use this to rise to power, and those who want the entire Council—as well as its laws—abolished. No matter what each of us individually thinks of that, we can’t allow it while the Supernatural seats at Court are vacated. The Court has been making the laws for the paranormal community for thousands of years, and if they don’t exist then there is nothing to keep the Vampires in check from openly attacking people. Not to mention, more power hungry Supes from using their abilities on humans to get ahead.” He was right. He was absolutely, one hundred percent correct. Anastasia was only a piece of what we were now going to face if the unseen government of the paranormal community started to collapse.

      “What are you suggesting we do in the meantime?” I asked. “As you’ve pointed out, there’s only ten of us. We lack the information to even know where or how to make our next move.” I ran one hand through my hair, pacing back and forth as I thought aloud. “We’re sitting ducks. Meanwhile, the High Council is finding a way to use this against us. They’re going to have to do something once word gets out.”

      “Then we make the first move.” My head whipped toward Blair who had silently moved farther from the group. She now stood in front of the window by the fireplace, looking to the sky. I wondered if she could feel the wind and the water around us, the same as I felt all matter.

      “And what do you suggest that is?” Oliver asked.

      “Swear her in.” Blair nodded toward me. I froze on the spot. “Swear them both in,” her gaze flicked between me to Alexandra. My sister froze, and it was only the stillness in her that clued me to her surprise. “It only takes three houses to do it, and we have four. The only reason the Council stopped swearing outsiders in was because the Fortescues responded by killing them and their Houses into extinction. There’s only two Fortescues alive now, and both have enough power to hold their seats should it ever be contested. Establish them as representatives and find allies. Without Anastasia, there is no reason to solely focus on Selena when Alexandra is just as capable. This is all our fight, and we all have our parts to play.” She paused, and there was a wintery chill to what she said next. Something that carried more weight than anything else said in this room tonight. “Something is coming, something big . . . and we’re going to need all the help we can get if we want to survive it. We don’t have to be friends. We don’t have to agree on what happens after this.” She looked away from the window, and I swear she saw straight into my soul. That she knew what burden was sitting on my shoulders. “But some of the most powerful people in the world are in this room right now. I can’t help but feeling like some force brought us together. Call it fate. Call it the ancients. I don’t really care, but I will die before I let those bloodsucking bastards take over the world.”

      There was a dangerous kind of light in her eyes. It was the sort of spark that started revolutions and fed rebellions. Goosebumps broke across my flesh as one by one the rest of the room nodded.

      Scarlett, Liam, Oliver, and Johanna all got to their feet. Their faces set in hard resolve. I wondered if one day I would look back and ask myself how it was that children were having to become adults, because all the adults were dead or evil, and the world asked it of us. Demanded it from us. I wasn’t sure if I would live to wonder when the price for a new future was so much more than they realized.

      I locked eyes with Ash and didn’t once look away as I was sworn in. If someone asked me even a day later I probably couldn’t remember a single word spoken. Only the feeling in the pit of my stomach like this was it.

      The beginning of the end.
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      My lips twisted into a grimace at the footsteps coming down the hall. They were far too quick to be a guard or someone reporting to Ash, and too loud to be anyone that was staying in the en suite. Which left only one person.

      The doorknob turned, and I braced myself as the wooden panels banged against the larger bookcases. A volume or two fell out, toppling to the feet of the girl responsible.

      After a night of doing everything in my power to avoid sleeping, I didn’t have the energy to engage with her beyond asking, “What can I do for you, Keyla?”

      She narrowed her eyes at me and flicked her long braid over her shoulder, attempting to appear standoffish. She cocked her hip to the side and crossed her arms over her chest. “Where have you been the last three days?”

      “Busy.” The strain in my voice and dark circles under my eyes should have been evident of that. No one had ever accused her of being particularly observant.

      “Busy avoiding me?” she shot back. Johanna and Oliver paused and looked up from the sofa across the room where they’d been talking.

      “Let’s take this to another—” Johanna started. I raised my hand, waving her down. Unhooking my ankles, I dragged my legs over the side of the armchair to the floor and moved to stand.

      “You stay. Keyla and I will take a walk.”

      “What if I don’t want to walk with you?” she piped off. I snorted because I didn’t have the energy to laugh.

      “Tough shit,” I said, strolling past her. She followed. I knew she would. We made it as far as the railing on the second floor before her restraint snapped.

      “Where have you been? Why couldn’t I find you? I had to get my dad to tell me where you guys were—” I held up a hand as I pressed the button to summon the elevator. “Are you silencing me?”

      “I do believe that is what the hand gesture means, yes,” I replied. She opened her mouth, her brows furrowing in indignation as the elevator pinged. The doors slid open, and she let out a frustrated growl as we stepped in.

      Ground floor, I projected to the sentient magic that powered this thing. The doors slid shut, and her evil eye ensued.

      “I’m not avoiding you.”

      “Then what do you call moving your room so that I can’t find you—”

      “The room was trashed, Keyla.” She blinked as the elevator doors opened. I held out a hand, motioning for her to go first. She walked past me briskly and then turned to make sure I was following.

      “Yeah. So? Who trashed it?” she asked loudly as we walked past a huddled group of Shifters. They also gave me the side-eye, but it was for very different reasons. I turned my attention back to the hallway before me and to the girl at my side.

      “Not important. The point is we had to move rooms because it wasn’t fit to sleep in.” I wasn’t lying . . . well, not completely. The room was trashed from Ash and I’s claiming, and we had moved temporarily for it. But after everything that had happened, I was more comfortable staying closer to the others. Where I could keep an eye on Blair. Not that I would tell anyone else that. We all knew that she wasn’t stable, and one wrong move could end with hundreds dead.

      That was the power of Valda’s line. Our legacy.

      Keyla’s tromping pulled me back to the topic at hand: convincing a thirteen-year-old that I wasn’t avoiding her. Easier said than done when it was her own insecurities that fed that ideation.

      “Well—why didn’t you tell me?” she asked, using her body weight to lean against the metal bar. It popped in and the lock released, opening to the great outdoors of Carson, Nevada.

      “I’ve been a bit preoccupied.” I thought back on the last forty-eight hours. That was an understatement.

      “Too preoccupied to let me know you moved?” She raised her voice, and I shot her a warning look. Keyla scowled, and continued stomping beside me as we walked around the edge of the training field toward one of the trails.

      “Actually, yes, I was, and I’m not going to apologize for it. There are things going on right now, Keyla, and sometimes you won’t get hours with me every day.” Her bottom lip quivered. Her eyes shimmered. Goddamnit. Not the waterworks. I held in a groan as she looked away, trying to compose herself.

      “Did I do something wrong?” She kicked at the leaves as we walked. Melancholy taking hold.

      “No. You didn’t do anything,” I sighed. She stopped. Her golden eyes looked large and a little doll-like when they were glassy.

      “Then what is so important that it’s taking up all your time and you can’t hang out with me anymore?”

      “I never said we couldn’t hang out anymore,” I corrected.

      “But you implied it!” she shouted. The birds scattered in a flapping of wings and rustled tree branches.

      “No, I said we wouldn’t be able to spend hours a day together. Not that we couldn’t spend time together. Don’t put words in my mouth, Keyla White.” She pursed her lips and scrunched her eyebrows. If her death glare was meant to look scary, it failed miserably.

      “Don’t talk down to me, Selena Fortescue.”

      I froze, and she did the same. “What did you just say?” Leaves fell from the canopy, softly brushing against the wind on their way down. Keyla swallowed hard and looked away.

      “I’m sorry—I overheard you guys talking last night —”

      “So you were snooping,” I interrupted. She clenched her jaw but didn’t deny it.

      “I was listening—”

      “Clearly. For once I didn’t hear you coming half a mile away,” I scoffed. We continued walking deeper into the woods where even the mice scuttling was loud.

      “Ohmygawd”—she groaned loudly—“you know what?”

      “I know a lot of whats, you’ll need to be more specific,” I replied dryly despite the heavy press of exhaustion. A slow but steady pain was beginning to build in my right temple. It was the makings of a tension headache caused by too many hours awake, too much caffeine, and an all-consuming worry that despite my best efforts, we would fail.

      I glanced away to hide my wince. A rustle of leaves caught my attention. I stilled.

      “Keyla.” She kept talking. “Keyla,” I repeated. Harder this time, an undercurrent of urgency bleeding into my voice as I wrapped my fingers around her upper arm and pulled her close.

      “What are you—” she broke off as her eyes went wide. A twig snapped right behind me, and I knew without looking that someone had moved into her vision. She shuffled closer, whether subconscious or not I couldn’t tell, but the hammering of her heart and stench of fear was unmistakable.

      My demon shifted anxiously. Whoever it was, she did not like them near Keyla. Especially when we could only hear two heartbeats.

      Leaves rustled again, masking the sound of footsteps. Without a beating heart or breathing lungs, it was easier to mistake the very slight brush of silent feet against the forest floor. The five bloodsuckers that stepped out from the trees in front of me were very real, though.

      A twig snapped behind me and I pulled Keyla closer, wrapping an arm around her waist. Her breathing sped up as she stared stock-still at whoever was behind me.

      “You’re on Shifter territory without an invitation,” I said, making no effort to subdue my demon or the hostility in my tone. She would shield Keyla and rip them apart in the same breath if I let her.

      “We come on behalf of the High Council.” Several more Vampires moved through the trees behind me, backing the one who spoke. We were up to eleven now, and that assumed no more chose to show up.

      “Even stranger, considering that you and your buddies are jumping me in the woods and not setting up a proper meeting. Care to tell me why you’ve come?” I scaled back my hostility only a fraction. I wasn’t worried for me, but another half dozen were making their way toward us. That brought the number of assailants up to seventeen, and I had Keyla in tow. Keyla, who I was ninety percent certain would not be much help in a fight with the undead.

      “The Dark Prince wishes to speak with you.” The paper-thin whisper of vocal cords that had been forced to endure too many years was telling. While those facing me were Made, I had suspicions about the one speaking and the way he blatantly ignored what I’d said.

      I took my arm away from Keyla’s shoulder, and she reached out, wrapping her shaking hands in my T-shirt. Her eyes pleaded silently as they swiveled from the Vampire to me.

      “Let go,” I whispered. She shook her head slightly, like the Vampires wouldn’t see. “Do you trust me?” My lips were no more than a hairsbreadth from the skin of her cheek. She stared at me for a full fifteen seconds before nodding.

      I grabbed her hand and lowered it to my waist—to the cold, hard, metal that sat there. Her fingers wrapped around the handle, and she pulled the dagger from its sheath. Then she turned around, and the metal in her hand—while probably useless against this many—gave her confidence.

      I turned around as well, pressing my back to hers.

      Seven Vampires stared back and three of them had dark eyes.

      The Born.

      Bile rose in my throat as I looked at faces that felt too familiar. One of them had been subjected to enduring Lily’s darkness the night she had almost killed Nikita. They weren’t the highest ranking Born, but they were high enough to be in the Council chambers that day.

      I remembered.

      “The Dark Prince should have sent a letter; instead he sends a party of Vampires large enough to kidnap or kill.” I swept my hand out and the tree limbs moved, revealing the others that had carefully positioned themselves out of sight. They forget that I don’t need my eyes to see. To know. “If he meant for this to be a peaceful endeavor, he has failed, and unless you wish to start a war with the Shifters, I would leave now.”

      One of the Born stood directly in front of me, not three feet away. A single step and swipe of my hand was all it would take to behead him, but I would not start this war. I would not make that decision for the Shifters. Even if his dark eyes and crop of hair so light it shined unnaturally beneath the trees gave me nightmares.

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that. Much as you and I might wish. My liege has asked that I retrieve you, so that you both may speak freely. If you decline to come nicely . . .” He left the statement open-ended. Kidnapping it was.

      Mentally I started calculating how far we’d gone from the residence and how fast Keyla was able to run. She could beat almost any Shifter, but a Vampire? No. Not even she was that fast unless she had a head start.

      Would they leave her if I feigned coming with long enough to kill them? What if I went all the way . . . what if I could somehow find and save Lily myself . . . what if . . .

      A presence brushed against my mind. I pulled away, trying to hide it from him. To keep it under control, but I’d already let Ash in, and there was no way for me to close him out if he chose to see.

      “What’s wrong?” he projected across the bond.

      I felt it, the moment he realized the situation I was in. The very second he put together what and who I was staring at.

      “You do not get to go with them. Do you understand me—”

      I blocked his voice, focusing on the Vampire in front of me. It was my choice. Not his. “If I go with you, you let her go. Right now. I watch her leave and none of you follow her—”

      “No,” Keyla gasped. “No, Selena, you can’t do that.”

      “Agreed,” the Born said. His face made it clear it meant little to him either way. “The child is without use to us.”

      Without use. I froze, struggling against the pending inferno that was building. My demon was angry. So very angry at what these people had done to Lily. Ash’s own animalistic fury was beating through me as he started to close the distance between us.

      “Leave me,” I told her. Ordered her. Maybe I shouldn’t have demanded it. Maybe it was too much to ask.

      Keyla’s only response was to scream.

      “Vampires! Help! Somebody help—”

      One of them moved behind me, and I was only a fraction of a second faster in turning and grabbing Keyla’s arm, pulling her behind me. She tripped, and her knees smacked the forest floor in the same instant a wicked crack filled the air.

      My head spun far enough back I was staring at the Born now behind me. He sighed and began tugging at the cuffs on his dress shirt. I reached up, cupping the back of my head and holding my chin, forcibly turning my head back while my neck rapidly healed itself.

      The Made blinked, realizing his mistake. He’d meant to strike Keyla, but hit me instead. In a way, they were unlucky that I couldn’t die so easily. While the High Council wanted me, losing me would be less of a pain than what came next. A troubled expression was only beginning to grace his face when I back handed him hard enough that black blood sprayed my face. He toppled to the ground, a fourth of his head caved in. It wouldn’t kill him, but for attempting to hurt Keyla I was saving his death for last.

      “Are you the chosen messenger?” I asked the Born who had spoken.

      “I am,” he answered warily. He was worried where this was going after seeing his slave’s brain splattered on the forest floor. He should be worried.

      Power filled the air, thickening it with a deadly tension. I reached out, preparing to wipe them from existence all in one go when—

      It vanished. Every speck that was oozing from my pours and seeping into the world around me simply . . . disappeared. I looked around, searching for the source, but Ash wasn’t here and the Born had no powers. I examined the Made, all thirteen of them. I turned in circles, but not a single one of those thirteen stepped up. Their faces were blank, not mocking.

      If not them then . . . slowly I looked down at the girl kneeling by my feet. Her eyes glistened with unshed tears, and her skin gave off the slightest hint of a glow . . .

      “I’m—I’m sorry—I don’t kn-know how t-to control it—” Her voice shook as the glow continued.

      Somehow, a latent half-breed and a second child of a forfeit Supernatural had a power strong enough to subdue even mine. I stored that information away for later and turned back to the seventeen-person problem at hand.

      I didn’t have my powers to keep us safe.

      No matter.

      There was only one being on this planet that was both stronger and faster than a Vampire. One that was infinitely harder to kill.

      I closed my eyes and inhaled the scent of blood, magic, and dirt. She came forward without me needing to think or ask. After what they’d done to Lily and what that Made would have done to Keyla . . . there would be no mercy.

      She would show them that I didn’t need to be a matter manipulator to make them pay. I opened my eyes and smiled cruelly, knowing that it was the face of a demon that stared out.

      They didn’t even have time to scream.
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      I grasped two daggers from my belt and threw them at the two other Born. The metal blades hit hard enough to shatter the bone of their rib cages that protected their unbeating hearts. Wind whistled in my ears as my heart began to race.

      Both bodies fell backwards from the impact of the throw and hit the ground with a hard thud.

      I was already reaching for the last dagger in my belt and the other in my boot. Without my ability to summon them back, two daggers and my own bare hands were all that would keep us alive against the fifteen Vampires that were now baring their fangs.

      Fourteen of them would die this day.

      Their bodies would stain the forest floor a shade of obsidian, and I would revel in it. I may not want to be a senseless killer, but I could be a justified one. The difference between being a monster and being someone’s savior, was not what you did. It was which side you were on. The motivation that made you do something so dark it would stain your soul.

      My motivation was simple.

      Justice.

      Survival.

      I held onto that—onto the picture of Lily’s face as I ducked under the swinging arms of one of the Made. I turned and stabbed him through the back, ripping his head off for good measure. Just to be sure.

      “Watch out!” Keyla screamed. Without my power telling me where they were, I was at a bit of a disadvantage. I’d denied that same ability for years though, and this was not all that different.

      I ducked, twisting around in the same motion. The Made behind me faltered as I came back up with my dagger outstretched. It slid straight between his ribs, and into his dead, rot-infested heart.

      His skin darkened, turning gray—ashen—as he dropped to his knees and slumped over.

      I cut the next Vampire down, pushing my hand holding the dagger straight through his chest. My other hand wrapped around his neck to hold him still as I pulled back out. The gaping hole oozed a sickly-scented ichor. I was already turning before the body hit the floor.

      Eleven Made swarmed me as I searched for Keyla. Their red eyes fixated on my arms, painted black with Vampire blood. I held them both up as I parried in a circle, distracting them with pretty moves.

      “Keyla!” I called out.

      The only answer I got in return was her scream. A tendril of fear ran through me.

      I moved in the direction it came from, and the horde moved with me, changing position to continue our dance, even as my attention moved toward the trees. In the very back a girl with reddish-brown hair and ivory skin stared intently at the ground before her. Her hands were wrapped around something—no—they were wrapped around someone. Keyla’s voice choked out and without waiting another moment, I struck.

      Moving faster than any Vampire could, I flung out my hand, and the dagger in it began spinning. It whirled horizontally as it sped through a gap not eight inches wide. A splatter of black exploded where the Made woman’s face was. I wheeled back, slashing a wide arc around me before throwing the second dagger.

      It landed true.

      Her head was nailed to a sycamore tree, right between her dull, dead eyes. Uneasy glances flitted between me and the corpse as Keyla let out a choked gasp, her tanned skin turning a tinge redder. I ran through the gap of Vampires between me and her, but I didn’t dare get on my knees to help her just yet.

      “Breathe,” I whispered. Her eyes locked on mine. Gold flecked with black. She tilted her head forward a fraction and then back. A subtle nod as her nostrils flared and she inhaled slowly.

      The golden tint of her skin winked out of existence and power swept into the forest and through the trees with a frightening headiness. My power. My strength. A slow smile crept up my face.

      I may be down my daggers, but my true strength was something that could not be seen or stolen. Perhaps temporarily smothered by a girl far more remarkable than the world knew. But not taken.

      Every single Vampire took a step back and turned to look at the Born who was shaking his head. One messenger. That’s all I needed to send my sister and her keeper a note.

      “Next time one of yours steps on Shifter land with the intention to use force, I will not be this merciful. Tell your liege if he wishes to talk, a letter will suffice.” I waited for the Born to tip his head. Those dark eyes unfathomable as they were undammable.

      Ten heads exploded in a shower of blood.

      It stained my clothes and soaked my hair. It permeated the cracks of my skin and settled in the crevices of my nails. Every inch of me was coated in the metallic scent of the undead’s vitals, tinted with a sweetness that wasn’t natural. My demon blinked at the Born, and he seemed to understand that was his final warning.

      “Allowing you to return is a kindness. You have ninety seconds before the Shifters will reach me and begin hunting. Tread lightly. You may have just started a war.” With that send-off, the Born hightailed it out of there. He was over a mile away before I let down my guard enough to turn my back on his retreating form and help Keyla. Her breaths were thin and her face a molten red, tinged purple, but she was breathing. Her heart pounded in my ears as I knelt down before her. She inhaled sharply, her features fracturing as her face fell and the heaviness of what happened finally started to settle in.

      “Shhh . . .” I whispered, pulling her to me. Her arms wrapped tight around my neck and waist, vice-like as she clutched me and began to unravel. Broken gasps and silent sobs racked her body as I held her.

      “You—they—you tried to leave me!” she stuttered, her voice rising. “You tried to—” She gulped in air, swallowing hard.

      “Shhh . . .” I repeated, trying to calm her. Using the palm of my hand, I started to rub rhythmic circles between her shoulder blades. The black blood that stuck to my skin like tar smeared over the back of her jacket. I grimaced as the Shifters’ footsteps became known. Just a crinkle of leaves in an otherwise quiet forest. A whisper on the wind.

      They spread out around us, moving in quick, even though there was nothing to find. Nothing but bodies and blood and broken innocence.

      Ash came forward first. I sensed it as he stepped out of the woods and into the blackened hollow that was so seeped with blood that his footsteps squished.

      Next came a gasp. Then another. And another.

      Quiet descended. A silence so still that their heartbeats were thunder and I was the eye of the storm. Keyla shuddered against me.

      “Selena,” he said softly. There was a wary note in his voice as he stopped a few feet away. Keyla only cried harder.

      It was then when her choked sobs rocked us both and her blood-smeared face popped over my shoulder that the Shifters started to come forward.

      A primal urge filled my demon. Keyla was vulnerable right now. Breakable. She didn’t need them poking and prodding at her.

      They came closer. Circling the hallowed ground. Words drifted from the edges of the trees. That coldness that had thawed for Keyla resettled as the people around us became threats. Targets.

      The moment someone stepped around Ash to approach I turned my head and bared my teeth, letting out the slightest growl. Face painted, clothes soaked, and black ichor dripping from my chin and the ends of my hair, they paused.

      “Stop,” Ash commanded. “Her demon is protecting Keyla.” The power of the Alpha ran strong and every Shifter inclined their head. His presence slid into my mind, brushing against my being. “Selena,” he said with the same gentleness I used to rub Keyla’s back while she cried. “They’re not going to hurt her, I promise.”

      Hurt her.

      Hurt her.

      Hurt her—

      A soft hand touched my sticky cheek. Keyla pulled back a fraction, her palm cupping my face. “It’s okay,” she said hoarsely. “We’re okay,” she repeated, convincing herself more than me. Congealing blood smudged her face, turning to black watercolors where her tears ran. “You were going to leave so they wouldn’t hurt me but . . .” She trailed off and looked over my shoulder. Her swollen lips barely moved as she breathed, “You stayed.”

      You stayed. Those words echoed through my mind, drawing my demon back.

      “You didn’t give me much choice,” I told her. Her lips pressed together in a watery smile.

      “I couldn’t let you go,” she insisted with more force and less fear, already overcoming the shock of what she’d seen.

      What I’d done.

      “I didn’t want to,” I said, barely a murmur. Her eyes softened, and she leaned in to press her blood-splattered lips to my cheek. We were both covered in gore from what had taken place.

      “I know.”

      My arms relaxed around her as I leaned back to brush the sticky strands away from her face as the rumors started. No one could come forward until Ash released his order, but that didn’t mean they had to be quiet while they did so.

      “Did you see the bodies?”

      “Could they even be called that?”

      “How did they even get this far?”

      “Do you think . . .”

      “What if she called them?”

      “She protected our own.”

      “I heard she hunts the bloodsuckers for fun.”

      “Doesn’t mean she—”

      The rumors drifted through like leaves on the wind as Shifters went back and forth on whether I was the savior or the villain of this situation. I gritted my teeth and turned away, but Keyla caught my hand. “I get it now.”

      I paused. “Get what?” I asked, my eyes falling on the decapitated head nailed to a tree stump. I think I knew.

      “Why you don’t like to fight.” She leaned forward, lowering her voice. “You don’t like conflict . . . because in a dog eat dog world, you’re not a dog at all.” I turned my head a fraction, and her golden eyes caught mine.

      “Oh?” I pressed my lips together, trying to find the words to say. To tell her that she’s right. That the conclusion she had come to in not so many words was both the one I warned her of from the beginning and the one I feared she’d one day reach.  “What am I then?”

      “You’re a god.”

      My lips parted, and I stared.

      For all the evil in the world that I’d tried to stop, I never truly saw myself as much different. That evil and I shared many faults. While I fought it, I always knew that deep down it wasn’t what made the monster I was. I was born this way. I was resigned to that knowledge.

      But Keyla looked at me, and she didn’t see a monster.

      For all the dark deeds I’d done and beings I’d killed, she saw me kill sixteen Vampires and still looked at me like I was her hero. Some legend brought to life before her eyes.

      “I’m not so sure about that,” I said. Rocking back on my heels and into the blackened mud.

      “If you’re not a god, then what are you?”

      Her eyebrows pinched together as she watched me, near oblivious to the Shifters around her as they silently judged our interactions.

      I realized then it wasn’t Keyla I needed to find those words for, but for the world who now looked on with far more fear and trepidation than the girl before me.

      Anastasia was dead. Vampires attacked the Alpha’s daughter. The Court was crumbling, and nobody knew what was coming next.

      Above all that seemed to be the question they asked. The question many would ask when word of the attack and the slaughter that followed spread.

      I took a deep breath, knowing deep down how I had to answer, because I made a promise—that I would do what was needed to end this no matter the consequences.

      Fate took a turn and Anastasia’s life was stolen from me, but that didn’t change the burden I had to bear. Both my past and my future.

      I looked at Keyla, then to Ash, whose black eyes were only a shade warmer than my own when my demon was in control.

      They were what I was fighting for.

      And so I answered her question—the question the world didn’t know to ask yet.

      “Something so much worse,” I said quietly. “I’m a Fortescue.”

      Ash watched as I fanned the ember that flew on the wind of whispers, where it would eventually land; the spark that lights the fuse.

      The world was going to change with those words. Both his and mine.

      But it was the things I left unsaid that troubled me most.

      Because I wasn’t just a Fortescue, but a Konig too.

      And neither legacy was letting me go.
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      Winds whipped through the reedy branches above. Lightning flashed in an otherwise clear morning sky, signaling that Blair had already learned about the attack before I could make it back to the mansion.

      Warm fingers grasped my forearm, pulling me up short. A large group had left to hunt the single Born, but I knew as well as Ash did that he was long gone. Still, the Shifters’ instincts rode them hard, and so he sent them hunting, and let the others be Keyla’s escort home. I’d stayed in the clearing the longest, taking in the carnage. Embracing the viciousness that came from my choices. They might have been undead, but so was my sister. For the sake of the fight, I’d separated them into things versus people. It made it easier to not have to face the moral conundrum that I hated all Vampires, but my sister was one. Despite the things she’d done I couldn’t hate her. But these people? These bits of rotten flesh and stolen blood? It was easy to hate them. Though a small part of me wondered if they were like her. People that had been turned against their will. Innocent people that had that innocence used against them and it made them monsters.

      I shook my head, clearing those thoughts away because they wouldn’t help me. Compassion was the death of justice, and too much had happened for me to question my actions now. I turned and left the clearing, tromping through the woods. Ash followed behind me.

      “You were going to leave with them.” There was a note that hung in the air between us;  the words he said a dividing line. I didn’t want to talk about it or feel the disappointment leaking down the bond.

      Ash knew what I was going to do. He knew that I would have walked right off this property and into Hell if it kept them safe and led me to Lily.

      I didn’t do it, but I would have—if Keyla hadn’t stopped me.

      “I won’t apologize,” I said, not turning to face him. Unable to look at the accusation in his eyes.

      “If you’d gone with them, they would have turned you before you ever set eyes on her.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that.” Lightning flashed across the sky, catching my attention. Dark clouds rolled in from the horizon at impossible speeds. “Lily is angry and wants revenge for me not saving her, and Victor wants me to be a brood mare so he can sire powerful children. I don’t think I’d have been turned, and that’s assuming any of them could kill me. Something no one—not even Anastasia could ever manage.”

      I didn’t have to look to know how much those words upset him. Heat sizzled through the bond, burning up any lingering disappointment with a scorching intensity. I might have staggered were I not expecting it.

      “You’re not invincible, Selena,” he whispered. “They might not have been able to kill you, but you know as well as I do the dangerous depths you and your sisters hit in a rage. If Lily is as upset as you say she is, what are the odds she would turn on you? The Vampires aren’t the only ones that can kill.”

      The scary part is that he wasn’t wrong.

      Lily was changing. Growing. Evolving into something I didn’t know or understand. Even at my worst I hadn’t done some of the things she had, and while I couldn’t blame her for surviving . . . not every sin she had committed was in the name of freedom.

      “You forget,” I said. “I didn’t want to leave, but I also didn’t want Keyla getting hurt. It’s not as if I’m wandering off into the first magical elevator I can find. I’m doing everything that you and Johanna have asked, including leaving Lucas to her. I’ve played by the rules for months now. And where has that gotten us?” I didn’t raise my voice, nor did I need to. He knew the anger. He understood the fear. He felt the worry, the anxiety, and the desperation eating away at me every moment Lily was in that monster’s hands. Because every moment she spent with Victor was one closer to the edge of no return.

      I couldn’t allow that. I wouldn’t. And yet I had no choice, so long as I played by the rules.

      “We’re going to find her. We just need more time,” Ash insisted.

      “You know as well as I do where she probably is. We hope she’s not, but we both know,” I whispered. “And if she is, do you really think that anyone would follow me there to free her?” Silence. He wouldn’t lie. Not to me, and so I got my answer another way. I chuckled under my breath, a dark sound, filled with a little of that madness I kept well hidden.

      Even Valda looked on with concern.

      “We don’t know—”

      “Yes, we do,” I said, cutting him off before he could even pretend to feed me that sugar-coated bullshit. “You know as well as I that no one, except possibly Scarlett, would follow me there. No one except those with a death wish step foot in the High Council. No matter what name I have or the power I wield, fear will outweigh all if she’s in that place.”

      The winds whistled again, harder this time. Smaller branches snapped under the force of those gales, and I took that as my sign to start booking it back to the mansion before someone ended up dead.

      Ash released his grip on my forearm, falling into step beside me as I took off through the woods at a speed no other, except maybe Blair, could keep up with.

      “If you really believe that,” he said, breathing a little harder as he tried to keep up. “Why did you take on the Fortescue name?”

      “Regardless of what others choose to do, the Supernatural council needs someone to unite it, and they won’t respond to anything but sheer power. Which means the task falls to me.” As much as I hated it, and I did. “Whether the world realizes it or not, we are already at war. The only question I have is who will be on the battlefield with me.”

      I wasn’t sure what he made of my answer, but the training field behind the Shifter reservation was coming up fast. We moved from the trees into the grassy field, bounding through the horde of Shifters gathered around. They leapt back after I was already passing, the sight of my body covered in black blood and smelling like rot repelling them.

      Well, it was that or the sight of Alexandra with her flaming black hair that bounded toward me. Her and her demon had merged, giving her two different colored eyes and flaming hair. While she was the same in her interactions with the Shifters, the hellfire that fanned from her head gave them pause, understandably so.

      “I see you heard—”

      Crack.

      I blinked, not responding to the back-handed smack she delivered. Her chest rose and fell as puffs of breath came out white in the early winter air. Her hand curled inward as if she were debating between hitting me again and attempting to restrain herself.

      She chose restraint.

      “How dare you try to leave with them!” she shouted, anger making her one brown eye flash with fire and fury. The dark one of her demon zeroed in on me without emotion.

      “I didn’t try to leave,” I said, catching her wrist as she brought it up to slap me again. My fingers curled, the flaking blood rubbing against her white cashmere sweater. “I didn’t have a lot of options, and the daughter of the Shifter Alpha was in danger. I would rather be taken away than have them kill or turn her because I wasn’t fast enough.”

      The fight drained out of her, and her fist unfurled. I dropped her arm, pointedly stepping around her as she stood there staring at the spot where I’d been.

      “Wait—” she called. I paused. “I’m sorry, I just . . .” her words trailed off as her throat bobbed. Emotion becoming too thick for her to talk past, not without sounding weak. I nodded because I understood.

      “If I wanted to leave, not a soul on this reservation could stop me. Remember that next time your anger slips.” I strode toward the double doors that were splayed wide open. The panes of glass had been shattered. The wood splintered. Thunder roared overhead. I quickened my pace.

      The foyer looked like a battle had taken place, and I briefly entertained the thought that Vampires attacked the residence as well . . . but that wasn’t possible. I would have known, and the mansion would be in even more of an uproar were that the case.

      Still, the broken vases and flowers strewn across the floors meant something had come through. Water dripped from the wooden end tables, speckled red. Splashes of blood painted the walls, but it was the blood of the living, which left few options. Beyond the main entry and through the hallway, the fighting had continued. It came to a stop before the front door.

      I tilted my head, narrowing my eyes. There’s no reason the fighting would stop here. That didn’t make sense . . . I turned and looked up at the shattered railing on the second floor. That made more sense. The fighting hadn’t stopped. Merely moved. I made the twenty foot jump in a single leap, my fingers skimming the broken and bloodied wood railing on the way up.

      The shouts grew, as did the thuds of bodies being thrown around. I peeked down the hallway, and my blood froze. Whatever it was, it was coming from where Lucas was being held.

      I cracked my neck and rolled my shoulders. Still coming down from the high of one fight, a second smaller one wouldn’t be difficult. I strode around the corner and came to stand at the end of the hallway.

      Blair stood, her blonde hair braided tight, casting the angles of her face in a severe light. Her eyes were black and wild. Furious. Oliver moved in an attempt to restrain her from behind while Liam screamed. It wasn’t out of fear, but power. The sound that came from him was so strong it had the mansion quaking. Yet even as brick and stone quivered, Blair simply turned her head. Both arms were locked behind her—in Oliver’s grips—and she twisted, bringing her foot up to slam into Liam’s chest. The scream cut short as he went flying straight through the window at the end of the hall.

      A roar of outrage came from Scarlett as she launched herself from Lucas’s room into the hallway. While a powerful Supernatural in her own right, Blair was part-demon and one of the most powerful people not just in this city, but in the world. Scarlett, for as impenetrable as her skin might be, wasn’t a match. Blair pivoted, taking Oliver’s body with her. She spun around so that is was him Scarlett crashed into and attacked with a mad fury. By the time she realized, it was too late. She and Oliver went crashing through the wall and into the room on the other side.

      Blair stepped out of the rubble and turned to face whoever stood on the other side of the door. I took a step forward, finally catching her attention.

      She paused.

      “They said you were taken.” The disembodied voice of her demon came out cold and crass. Yet, hesitant. This rage wasn’t just a random bout, but a reaction to pain. A pain the demon did not understand or know how to deal with.

      “Vampires tried to. I killed them all,” I answered, taking measured steps forward. I was careful not to be too fast, or she’d think I intended to attack. But they also couldn’t be too slow, because caution meant I saw her as a threat.

      Her demon blinked and replied, “Good.” I nodded, strolling right up to her, close enough that I caught Johanna on the other side of the doorway that had been blown off its hinges. Behind her, Amber and Tori guarded Lucas with their lives.

      It left a bitter taste in my mouth that after all he’d done, they would protect him like this and yet Lily was left to rot.

      “So, what’d he do this time to warrant your wrath?” I asked with a feigned nonchalance. I didn’t miss the way Tori narrowed her eyes, or how Johanna gave me an exasperated look—like how dare I engage her when she was like this.

      But they underestimated one thing. I knew what it was like to be labeled for what you are. I understood how harmful it was to believe that you had no control over it. I didn’t wish that on Blair. This transition was already taking its toll in blood and heartache.

      “You were attacked by Vampires. I thought they came at his call.” She raised her blade in his direction without looking, the tip of it dripping blood.

      I nodded, crossing my arms over my chest and lifting one hand to my face. My thumb brushed over my bottom lip as I regarded her coolly. “Vampires did come, but they weren’t at his call.”

      She blinked, giving away nothing. “You don’t know that.”

      “I do, actually,” I said with a heavy sigh, because I wish I didn’t know or understand. I wish that we could all go back in time to when things were simpler. But they were never actually that way. It only seemed like it from the perspective of a child. Innocence was like that. Shielding the most horrid of things behind a veil of naivete.

      Never mind that the monsters lurked in plain sight.

      “He almost killed Aaron. He tried to kill Alec. The Vampires have never come before and now they happen upon you in the woods?” She let out a heartless laugh. I knew better than to show any fear; it would only egg her on, sending her deeper into this killing rage. “Don’t be a fool, cousin.” Her voice was almost mocking—if it had any inflection at all.

      “I’m not a fool,” I answered her sincerely. “Neither are you, but I hold more information than you do at this moment. There’s no way Lucas could have called any Vampires,” I assured her, even as a seed of doubt sowed its way in my heart. Could he have called them somehow? Could he have known?

      Her allegations weren’t baseless, but I needed him to be alive so I could question him on exactly that.

      “Why is that?” her demon asked, voice dripping with disbelief and suspicion.

      I did what I had to do. For her and for me.

      I lied.

      “Because I saw Victor order it last night.” My voice didn’t quiver. It didn’t tremble. I didn’t play with my hair or look away. I stared at her pitch-colored eyes and lied to her face, and her demon bought it.

      The mansion held its breath for a moment.

      She blinked twice, before the black faded into steel gray.

      Taking a stuttered breath, she looked to the side where Scarlett and Oliver were only just getting to their feet—to Johanna who stood just on the other side of the door—to me, and Ash who stood behind me. Then finally, to the shattered window.

      Her throat bobbed twice as she swallowed hard. The shouts down below didn’t help as people raced to help the young Supernatural who had quite literally been kicked through a window and fell two stories.

      That had to hurt.

      “He’s alive!” one of them bellowed, loud enough it carried further than our own more enhanced hearing. The breath left Scarlett’s body momentarily before she was pushing past us and bounding for the stairs that would lead her down to the training grounds.

      “You really did a number this time,” I said quietly.

      Blair only shook her head, because she’d pushed it this time, straying the line of how much the Shifter residence could handle.

      She moved to step around me and paused. “Whatever your reason for lying, I hope you’re damn sure about him.”

      Shock ran through me as she swiftly tried to retreat.

      “How did you know?” I asked, hardly more than a whisper.

      Blair didn’t pause, nor did she yell as she replied, “You would never take Keyla into danger if you knew it was coming.”

      And then she was gone.

      I felt her presence all the way to the third floor where she retreated to her room in self-imposed exile. Alexandra was already ready and waiting to watch her.

      I cursed under my breath and turned to Johanna.

      Lifting my blackened hand to point at Lucas as Blair had only minutes ago, I said, “Clear the room. He and I are going to have a chat.”
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      Tori jumped forward, throwing herself in front of Lucas’s prone form. Bound to a chair with both arms behind his back and head bowed forward, he was not the boy I remembered. Neither was Tori the girl she used to be.

      Determination and desperation collided head-on in her green eyes as she looked at me, ready to defend him. “You can’t take him,” she whispered. Those same eyes turning glossy with tears she thought she’d be shedding.

      “I have no intention of killing him. You know that. Don’t let your emotions cloud your judgement,” I replied and waited. She slowly looked up and down my relaxed stance, to the knives I had stowed, and the flaking blood of the undead that filled every crack and pore of my flesh.

      “Do you promise?” she asked, hardly a breath. Barely a whisper. I sighed softly.

      “I promise I won’t kill him, today.” Her expression hardened again.

      “How do you expect me to trust you when you put it like that?” she demanded.

      I glanced to Johanna pointedly.

      “I don’t have the patience for this today. Keyla and I were just attacked in the woods, and Liam is likely in bad condition downstairs after being kicked in the chest by a demon and thrown two floors, yet we’re wasting resources here. I’ve agreed to not killing him for now. You know why. You all know why.” I looked to her again, a hint of anger lingering in my gaze. “But I have questions, and we are running out of time. I don’t care if you trust me, Tori. I honestly don’t. Not after you let Anastasia slip and the ramifications of that are going to result in the deaths of thousands of people before this is all over.”

      She paled. Her tanned skin going white as the Vampires we sought to stop. She lowered her gaze to the floor out of guilt. Perhaps I should have felt bad. It wasn’t entirely her fault, but she had a role to play in it. One that if she’d stuck to the plan and done what she was told would have sent fate on a different path.

      And maybe Lily’s soul would not be hanging by such a slim thread.

      “He’s my brother,” she eventually said, pulling out of a defensive stance. “Just as she’s your sister. No matter what they’ve become.”

      If my face were not already a mask of indifference, I might have flinched at her words. She didn’t know—none of them did—how true that statement was.

      “Yes.” I nodded slowly. “And it’s because of him that my sister was tortured these last months and forced to endure unspeakable things.” She swallowed hard, no doubt her imagination running wild with what those words meant, but she didn’t understand. Not really. You couldn’t know the horror of it. Unless you watched from Lily’s eyes, as I did, while she killed a child that looked like Alexandra and reveled in it. “I will not kill him so long as she is trapped, because I need him to get her back.”

      “Ten minutes,” Johanna said. She turned to them and pointed to the hole where the door had been.

      “And then?” Tori asked, her feet dragging.

      “I send Aaron in to keep her balanced,” the golden-eyed woman answered. “She promised not to kill the boy in the immediate, and I trust she will withhold that judgement for another day.” She paused, looking between Lucas and me. “I will stand guard at the end of the hall should it . . . escalate.”

      Tori strode by first, followed by Amber who didn’t look as if she cared one way or the other how this went. Johanna paused at the doorway. “I can’t get him to talk,” she said softly. “I’m hoping that you can. Please don’t make me regret this.”

      “You should check on Liam . . .” I spared a glance over my shoulder. “Alec too. I don’t imagine he’s taking this well.” Given Blair was turning demon at least once a day and over half the time knocked unconscious, he’d lost it a few times and had to be subdued as well. It was hard on him, wanting to help but knowing that their history would always be between them. Blair’s demon wanted him something fierce, but the girl herself couldn’t let go of the past, and I didn’t blame her. I don’t think anyone did.

      Johanna nodded once and left me to walk into the last place I wanted to be. Unfortunately, it was the very place I needed to be.

      Lucas didn’t stir as I plopped down into the rickety chair across from him. He didn’t twitch as I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees, hands clasped together.

      There was no indication that while his lungs still breathed and his heart still beat, that anyone was home.

      “Lucas.”

      A single word, and his breathing paused, before resuming. His heart beat faster, whether from fear or something else I didn’t know. I didn’t want to know.

      “I was attacked today,” I told him. “Vampires. Sent by the High Council. You wouldn’t have anything to do with that, would you?”

      I waited for his breath to hitch and his pulse to race. I waited for a twitch of his fingers, or a glance of his jewel-green eyes, shattered like stained glass.

      I waited, with bated breath, for his mind to sidle up to my shields and try to pry.

      But it never came.

      Eight of my ten minutes passed where we sat in silence.

      Tumultuous, terrible silence. The only words spoken were those we left unsaid.

      I almost stood back up again and walked out the door, metaphorically closing this one behind me where he would rot until the day came I felt like putting him out of his misery.

      I almost did it.

      Then he spoke.

      “I dreamed of this day.” His voice was raspy from disuse and probably bruised from my manhandling in the market. That felt like months ago, even though it wasn’t.

      “Of what day?” I asked, not allowing myself to overthink it.

      “The day I would finally be rid of her.”

      Inside, deep down where I would never let him see—I shuddered. There were no tells as to how I felt. No clues to give it away—that I was suffocating on the knowledge that the same entity who drove Anastasia to madness was the one now residing in Lily.

      “I never understood how you ended up with her to begin with.”

      His head shook. “No,” he sighed. “You wouldn’t.” Lucas laughed bitterly and finally lifted his head. Several days of growth shadowed his jaw and dark circles lined his eyes. Exhaustion. I knew the sign well enough, even when it wasn’t my face they showed on. “You never cared half as much for me as I did for you.” The words didn’t sting like they used to. “I wasn’t sure if you were capable of caring for a man that way at all, until I saw you with the dog.”

      “Don’t call him that,” I snapped.

      A ghost of a smile crossed his lips. One corner tugged up, reminiscent of who he was, but not who he is. My heart no longer squeezed at that smile. Certainly not when it danced the line of cruelty.

      “I gave you everything,” he said, still wearing that terrible smile. “Every piece of me there was to give and then some. I would have done anything for you—been anything for you. And do you know what you told me?”

      “I told you I didn’t want you to be my everything. I wanted to be your friend, and at the time I was still trying to figure my life out.” His eyes darkened, that brilliant, jewel-toned green still holding an inkling of the darkness that chained him before.

      “Exactly. You didn’t want me—but you accepted him. From me you only wanted friendship, never mind how good we were. How great we could have been.” He shook his head, as if trying to erase the memories.

      “Never mind that you lied to me, right? That not only did you know he was my signasti—but that you two had a little deal going on the side. He got to play you sometimes, but you got the prize in the end?” I might have forgiven Ash, but I was still far from forgiving the piece of shit that sat across from me, wallowing in his own self-pity. “Get over yourself, Lucas. We were never going to happen, and that was before I found out about your lies, before you killed my sister, and before you tried to kill Ash.”

      “And yet I gave up everything for you—to save you from her—and it’s him you forgive and end up with in the end.” There was an edge of mania in his tone. Of the madness that crept in. “That’s the reason you don’t understand. You don’t know what it’s like to love someone so deeply that you give yourself up in the process. He will always choose you, whatever part of you he can have, just as you have clearly chosen him. But me? Lily? We’re just pieces on the board that she moved. My love for you broke me. She swooped in and gave me hope. She preyed on those dreams I had of us. Showed me things that couldn’t have been real, but they felt so real at the time . . .” He looked away, shame clouding his gaze. Once again he laid his feelings bare to me, but this time it was not in hopes that I would accept him. It was not rejection he feared. Oh no, I’d already rejected him. It was consequences of our choices, his and mine, that he now showed me.

      “What kinds of things?” I asked, choosing to ignore the blame he placed on me.

      “Visions of us.” He looked at the ceiling now, not wanting to meet my gaze. “Of you. Of what we would become if he were never in the picture.”

      “There was never a picture he didn’t exist in,” I told him flatly. Lucas only shook his head. “You realize that, don’t you? That whatever she showed you wasn’t real.”

      “I know that now . . .” he breathed. “Now that she’s gone it’s like this fog has been lifted. I can see clearly again.” His lips pressed together, like he’d said too much, but from my point of view it was too little.

      “What did you mean ‘see clearly again’?” I didn’t want to say that he hadn’t been seeing or thinking clearly since before his declarations of love. That would probably only aide to setting him off and right now he was at least talking and somewhat complacent.

      “It’s all a haze. Everything we did. Everyone we saw. I remember doing it, but I can’t tell you what was real and what wasn’t.”

      Dreams and illusions. Visions of us, he’d called them. Anastasia had fucked with him hard, and while I still didn’t understand all of it, I understood enough.

      Enough to know that he may be a lost cause.

      There were some things people just never came back from, especially when they didn’t want to.

      And Lucas, for as much as he said he wanted to be rid of her influence—I wasn’t sure he wanted to be rid of it all. He’d lived in a distorted reality for months. Coming back had to be jarring.

      Reality meant he had to face the facts of what he’d done; something that he was not ready to do. Not when he still clung to that bitter resentment.

      “Did you know I was going to be attacked today?” I already knew the answer, but I still needed to ask it. Still needed to have his words when Ash stood right outside the door listening but not interrupting, because he was well aware how Lucas would respond.

      “No.”

      “You didn’t communicate with the High Council in any way?” I asked, hoping for an expounded answer.

      “You know as well as I do, maybe even better, what the limitations on telepathy are—probably more so given your father was a Fortescue.”

      So he’d heard about that already? Word traveled faster than the wind around here. Unless it was from Anastasia he’d first heard it . . . I steepled my bloody hands and settled my chin over my fingers.

      “Do you know why they might have come after me?”

      “Again, you’re the Fortescue between us.”

      Another non-answer, but there was a flash of something in his face that told me Lucas wasn’t completely out of it. “So is Lily,” I replied, watching his haunted expression for further slips. “Who I know you know is alive.”

      “If you could call it that,” he answered stiffly.

      My fingers clenched, and I dropped my hands to my sides, leaning back. I promised them I wouldn’t kill him. Unfortunately, a backhand to the face might do just that because I might not stop there.

      “Where is she?” I asked, hoping, praying that it wasn’t the place I thought it was. That it wasn’t the one location on earth that might be unbreachable, even from me.

      Silence was my answer.

      Not yes. Not no. Not a smart-ass remark meant to piss me off.

      Silence.

      I asked three more times before I got the hint. Whatever reason he had decided to talk, he was done again. Which meant I was finished here, at least for today.

      “He deserved what he got,” Valda said from the back of my mind. Her cold, numbing presence unforgiving.

      I didn’t disagree, but I wasn’t sure I agreed either.

      That bothered me more than I let on, but not enough to stop me from coming back and forcing the answers from him if I had to.

      I hoped for both our sakes it didn’t come to that, because whatever shards of sanity Anastasia left him with might not survive me.

      “Do you think he was telling the truth?” Johanna asked, pulling me from my own thoughts as she fell into step beside me.

      “I think he doesn’t know the difference anymore. Truth and lies. Real or fantasy. He already had issues before she fucked with his head.” I sighed, turning for the elevator. I needed to shower before I checked on Blair, then Keyla.

      “It’s a good way for her to take her secrets to the grave,” she murmured to herself. I pressed the button, and the elevator dinged.

      “What?”

      “Even in her death he can’t see through the lies she wove. It keeps whatever she was doing with the High Council secret. Probably the only reason they let her have him around since there was no chance of him running his mouth later. He didn’t even know what was going on.” I stepped into the elevator, and she followed after me. The doors slid shut when I finally responded.

      “He knows something. I need you to find out what.” In here was the only place that no one would hear us. The magical elevator transcended the boundaries of space unlike anything else—and therefore kept my words secret.

      “He might not talk to me,” she warned.

      “Then make him talk.” Just don’t make me the one to do it.

      “That would be easier if Blair wasn’t insistent on wanting him dead,” Jo answered dryly. The elevator dinged again, and the doors slid open.

      “Liam alive?” I asked, both wanting the answer and not.

      Johanna nodded. “Broken arm. Bruised ribs. He landed on a hippo shifter who broke his fall. Scarlett is with him now.”

      “And Alec? How’s he holding up?” I asked quietly, stalling for a moment.

      “Do you want the real answer?”

      That was answer enough. “She can’t help it,” I said, needing to defend her.

      “I know,” Jo said. “That’s the reason we’re all putting up with this, but Selena—it can’t last. Eventually, something will happen. She’ll kill someone, maybe even Lucas, and with the fine line we’re already walking with the Shifters . . .” She didn’t finish it. She didn’t need to.

      This situation at the residence was nearing its peak. One way or another, something had to give. I just didn’t know what.
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      Yesterday he’d sent seventeen vampires for her.

      Today only one returned.

      “She killed them,” the Born whispered. He was lucky he didn’t have a heart to betray him now. To show his fear. “Slaughtered them in minutes.”

      I settled into the high-backed chair and swirled the crystal glass, holding the stem between two fingers. Blood dripped down the rim, mesmerizing me for a moment. “She let you return.” My voice was soft, not ringing as it once had been. In this graveyard dressed in finery, words were a weapon and silence was treasured above all.

      “What?” The man turned his narrowed eyes in my direction. Victor’s cool gaze followed from me to him, and something dark settled there. Something wicked.

      I tipped the glass back, swallowing the blood in two gulps. My tongue darted out to catch the drop that escaped me as I placed it back on the wooden finish and uncrossed my legs, moving to stand.

      “If she killed them but you returned, it’s because she allowed you to return. I’m well aware how powerful my sister is and how she works. What’s the message?” I asked, and his face could not pale, nor could  his heart beat, but the chilling hatred that flashed through his eyes was unmistakable.

      Victor got to his feet, a slight sigh leaving his lips as he set his glass aside. The Born didn’t know what he’d just done. He didn’t understand that in a game of survival, I would win.

      I would always win.

      Fingers touched my lower back softly as Victor came to stand beside me. He leaned in, his lips brushing over the small patch of flesh between my neck and ear. “He tried to lie,” Victor said softly. Deadly. I kept my fingers laced behind my back and didn’t shift a fraction. “You know how I don’t like liars or failures.” His whispered words were a command that no other understood, not like I did.

      “But I—” the Born Vampire didn’t blubber or cry. He didn’t have time to as I strode forward and laid a hand upon his cheek. The darkness in my veins whispered of death as they trailed under my flesh, up my arm, to the point where our skin met.

      His mouth fell open in a silent scream as he went to his knees. It had only been days since I’d sucked Anastasia dry, and that voice, that deep, devilish caress of the mind hummed in contentment at his pain. I was inclined to agree, not that it mattered.

      Victor was not king in this castle, but he was prince—and the Prince of Darkness answered to no one.

      “That’s enough, flower,” the devil himself said. My power recoiled when the red line that ran between us pulsed once, far too soon.

      I pursed my lips where he couldn’t see, but when I stepped back and dropped my hand it was the face of indifference that greeted him as I kept my eyes downcast. My steps were silent as I came to stand back at his side, the man I’d been torturing now splayed out on the stone floors. His eyes were glazed. Unseeing.

      “Now,” Victor said, wrapping his arm around me, his hand coming to rest on my hip. “You’ve had a taste of what lies in your future, should you try to twist this any way other than how it happened.” Fingertips brushed over the edge of my shirt, and I felt nothing. Not revulsion for who he is and what he did. Not shame for staying right where I was. Not anything.

      Numb to the judgements of others and uncaring about social constructs, I played his little games because freedom was my reward. But vengeance . . . that would be my prize when it was all said and done. When all of us were nothing more than dust on this earth.

      My hands came around to lock behind my back, my wrist brushing his hand at my side. A shiver went through him, and I kept my eyes down and face forward, even as I sensed his attention beginning to shift.

      The Born spoke.

      “She was going to come with us, but there was a child with her that started screaming. Romulus moved before anyone could stop him and tried to silence the child, but the girl—she moved impossibly fast and took the hit instead.” He pushed himself up onto his knees, eyebrows drawn together as he looked at the floor, recounting his mission. “Her neck snapped, and she simply turned around and slapped him back . . .” He hesitated, and I felt a sick sort of thrill run through me because you don’t hesitate with Victor.

      Ever.

      “Flower,” he said. It was the only thing he needed to say. I took two steps, and the Born’s eyes went wide. He fell back, trying to scramble away from me.

      “The girl you sent us for killed him with a single strike, my prince,” he said in a rush. Victor held up a hand for me to pause, and I more felt than saw it because that damned line that connected a Made to its Born. He commanded me with that line. But his control was slipping. Slowly yet steadily. I obeyed, for now. “She slapped him, and his head caved in from the sheer strength behind it. Her eyes went black, and I—” He swallowed as I took another step in his direction, his eyes flying between Victor and I. “She looked like a demon, Prince. She moved as fast as a demon.”

      Victor examined him for a moment, evaluating if this low-levelled Born was simply trying to cover his tracks or if there was some truth to what he said. “Tell me more.”

      “After that s-she killed five of them,” he stuttered but attempted to cover it. I barely contained the eye roll.

      “You said she killed sixteen,” Victor replied. Not a question, though there was a right answer.

      “The first five she killed with daggers,” the Born man continued. He’d said his name when he first entered, but I didn’t particularly care. The chances of him surviving longer than this meeting were non-existent.

      “And the other ten?” Victor asked. He was smart for that. Wanting to know more about the woman he sought. The one he believed he could sire heirs with, no matter how foolish that dream was. There wasn’t a cell in this world that could contain Selena unless she wanted to be held.

      “Their heads exploded.”

      That sounded more like it. Her telekinesis must have grown in the time I’d been gone. She might very well be a matter manipulator by this point.

      “Exploded?” Victor repeated. There was a stillness to his voice that I didn’t like. An undercurrent of violence that tinged the air and seeped through that crimson thread that tied us together.

      The Born nodded slowly. Stupid, pathetic fool that he was.

      When he was dead it would be me that would have to quell Victor’s anger, and that was a treacherously fine line I hated to dance.

      “Could she do that before you transitioned, flower?” It was uncanny how sometimes he seemed to be able to read my thoughts. I might have thought it possible if I didn’t know any better. Still, I answered Victor without hesitation.

      At least one of us knew how to handle him.

      “She had the potential to,” I said. “At that point in time she hadn’t yet, but if there’s any truth to the rumors we’ve heard, I suspect she may be a matter manipulator now.”

      If I’d had a beating heart, perhaps it would have squeezed at how easily I gave away her secrets. If I had a beating heart, though, perhaps I would not be here. Perhaps I might not have died and been imprisoned. Trapped.

      Perhaps . . . I might not hate them so.

      But there was no changing what had been done or the wrongs committed. Just as there was no prison that could hold her, there was no place she could not go—and yet she’d never come for me. Not once.

      “She left you here to rot,” that voice in my mind said. “They both did.” When I’d first awoken as a Made, I had hope. I had faith. Slowly but surely Victor stripped that from me. It’s amazing the way everything you once held dear falls to the side when you’ve been starved on and off for months. When you’ve killed children from the crazed hunger that pushes you to the very brink of madness.

      And in that deep dark place, there was no one.

      I was completely and utterly alone.

      They’d left me here, abandoned me when I needed them most . . . and for that, they were dead to me. Perhaps more so given death was not the end for some. The whisperings of that voice in my mind agreed.

      “What message did she send you with?” Victor asked. The lowly Born at my feet visibly trembled. I knew then that whatever Selena said, he didn’t want to repeat it because everyone knew that Victor was prone to shooting the messenger.

      His lips pinched together, and that mild pause was enough.

      “Lily,” my master said, oh so softly. The Born jumped to his feet, backing away further, and the two guards posted at the door simply stepped in front of it.

      “Please—” He begged as I came to stand behind him. The idiot had the bad sense to look at me, and not the man whose lips curled back in disgust. Oh no, he’d rather stare at the hand that would deal the blow rather than the one controlling it.

      How predictable. How stupid.

      I lifted a delicate hand when the words left him in a rush. “Next time one of yours steps on Shifter land with the intention to use force, I will not be this merciful. Tell your liege —”

      “She thinks of that as mercy?” Victor asked, his expression thoughtful. He looked from the soon-to-be dead man to me. A ghost of something tender crossed over him before it was gone. “The rumors have always portrayed her as quite bloodthirsty. Is it true?” he asked.

      “There was a time when no one was safe from her, but Alexandra or me.” There was no inflection in the words, nor emotion on my face that might give away anything. Certainly not the boiling hatred I felt inside.

      “And now?” he prompted. I stared into the endless depths of silver that were not my own. He had beautiful eyes. He always had. It was that face of an angel that fooled me once, but the devil was once an angel too—or so the saying went.

      “She will defend those she loves with all her might. If you sent her into a rage over a child, then she’s gone soft.” It was the truth as I knew it, and it would damn her.

      “Was there anything more to the message?” he asked without looking to the Born Vampire.

      “Tell your liege if he wishes to talk, a letter will suffice. Allowing you to return is a kindness. Tread lightly. You may have just started a war.”

      Silence.

      “I might have started a war?” Victor asked, softly. Deceptively.

      “I mean—” I never looked away, but I barely saw it when Victor pulled a dagger from his jacket and threw.

      The messenger only six inches from me tilted forward. His lips parted as gray bled through his veins and his skin began to crack. He stepped back, touching a hand to his chest before dropping to his knees and collapsing on his side.

      Dead. A true death.

      The strike must have been a hit to his heart.

      Blackened blood splattered Victor’s suit, but he didn’t seem to even notice or care as he said, “Are you angry with her, flower?” He didn’t elaborate, but the cruel twist of his lips said more than his words.

      His question would have stilled me had I not already been frozen. Looking away was not an option now. He would see that for what it was. Telling him the truth though . . .

      “I was,” I told him. Surprise flicked through his gaze so fast I might have missed it had I not spent the last few months memorizing every facet and feature of his face. Victor hadn’t expected the truth. “I was angry with her when I’d awoken. I expected her to come for me.”

      “But she never did,” he said.

      “She never did,” I agreed.

      “And now?”

      “No. I’m not angry anymore,” I paused, lowering my eyes to his chin. It was easier to look there than into the pits of Hell where I was going when all was said and done and the scheming and games and lies finally caught up to us. I knew what awaited me now, and I embraced it all in the name of survival—and revenge. “The longer that went on, the more I realized that she did me a favor.”

      “Oh?”

      “In leaving me, I was forced to find my own strength and learn that I could rely on no one but myself. Her greatest strength and weakness is her love for others, but in forsaking me, I learned to know better than to love or to hope. I realized that no matter what comes, I will survive it.”

      I felt his unflinching gaze on me as he slowly crossed the room. His oxfords left blackened footprints in his wake as he stepped through the pool of blood without care.

      Two pale fingers came up under my chin, lifting my face and forcing my gaze back up to his.

      What I saw there confused me.

      After all the hours and all the days I’d spent watching him, there was an intensity to his features, but it wasn’t the sort he had when in a rage. No, it was something else. Something I didn’t want to put a name to.

      Because this time when he looked at me, I saw it for what it was.

      “Would you ever lie to me, Lily?” he asked, and that red line between us pulsed. I didn’t grit my teeth for fear that would give me away. He was using the bond to manipulate me. To try to force the truth.

      He didn’t realize the more he gave me, the stronger I grew.

      He didn’t know that no matter how tight he squeezed, it wasn’t tight enough to force veracity from my lips.

      He didn’t know that in this silent game of tug-of-war, I’d already won.

      “No.”

      My answer wasn’t too quick, nor was there any hesitation, and still the edge of his jaw clenched.

      “Why is that?” he asked and then continued before I could respond. “If love does not fuel you, as you say. If fear does not intimidate you, as I know, then what is it that drives you? What is it that makes you loyal to me, Lily?”

      And it was then that I understood both where I’d went wrong and what I had to do. I’d straddled too close to the edge of not needing him. In giving him the slight truth to stay under suspicion, I’d inadvertently led him toward something far more ruinous.

      Once again Victor placed me on that precarious knife’s edge, but this time I wouldn’t simply straddle it. No. There was another way. A better way that could make the price of my truths worthwhile.

      I took a step closer to him, and he didn’t flinch away. I knew he wouldn’t, not as I finally gave him what he wanted to hear more than anything. “The line between salvation and damnation is thinner than many like to think. You pushed me to desperation, and yet you taught me what it means to survive. Love and fear have no bearing because you taught me to think past those emotions. They were without use.”

      The more I spoke the more the ice in his expression thawed. Not an ounce of intensity was lost, but his rapt attention was shifting. Changing. “You forced me to walk that line and learn that I could. You made me into what I am. Anastasia signed my death, but you gave me a life again. I’m loyal to you because you have earned it, not just because you’re my master.”

      The wind howled, sending flurries of snow about through the tiny window. The dead of winter had come, and the fief was at its fullest, but not a sound traveled through the corridors. It was utter silence as he stared at me.

      The fingers under my chin disappeared as he ran a hand up my jaw and swiped his thumb under my bottom lip. A fat droplet of black blood sat swollen on the end. He paused and then lifted it to my lips.

      There was a challenge in his gaze. He didn’t want to say it. Victor preferred to command with silence, especially when it came to me.

      It was just another game we played.

      A game I couldn’t lose.

      My tongue darted out, sweeping over the pad of his finger to lick the drop away. Vampire’s blood wasn’t as bitter as one might think. While it wasn’t as succulent as humans or the living, it was still a taste I’d acquired when I’d gorged myself on it after killing a guard.

      A slight shudder ran through me at the memory, and Victor smiled. Misinterpretation was simply a manipulated miscommunication with the right gesture to guide it.

      “Oh flower, you have no idea what you do to me.” He leaned forward, his hand cupping my jaw. His lips loomed close, only a hairsbreadth away. “But you will.”

      Then he was striding away. The guards opened the door of his suite as he started down the corridor, not waiting for me but still expecting, nonetheless.

      The blood seeping into my shoes was the least of my worries as I tried to separate what exactly was truth from lie.

      The problem wasn’t that I didn’t know anymore.

      It was that I didn’t care, because in that small concession I’d found my endgame.

      And with that, I turned on my heel and followed Victor out the door—the makings of a dark smile on my face.

      With a single play, I’d just won this war of survival.

      “Soon.” The dark voice inside whispered. “Soon we strike.”
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      Cold sweat clung to my skin as I trembled from the dreadful reality I wished I could wake from. Gentle fingers brushed over my shoulder, but I didn’t turn into him. I wouldn’t console myself with his warmth, knowing that deep down, there might be no coming back for her. Not now.

      “You saw her again, didn’t you?” Ash asked. I pressed my lips together and took a deep inhale through my nose, trying to suffocate the terrible emotion lashing through my chest.

      Failure. I knew it well.

      Ash sat up, the sheets pooling at his waist as he leaned over and clicked on the bedside lamp. Outside the quiet night was coming to an end as the light of a dying star broke over the horizon, signaling a new day.

      “I saw her,” I nodded, brushing my hands over the cotton sheets before running them through my hair, fisting it and pulling tight. I didn’t know whether it was Lily’s emotions or my own riding the action. Probably both.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked, trying not to push even though the same demons that plagued me would now be eating at him. Desperation. Depravity. Death.

      I cursed the former because they made me crave the latter.

      “She’s changing,” I told him, relinquishing my fisted grip on my hair to push the sheets aside. “For so long she wanted someone to save her, but I was too late. She had to save herself.” I kicked my legs over the edge of the bed and slipped to the cool marble ground. “It twisted something in her. The things she’s had to do to survive . . . I don’t know if she can come back from them.”

      And there it was. The truth I didn’t want to admit.

      I’d abandoned my sister when I could have saved her and now finding her may be for nothing, because Lily didn’t want to be saved.

      “Being Made has changed her,” he said, nodding slowly.

      “Being Made, being tortured, being forced to become—” I broke off, swallowing those words down. “She’s killed children, Ash. She murders with very little thought, because her only drive in life is to be free and then to get revenge against everyone.”

      His dark eyes saw my soul as the corners of his mouth tightened. “What happened to her isn’t your fault.”

      Nothing. I said nothing because he was right, but also not. Anastasia brought it about, but I was the one that sent that wild shot that snapped her neck. My own grief had consumed me long enough that it was too late by the time I realized she’d survived Daizlei and was still alive, at least in some capacity. I searched for her without knowing where to look, and as the days turned into weeks followed by months . . . she’d lost hope.

      I didn’t blame her for that because I’d lost hope in her long before she did me. I didn’t think to look for a Vampire. I didn’t let myself entertain the thought because I assumed her being dead was the worst thing.

      But she was turned, and I didn’t realize until too late. That assumption cost her everything.

      Maybe it wasn’t my fault, but I was the one that pulled the trigger and then left her to face the consequences alone. That was on me.

      “Selena,” Ash said, his voice hard as if he’d been saying my name for some time. I blinked, and the press of his lips and heavy sigh told me he probably was. “What’s happening to Lily is tragic.” I paused, opening my mouth, but he barreled on. “It’s more than tragic, and I am so sorry that she is dealing with this. But you—” I took a step away, and he slipped from the sheets and padded silently around the bed to stand before me. “You need to stop punishing yourself for sins you didn’t commit.”

      “I killed her.”

      “You were aiming for Anastasia and missed,” he grit his teeth. Warm hands wrapped around my forearms. “And you’ve been killing yourself since. I can’t keep watching you tear yourself apart because of the actions of others. You may be a matter manipulator and the most powerful person on this planet—but you can’t be everywhere, and you can’t be everything.” His words made sense logically, but the head didn’t always think with logic. Sometimes it listened to the heart, and try as I might to be cold and uncaring and not feel so damn much—I couldn’t stop blaming myself any more than the next person whose actions brought about the death of someone they loved so dearly.

      “I know that,” I told him. “I know I can’t be everywhere and control everything—but in this one thing I wish I could. I wish that it had been me who died that day instead. I wish that Tori had never compromised our mission for her brother, but I know that in her place I would have done the same. I would pick Lily over the thousands that might die from that choice.” I swallowed hard, my mouth dry and throat sore. “But she won’t pick me, Ash. If this comes to a war, nothing will stop her because I’m the only one that can. But I won’t do it.” He pulled me to him and held me tight, holding my broken pieces together. I was thankful for his warmth when all I felt was cold and empty and numb. I was thankful for his steady presence when I didn’t know what I did to deserve this kindness.

      I was thankful for him.

      But it didn’t change that I wished it had been me.

      Tonight showed me the stark clarity of truth that I hadn’t wanted to face.

      There was no saving Lily because she didn’t want to be saved.
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      I stood outside the elevator. Ten minutes and thirty-eight seconds.

      Thinking—struggling—with the need in me to press the button and step inside. One command. That’s all it would take, and I could march right into Vilicky Novgorod, the Vampire capital of the world, and make my demands.

      I could ask for my sister back and begin exploding heads. One for every second Lily wasn’t standing before me. I was strong enough to do it. I knew I was.

      I was strong enough to bring even the most powerful of beings to their knees.

      But what if she said no?

      What if I went, going against everything I promised I wouldn’t do . . . and she didn’t come back with me?

      I wasn’t sure if I could face it, because if I went—if she said no—there was a line in the sand between us.

      One that would divide us forever. One that would be the death of one sister so that the other may rise.

      I couldn’t kill her. For all she’d done, for all she would do, she was one of the only people I would not be the end of. Not again.

      My hands clenched into fists, knuckles white and nails biting into my palm as my arms shook slightly from tensing so hard.

      “Selena?” a voice behind me asked. I blinked. I’d been so absorbed in my own thoughts I hadn’t sensed the woman approaching behind me.

      “Amber,” I said without turning. My fingers uncurled as I stiffly stepped toward the elevator.

      “I was looking for you. Aaron said you’d already headed out for your morning run, but Jo hadn’t seen you . . .” The pause in her voice said it all. I could practically feel her gaze on my back, drilling holes through me.

      “I was just on my way out,” I said, taking too long to make it believable.

      “Uh huh . . .” she drawled, stepping up to my side. She reached past me to click the button for the elevator. “Well, that’ll have to wait for the moment,” she said. The doors dinged before sliding open.

      “Why is that?” I asked, stepping inside and turning to face her. Amber followed my suit, her gold eyes narrowing in suspicion.

      “You’ve been summoned.”

      I froze, tilting my chin to stare at her. She lifted both eyebrows as I asked, “By whom?”

      “The Shifter Alpha.”

      My lips parted as I inhaled sharply. Ash’s father summoned me. His father never summoned anyone, not unless it was critical. He preferred to let the local leaders of each pack handle their issues in house, so to speak, and if they needed more, they were to defer to Ash. For him to summon me. . . this couldn’t be good.

      “Why?” I asked her, narrowing my eyes.

      She shrugged. “Hell if I know.”

      “Does Ash know?”

      Her lips pressed together. “No.”

      “No?” One of my eyebrows shot up. “Why not?”

      Amber sighed. “I don’t know, Selena. All I know is my mother gave me a direct order handed down to her by the Alpha, and when the Alpha gives an order, you don’t refuse. Please don’t make this difficult.”

      The doors dinged and slid open again.

      We were on the lowest level.

      Wood paneling and the scent of pine enveloped us as she stepped out first and began striding down the hall. I cursed under my breath and then followed after her.

      “Doesn’t this seem a little odd that after months of us being here, he wants to suddenly meet with me now? Alone?” I asked, lowering my voice so that it wouldn’t carry down the empty hallways.

      “I don’t know, Selena,” she said, sounding unconvinced that this was a problem in any way. She kept walking, her copper ringlets bouncing with every step. Gone were the makeup and miniskirts she’d worn at Daizlei. Here she dressed in cargo pants and T-shirts that didn’t quite touch her navel. “My uncle’s an odd guy. Not all there if you ask me, but nobody does.”

      “You’re telling me,” I muttered. The scent of orange and freesia tickled my senses as we turned a corner. The cracked double doors at the end of the hall gave me pause as my heart sped up and we loomed near.

      I rested my hand on the door when Amber paused.

      “About the elevator,” she started, looking to the ceiling.

      “It’s nothing—”

      “No. It’s not,” she replied, and I stilled. “I see the way you look at it sometimes. I know what you’re thinking, and Selena,” —she caught herself, blowing out a harsh breath— “when you meet the Alpha you’ll understand. He lost Katherina almost fourteen years ago.”

      “When Keyla was born,” I said softly. She nodded.

      “She was the love of his life. His other half. His signasti.” I swallowed hard. “If you go into that elevator searching for her and you don’t come back out, that’s what you’re sentencing him to because he will never come back from it.”

      I had to look away from the weight of her gaze. Guilt ate at me, but not the kind she thought. I didn’t feel terrible for considering it. I felt awful for once again choosing to stay because I was too scared of what I’d find on the other side.

      “I understand.”

      “Good.” She nodded and started back down the hall, then paused. “Selena?”

      “What?” I asked, fingers tightening around the handle.

      “Good luck,” she said softly. Her words carried down the hall to my ears as did her footsteps leaving.

      I turned the handle, and I wish I could say I was surprised at the man who sat in an oversized armchair, sipping tea from a cup. Warm brown eyes looked up into mine. His dark brown hair was longer than last time. It was pulled back with an elastic hair tie. A fine sheen of perspiration coated his skin, making his taut cheekbones appear sharper than they were.

      Still he smiled, and it was kind.

      “Hello, Selena,” he said. I sighed, stepping inside the library. The door clicked shut behind me.

      “Hello, Nate.”

      I stared at him, seeing the feeble Shifter in a different light than when we’d first met.

      Around the reservation talk of the Alpha was common. Who he was, what he did, the things he said, but it was all hearsay. Shifters talked of him like he was some omnipotent being. All encompassing. All powerful. All knowing . . .

      But he was none of those things.

      The Alpha that they talked of was only a shadow of a man, and it didn’t take long for me to understand Amber’s words because I’d met him once. A night not so long ago where I stood beneath this very stained-glass window and watched the twirling shapes drift in and out in a never-ending series of color.

      Nate had been here too, that night, under the guise of a mere man. Not a legend.

      “I see you remember me,” he said. That was a raspy draw of breath compared to what it had been not a month ago.

      “You lied to me,” I told him without thinking. Not that it would have stopped me. He smiled weakly, setting the teacup aside. There was a slight tremor to his hands.

      I knew then that something wasn’t quite right.

      “You were not ready to meet me,” he answered. Despite the fragile state of him there was a glimmer in his eye. A speck of hope that outshone whatever was slowly killing him.

      “I did meet you.”

      “But not as me,” he replied. I took a deep breath and let it go. My feet didn’t make a sound as I started to circle around the library, not looking so much at the books, but at the ceiling. It was as fascinating as the first time I saw it.

      “You called me here to meet you as the Shifter Alpha, but you didn’t send or tell Ash. Is there a reason for that?” I asked slowly, my fingers trailing along the wooden shelves and cloth-bound spines of texts that hadn’t seen the light of day in over fourteen years.

      “He lets you call him that?” Nate asked, ignoring my question entirely. I allowed it, but it wasn’t like I had much of a choice either. Of all the ways I expected to meet Ash’s father, this wasn’t it.

      “He does,” I said. “He prefers it.”

      Nate nodded and steepled his bony fingers together, resting his elbows on the arms of the chair.

      “I don’t think you realize how much you’ve healed my family in the short time you’ve been in their lives,” he started. I didn’t know what to say to that, so I chose silence. “You and my son have come a long way from the comatose girl he brought home.”

      “You knew about that?” I asked, not looking away as the window shifted from a cerulean blue to merlot. The color of blood.

      A weak chuckle escaped him that turned into a cough before cutting off abruptly. Nate sighed before saying, “I’m weak, not blind. I know that you have been training with Keyla ever since you woke. I know that you pulled together the group of exceptionally young but powerful people that are residing in this mansion right now. I know you framed Anastasia Fortescue and that action inevitably led to her death.” He didn’t pause, even as I opened my mouth to speak. “Just as I know that my daughter was attacked, likely because of it—and that you chose to defend her despite the odds of you both dying.”

      I started to shake my head. To refute the claim, but he lifted a hand and motioned to the chair beside him across the tiny circular table. Swallowing hard, I walked on leaden feet toward it.

      “What you did took courage, and it likely saved my daughter’s life. I wanted to thank you for that.” He dipped his head. The brown eyes that met mine were soft.

      “You don’t need to thank me. I would never let anything harm her.” It was the God’s honest truth.

      “I know.” He paused and then glanced up to the window above. The colors shifted from mercury to a royal purple so deep that it appeared to be night. “But that’s not the only reason I brought you here.”

      I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. My hands clasped together as I tilted my chin sideways so that I could see around the short curtain of hair. “Then what is?” I asked.

      “Who are you?” he replied, the question coming out of virtually thin air.

      “I don’t understand,” I said slowly.

      “You are not the girl that arrived, nor are you the one that awoke, or even the one I spoke to last time. So . . . who are you?” he asked. There was something else in his expression this time. Not just that glimmer of hope, but a spark of something that was searching for an answer.

      I took a deep breath, considering my words carefully.

      He was right that I was none of those people before.

      But there had to be a reason he was asking this.

      It couldn’t just be pure coincidence. I didn’t believe in coincidences. Fate might be fickle, but it wasn’t accidental.

      “I am . . .” My teeth bit the inside of my cheek, but there was only one answer I could give. “Selena Fortescue.”

      Nate smiled, but it was a sad thing.

      “You’ve chosen to take up your father’s mantle.” He didn’t phrase it like a question, so I didn’t answer it. Instead, I asked a question of my own.

      “How do you know it was my father’s mantle and not my mother’s?”

      The Alpha lowered his steepled hands and reached for the steaming cup of tea. It smelled like jasmine and orange, with maybe a hint of honey. “Your mother wasn’t a Fortescue. Your father was. I know because I was his friend a long time ago . . . before life and responsibilities caught up to us.” His eyes took on a misty look, as if he were seeing things that weren’t there. “We went to school together, much like you and Asher.”

      Questions came to mind, unbidden and without permission. I wanted to ask what he was like, if my implanted memories did him any justice, or were they simply a fabrication of magic and childish hopes? But something stopped me because whatever he may have been like, I wasn’t ready to know. I may never be ready to know. The mind was a fragile thing, and mine had been shaken by the games my family liked to play.

      “Why are you asking if I took up his mantle?” I said instead. It was the safer question. The one I needed to ask. Judging by the pitying look that crossed Nate’s face, my choice didn’t surprise him. It seemed the old Shifter did know much of what went down in his home. But he didn’t know everything.

      No one did.

      Nate took a sip of his tea, his lips pursing slightly as he swallowed with a slight hum. “Actions are what others use to define you. Your choices are what you use to define yourself. But your reasons—those make you who you are.” I blinked, waiting to see the point. “Before I tell you, answer me this. Why did you take on the name of the very people that hunted you?”

      “I believe there’s a war coming. The Vampires in the woods weren’t an accident.”

      “That doesn’t answer why,” he pointed out kindly. Prompting me.

      I bit my cheek and tasted blood.

      “I . . . I’m tired of the fighting. I’m tired of the running. I’m tired of looking over my shoulder anytime I leave these walls—but I can only imagine what it would be like to be someone who couldn’t defend themselves against the Vampires. Supernaturals everywhere are dying. Black markets are open season for hunting, and throughout it all, the Fortescues did nothing. Anastasia was working with the Vampires for Christ’s sake. My own sister was taken and”—I broke off, breathing hard—“I would do anything to get her back and end this. Anything. Even taking the name I hate more than anyone in the world.”

      By the end of my rambling, Nate was watching me far more intently. No longer pretending this was an idle chat between old friends or the father of one’s significant other.

      “You took up the name to change the world. To give them either someone to fear or someone to respect. Someone they could rally around,” he said. I nodded slowly. “But so far you’ve done nothing but collapse a building, cause an earthquake, and destroy the Las Vegas black market.”

      “I wasn’t at fault for what happened at Daizlei,” I replied a bit terser than needed. He nodded grimly.

      “No, but it was a Fortescue, nonetheless. I look at you, and I see hope. I see a person who is willing to do bad things for the right reasons—and that makes all the difference.”

      “All the difference for what?” I narrowed my eyes.

      “You need allies, Selena. People who are willing to fight with you. Currently you have the name of a family that has done terrible things to Supernaturals and other paranormals alike. Some might get behind you out of fear, but if you want to stand a chance in winning this war before it really starts—you need whole factions of paranormals to back you. People that see you as the weapon and the wielder.” I leaned back in my chair, brushing my hair aside to turn and stare at him fully. “I couldn’t publicly support you as Selena Foster, my son’s unbonded mate. I can support you as Selena Fortescue, the next co-Alpha, and a current member of Council—but without other allies it would be problematic.” He looked away for a moment, letting out a cough.

      “Shifters alone can’t rise against the Vampires and expect to win,” I surmised. “And without a guaranteed win, this would turn into an all-out war that would span into the human world.”

      He nodded. “You need backers. Enough so that the Vampires are willing to end this before it becomes a true war—one we might not be able to win.”

      It was smart, what he suggested. Enough groups of the paranormal community uniting as one front may just be enough to push them back into submission. Maybe.

      “As you’ve so nicely pointed out, I don’t have the greatest PR and the Supernatural Council is splintered. So tell me how exactly you think I’m going to get other factions on board with this?” I raised an eyebrow as he blew out a breath, readjusting in his seat.

      “You go to them and you make friends. As the representative for the Fortescues, you still have a certain amount of sway. You’re going to need that, because to stand a chance we have to do something that hasn’t been done in a thousand years.” A shiver went through me and the skin along my spine prickled. “We have to unite against a force greater than ourselves.”

      “And if I can’t keep those promises?” I asked him.

      A heavy pause stretched between us as I started to understand.

      “Sometimes people do bad things for good reasons,” he replied. I narrowed my eyes, curling one hand into a fist to rest my chin on.

      “If that’s the case, why aren’t you out there doing this?” I asked him, and he gave me a deadpanned look.

      “Look at me.” He motioned to himself. “No one in their right mind would agree to go to war when this is what the Shifter Alpha looks like. Not even my own people would be on board if they realized how far I’ve deteriorated . . .” he trailed off, panting softly from the tension. “You’re the strongest Supernatural that’s ever been. Despite your name, that will count for more in this world. The other leaders will see you and think long and hard before turning away your alliance—because while you haven’t proven to be the greatest friend, they do not want you as their enemy.”

      “So you want me to coerce them?”

      “I want you to do everything possible to bring people to our side and try to prevent this from escalating further,” he answered—non-answer that it was. I scowled.

      “And if it doesn’t work?” I asked. “If they don’t back down and it does become a full-scale war?”

      His lips pressed together and for the first time I saw some semblance of Ash in those features—in the strong jaw as it clenched—in the eyes that had a way of making it seem like they saw straight to your soul. In his youth, the Shifter Alpha would have been a sight to behold. He would have been Ash.

      “If it comes to that, you’re capable of doing bad things for the right reasons,” he repeated. I blinked.

      “Would you actually send the Shifters?” I asked him, needing to hear the answer.

      “If it came to that, I wouldn’t have a choice. Why do you think I’m bringing you here now?” When I didn’t answer immediately, he continued. “My own home was attacked. My daughter almost taken. I wouldn’t have been able to stop it if she had been—but you did. Some of my people fear you for what you are. Some respect you for what you’ve done. If war comes they won’t fear or respect an Alpha that can’t lead them into battle.”

      My heart thudded twice, a damning sound.

      “If you can’t . . .” I started.

      “Then Asher will have to,” he answered. “It’s his duty as the Heir.”

      And there it was.

      The real reason I was summoned alone.

      If this escalates, then Ash will lead the Shifters because his father couldn’t.

      “You fear he wouldn’t come home,” I said. It wasn’t an accusation, but he still answered.

      “He’s young, and he’s cocky. While he may have more power than most of his kind, he’s my son, and the last place I want to see him is in a coffin.” The grim reality of his confession struck a chord. The night Anastasia slit his throat was still fresh in my mind, and it took all I had not to gag from the bile climbing up my throat.

      I understood his fear. I understood it too well.

      “There’s no way either of us could stop him if it came to that. Not that I would try.” He stared at me, and I continued. “He has never tried to stop me from being who I am. He wouldn’t change me or ask me to be any different—and I wouldn’t ask that of him. I understand your fear. I get it . . .” I paused. Both my hands fell to my lap. I looked at my fingers as they locked together. At the edges of my palms where the twin pentagrams sat. A reminder of what I’d done and who I was. “But if it comes to that, the decision will be his to make.”

      It was several moments before either of us spoke, both lost in our thoughts. Then he said, “You remind me so much of Katherina that it’s painful. My son is lucky to have you.” I nodded because I wasn’t sure how people usually responded to that. Thank you didn’t feel right, but neither did silence.

      “I’m lucky to have him.”

      The Alpha nodded, the sallowness of his cheeks clearer when he moved. He leaned forward to grasp the cup and take another sip of tea. I tried to hide my frown at the not-so-subtle tremors in his hands, but those knowing eyes slid sideways as he said, “Go ahead. Ask.”

      I sighed. “Shifters aren’t susceptible to illness. No paranormals are.”

      “Not a question, but yes.”

      “Why do you look like you’re on death’s door?” I asked him. He smiled up at the stained glass window.

      “Because I am.”

      The truth of that statement shook me to my core. “Ash hasn’t said anything to me.” I paused, dread clotting in my stomach.

      “He doesn’t know.”

      My eyes slid shut, and I leaned forward, running a hand down my face. When I opened my eyes again, he was back to watching me. “I’m going to take a guess that Keyla doesn’t either.”

      “That would be correct.”

      God damn him.

      “How are you even able to keep this from them?” I asked, pressing my lips together.

      He simply smiled. “Being the Alpha has its benefits. Much like my son, I can choose to appear any way I desire.”

      I blinked, and his entire appearance changed. The hair that had been thin and lank, grew long and thick and shiny. His cheekbones filled and his jaw, while still sharp—looked healthy. His physique filled, and with it so did my dread.

      He looked like Ash.

      But it was all a lie.

      Another blink and the illusion was gone.

      “Why would you tell me this?” I asked.

      The teacup rattled as he tried to place it back on the saucer. His movements were growing weaker by the moment. Using his power had clearly taken its toll.

      “The same reason I brought you here.” When I didn’t respond and only gave him a half-attempted glare, he let out a chuckle. “So that you understand. Time is of the essence and Katherina whispers to me from the veil. I stay because he’s not ready—and because I don’t want to pass on a people at war. I saw the signs of what Ivan the Cruel was up to for years and chose to do nothing. The kidnappings. Paranormals being turned against their will. I was so deep in my grief and anger toward the Supernatural community that I, and many others, let it happen. My complacence is unforgivable. As is the other leaders, but it doesn’t change the fact that if we don’t do something very soon—we won’t have a choice. Go to the Witches. Go the Fae. If you manage to convince them, others will come forward, and we may be able to stop this before it starts.”

      I stared for a moment, taking in his words. Thinking on what he said. When I went to stand, my mind was made up. I walked to the door, pausing with my fingers on the handle.

      “I’ll do what I can, but coming from someone who lost both parents at a young age, you should talk to him. To both of them, before it’s too late.” I didn’t wait to hear what his reply might be. The broken cough and scent of blood that followed me out said enough.
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      Frozen blades of grass crunched beneath my boots. I clenched my hands inside my pockets as I approached the edge of a pit where Alexandra sparred with Ash on one side and Johanna on the other. Gathered together, Amber and Tori stood with Alec and Oliver, watching as the flaming whip snaked through the air with deadly accuracy, keeping them both at bay.

      Her form was improving. The increased speed made up for the subpar footwork, and what she couldn’t dodge with that she met head on with a strength that could take any Shifter in this yard.

      I walked around the edge of the pit, coming to stand by Blair. She stood alone in the elements; her light blonde braid tucked into the hood of her jacket. Her hands were stuffed in her pockets and her expression bleak as she watched the fight taking place below her.

      She was good, I’d give her that.

      No one, not even Alexandra, would have noticed the way her gaze occasionally darted to the side. A flash of alarm and brutal gust of wind later and she straightened out.

      Being out here was hard for her. Then again, everything was these days.

      “Cousin,” she said by way of greeting without looking up.

      “How are you doing?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

      “I’ve seen better days,” she replied. It was the same thing she’d said every day for the past week. I let it slide. “How are you?”

      “I’ve seen worse,” I answered grimly. The corners of her lips turned upward at that. Just slightly, but they did.

      Below us the fight grew fevered. Alexandra spun on her heel, the whip twirling like a streamer around her in a blaze of fire. Johanna, who had been diving in for a cheap shot, froze as Alexandra was consumed in a pillar of flame.

      Both her and Ash took a step back, and the hands that reached for them were as red as the flame they came from.

      “You never went running today,” Blair said. Her eyes were still on the fight, much as everyone else. While they were watching the light show below, they wouldn’t be thinking to listen in on what I had to say.

      “No,” I nodded. “I didn’t.”

      “You told Aaron you were going running. Amber went looking for you and then showed up here shortly after without a word.” Her analysis of it was cut and dry.

      “I was summoned,” I answered. Her eyebrows drew together slightly. Anyone looking at that moment would mistake it for her being worried about how carried away the fight was getting. Half of Alexandra’s sleeves had burned away, and those tendrils of flame were still climbing when she grabbed at their clothing with hands hotter than an iron plucked from the fire.

      “Summoned?” Blair breathed.

      “By the Alpha,” I answered in a hush just as Alexandra caught Ash. Her hands seemed to burn straight through his jacket and shirt in seconds flat. I flinched, waiting for the yelp of pain. Holding my breath for the second that she overstepped and branded his skin with her palms.

      But it never came.

      The whole training yard stilled as she slowly looked up, one eye black and one eye brown. Her copper-colored brows drew together in surprise.

      His hands grabbed her wrists despite the fact they were on fire.

      Ash smiled and then pivoted, tossing her into the side of the pit—a three-foot thick wall of concrete.

      I cringed. That was going to leave a mark.

      “She hesitated,” I said.

      “She overplayed her hand,” Blair replied. I lifted both my eyebrows, and when I glanced back at her she wasn’t watching the ring at all. Her sharp gray eyes were locked on my face. “Why did the Alpha summon you?”

      “We had a little talk,” I replied, glancing back to the pit as Alexandra pulled herself from the smashed-in concrete. “I know what needs to happen next.” Shifters hollered and laughed. I narrowed my eyes.

      “Oh?” she asked, tilting her chin. “Care to share with the class?” I ignored the sarcastic edge to her tone as both of Alexandra’s eyes bled black.

      Shit.

      “We’re going to be taking a field trip,” I told her.

      “We?” she asked, and I could tell that she was pointedly looking at me now. Purposely avoiding what was happening down below. It must be setting her demon off. Well, that makes three of us, then.

      “Yes. We,” I answered, taking a step closer to the ledge. I tilted my head. Watching. Waiting as her demon peered out at them.

      I reached in, using only my mind and plucked both Ash and Jo from the pit. One moment they stood there, looking uneasily between the two of them, and the next they were sailing over the rim as I stepped over the ledge, landing on the frozen sheet of mud.

      It cracked under my feet, and Alexandra slowly turned her head in my direction as the Shifters took notice. My demon itched to come forward, and I let her.

      

      “Careful, sister,” I called.

      Her demon blinked. She held out one hand and with a snap the flames that wisped off her skin turned black. Hellfire.

      “He should have burned,” she hissed. “But he threw me instead and they dare to mock me.” Flames sprung from the frozen earth, melting the sheet of ice while simultaneously evaporating it and burning the ground itself. I stepped forward, keeping both hands at my sides.

      “They aren’t mocking you,” I said. While they laughed, I didn’t think their true intention was to insult her. Not that she would realize it. “Were you guys?” I called over my shoulder.

      A few grumbled noes were the answer.

      “They’re disingenuous,” she replied. Her hand rose, and with it the flames did too.

      Her eyes thinned into slits.

      Everyone held their breath—and then a thud landed beside me.

      I looked over at the five-foot nothing blonde that stood with her back straight.

      “Alex,” Tori said softly. It appeared she’d learned enough over these last months to know not to shout. “They didn’t mean anythin’ by it.”

      My lips parted as I opened my mouth to ask her what the hell she was doing.

      “Don’t,” Ash’s voice whispered through my mind. “Let her talk.”

      “They see how you control the flames, and that makes them scared,” she said. Alexandra blinked, eyeing Tori with doubt. But the girl continued, for better or worse. “It makes them feel powerful if their Heir can stand up to a demon. It gives them hope.”

      Both my eyebrows reached for my hairline at that. Alexandra narrowed her gaze. Tori took a step forward, though, and those flames that danced perilously close twisted away from her.

      “Don’t,” Alexandra said. Emotion colored her tone now as her demon started to lose sway. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      The wind funneled over the pit, sending Tori’s shoulder-length hair back behind her. The ends were singed, but not burning. I wasn’t sure if she noticed or not, but I did nothing to stop her as she took another step forward and the flame retreated further.

      “You won’t hurt me.”

      Alexandra shuddered. “You don’t know that.”

      Tori smiled, taking another step, then another. “But I do.”

      She stood directly in front of my sister. The blonde ends of her hair smoking. Tori lifted a tan hand over my sister’s. I’ll be damned. Alexandra put the fire out. All of it.

      Every flicker of black flame disappeared from sight as Tori twined their fingers together. Tears dotted the corners of her eyes as Alexandra exhaled sharply.

      “I knew you could do it,” Tori whispered, leaning forward.

      Alexandra stuttered, at a loss for words the first time in her life as Tori’s face loomed only a hairsbreadth from hers. Her eyes skated over the shorter woman’s features, and I could see the choice weighing on her.

      She looked to me for a brief second, as if I had some words I could give her. Like I could possibly tell her what to do. All I could offer was a slight smile and a nod of encouragement. She bit her lip—then she kissed her.

      Both hands came up to cup Tori’s cheeks. Tori let out a gasp and pulled back a fraction to simply stare.

      Then the biggest smile I’d ever seen bloomed on both their faces as she kissed her back. The Shifters broke out in cheers, the tension from only minutes ago forgotten. That was the way with the paranormal world, though.

      We could fight one minute and be kissing the next.

      I shook my head, sensing that the danger had passed as I leapt out of the pit. Ash and Johanna stood off to the side by Blair.

      His shirt had been torn. Holes burned into the chest where her flaming hands had touched. The outline of a handprint had gone straight through the fabric, but his skin was unmarred.

      “Signasti,” my demon whispered through my mind. Rarely did she separate our voices, but for this she did.

      “How long have you known you’re fireproof?” I asked him.

      He smirked back. “About ten minutes.”

      I shook my head, fighting a grin.

      Blair’s cool gaze caught the corner of my eye, and I knew our conversation wasn’t done. Tonight I would have tell them about the summons and the plan.

      But today, for this moment, I was going to enjoy being alive.

      However long that might be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 149

          

        

      

    

    
      I clasped my hands together, rubbing them to make friction as I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. We sat in the same suite we’d taken up when Anastasia got away and Lucas was brought back. Paper plates of half-eaten food and aluminum cans of orange Fanta lay scattered about as we all settled in to talk about what the Alpha had told me.

      “He thinks the Witches and the Fae could get behind you and stop this from becoming a war?” Alec asked, prodding the fireplace with a poker. Blair stood off to the corner, stoically not watching him—or any of us—as she stared out the fogging glass into the field below.

      “He does,” I said and nodded.

      “It’s a smart plan,” Johanna said, taking a swig from her soda. “They’ve both been oppressed by Supernaturals and preyed on by Vampires. If I were a betting woman—I’d wager the one thing they hate more than your kind are the bloodsuckers.” She ran a hand over her braid.

      “The Witches will not be inclined to trust us,” Oliver said.

      “No,” Johnna agreed. “But if there’s anyone that could convince them to come out of hiding, it’s her. She holds the soul of the Mother, and for that, they would be willing to do a great deal.” She swished the can, tipping its contents back. I licked my half-frozen lips and reached for the glass of water on the end table.

      “And what of the Fae?” I asked, twirling the glass thoughtfully.

      “They’re going to be the harder won alliance,” Amber answered from the other side of Ash where she sat with her feet sprawled over his lap, busy finishing off an entire fried chicken. “Cade’s mom is full Fae and one of the three still reigning queens. His father—her husband—was a Shifter that was murdered by the Supernatural Council as punishment for conspiring against them.” She frowned down at the chicken as if not feeling it anymore, set it aside, and wiped her hands clean.

      “How?” I asked.

      “Beheading.”

      I grimaced. That was unfortunate.

      “So we’re better starting with the Witches,” I surmised. Amber nodded, her curly copper hair falling forward to obscure some of her face as she drew her legs up to her chest. She leaned forward and wrapped her hands around them, resting her chin on her knees.

      “The Fae will be more likely to join if we already have the Witches loyalty,” Ash said. “They tend to choose the side they think will win the war. It bit them in the ass a few times when they chose too early, but with the Witches, the Shifters, and a decent portion of the Supernatural population we would be almost unstoppable.”

      Almost.

      I didn’t say it, but my brain snagged on that word. Twisting and turning everything over in my head.

      “And if the Witches don’t join?” Scarlett asked, her ice-blue eyes settling on him expectantly. Ash returned the stare without shying away.

      “Then we hope that the Fae find us to be the winning side regardless,” he responded. Her nose scrunched together like she found that answer distasteful. Scarlett leaned forward.

      “And if they don’t?” she asked.

      His jaw tightened as his lips pressed together, but Ash didn’t have an answer.

      “Cade may be able to convince his mom,” Amber started slowly, and Scarlett shook her head.

      “That’s not a plan,” she hissed.

      “Scarlett—” Liam started, putting his hand on her knee and trying to get her attention. It wasn’t easy to do when he had to reach around his other arm that was still in a cast.

      “No,” she snapped. “Convincing them could take weeks—months—and that’s time we might not have. What if they say no? What do we do then?” she asked, her voice rising an octave. No one had an answer. “Well?” She turned to look from one side of the room to the other, stopping on me. “What did the Alpha say he’d do then?”

      “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” I answered without flinching. She narrowed her eyes.

      “You sound just like her. Making up bullshit excuses already,” she said.

      “Scar—” Johanna started to reprimand.

      “No!” she yelled. “Don’t you ‘Scar’ me, Johanna. This all started when we tried to break out of the Fortescue mansion, and you lost the balls to kill the bitch when you had the chance.”

      I blinked as Oliver turned a withering glare in her direction. “That’s enough, Scarlett,” he said. “We knew the risks and went ahead despite that. This isn’t on her.”

      “Oh?” the Graeme heir said. “It’s not?” She tilted her head, and that blonde curtain swept forward over her shoulder as she glared back. “If we hadn’t done that, we wouldn’t have gotten caught and sentenced to that school. Sebastian wouldn’t be missing, and—”

      “I’m sorry your brother is missing,” Jo said suddenly. “I am sorry for hesitating as I did, and I will regret it for as long as I live.”

      “Regret doesn’t bring him back,” Scarlett replied.

      “And your bitching doesn’t solve anything,” Blair said bluntly, finally drawing attention to herself. “We’ve all lost things. Some of us more than others, but holding it over each other’s heads won’t do us any good.” She turned a fraction, leveling Scarlett with an apathetic stare. “So let’s get back to the topic at hand, shall we?”

      “I’ve yet to hear what the plan is if this doesn’t work,” she said stiffly, settling back in the loveseat but angling away from Liam. He sighed and looked to the ceiling, readjusting his cast as he settled back beside her, resting his hand on her knee and gently squeezing.

      Scarlett didn’t budge an inch.

      I downed the glass of water and put it back on the wooden side table with a loud clank. Getting to my feet, I stood to face the fireplace with my back to the rest of them.

      The warmth of it would never be enough to reach the chill inside me, though I tried. Standing only a foot away with my pale fingers curling and uncurling in the flames, I sighed softly.

      Then I spoke.

      “If all else fails, there is us.” Silence was only so absolute when the beating of hearts and rush of oxygen was a sound unto itself.

      “You can’t honestly think that we could take on the High Council alone,” Scarlett answered.

      “I can,” I said, facing the fire as I planned to face this war. “I do.”

      My fingers clenched around a wisp of flame, trying to hold onto that warmth even as the cold settled inside me.

      “That’s insane,” she said in a hush.

      I lifted my head and stared into the mirror over the mantel. Our eyes met, hers and mine, as I answered, “Is it?”

      Crazy or not, it would be the only choice.

      The only solution.

      If all else fails, we would be the only thing that stood between this world and the undead.

      The idea should have scared me more than it did, but the truth was—I was tired. I was tired of fighting. I was tired of losing friends and family to battles that weren’t mine to fight. I was tired of living on the brink of war.

      So I was going to do anything and everything in my power to stop it—except one thing.

      There was only one line I would not cross, but if I had to walk to the edge of it to end this—so be it.

      I think Scarlett saw that in my eyes. I think she realized just how far I was willing to go, because she didn’t talk after that. Not a protest came from her as plans were arranged to get in contact with the Witches. Not a word.

      Johanna stood and said, “I’ll make some calls.”

      Three days later we received an answer.
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      Victor went into the Council chambers three days and three nights ago. Alone.

      I stood outside those doors as Made came and went, sneering as they did so. They made comments under their breath to the effect that my master had had his fun. They told me that Victor was tired of me. That I was a toy he used and then tossed aside.

      I didn’t let myself consider it for even a second as I stood at the end of the hall. He’d told me to wait for him, and seventy-two hours later I hadn’t taken a single step from where he left me, despite their taunting.

      A snicker so soft that a lesser being might mistake it for the wind sounded behind me. I didn’t react as sour breath brushed over my skin and two fanged points grazed my earlobe.

      “Well, well,” the voice behind me said softly. I knew it immediately. “Seems that Victor has left his pet all alone.”

      I kept my eyes on the double doors ahead as I ignored her.

      She didn’t like that.

      “Tell me,” Nikita whispered. This time her fangs nicked the skin and the sickly-sweet scent of my blood filled the hallway. “Did he drink from you before he had his fill? Or did he simply take his pleasure between your thighs before he grew tired?” The way she asked the question had me tilting my head.

      “Is that what he did to you?” I asked her softly, knowing my voice wouldn’t carry beyond those doors. “Did he use you as his blood whore before finding you without use?”

      I’d never been brash in life. Forwardness was rarely rewarded when you were the weaker of the two parties. I let Selena and Alexandra do that, because they could back up the bark with the bite.

      Now it seemed I could too . . . and yet it wasn’t brashness that I desired, but the reaction.

      Brashness would earn me a one-way ticket back to the dungeons, but patience paired with the right choice words . . . that would get me something far greater.

      The darkness in my veins quivered with anticipation as that ancient voice stroked my mind into a calm that not even killing could break.

      I felt her freeze. Funny how even those who never needed to breathe pick up the same habits as the living. It was a weakness. One that I exploited regularly given that Victor expected his pet flower to have the same tells as the monsters that surrounded me.

      “You forget your tongue,” Nikita replied, not answering me directly. It was answer enough. “Victor’s protection or not, you’ll be punished for that.” Her nails trailed along my collarbone, and I knew she couldn’t help herself. Not in this.

      That was alright. I preferred the monsters without restraint.

      It made it all the easier to poke and prod just right—and the explanation took care of itself.

      “Punished?” I asked, letting out a cold laugh so soft that I could have sworn she shivered. “I’m not sure you’re strong enough to back up that statement given you’ve already been stripped of your position on the Council from the last time you thought to defy my master.” I let the words drip from my lips like poison, and she ate them up like an apple from my palm.

      Nails pierced the skin of my shoulder as a hand clamped down around the bone. A crack echoed down the hall, and everyone stilled.

      Everyone but me.

      A slight chuckle slipped from my lips even as the searing pain lit my body on fire. The physical pain of torture was nothing compared to the things my mind had already endured.

      Victor ensured that.

      Nikita stepped into view. Her dark hair framing her cold yet timelessly beautiful face. Monsters always did like to hide in plain sight. I was no exception, dressed in my stark white blouse and pale blue capris. A single drop of black blood landed on my cream-colored ballerina flats as Nikita pulled her hand back.

      I knew what she was going to do before she did it, and still I didn’t stop her as she slapped me.

      For the second time in my life, my neck cracked.

      The sound was an eerie thing, like an echo from a memory that I didn’t want to remember. I lifted my pale hands, and they didn’t shake, not for a fraction of a second as I twisted my head back around without faltering.

      Nikita blinked, and a certain malice entered her gaze. She pulled back to strike me in the chest—her pointed nails tearing through flesh and muscle and bone. My body titled, but I kept my feet planted as she punched a hole straight through my sternum—and wrapped her cold fingers around my heart—useless as it was.

      My lips parted, but I didn’t breathe. Not a single word left me as the agony lit every nerve ending in my skin aflame. The tearing was sharp and brutal, but it was the ache as my skin tried to heal itself, only to feel her hand still lodged in my chest cavity that was a true pain.

      The points of her nails grazed my heart as she toyed with pulling it from my chest.

      And then a handle turned.

      Seventy-two hours. That’s how long I stood in the same spot when a clock chimed at the break of a new dawn and the double doors at the end of the hall swung open.

      Just on time.

      “What is the meaning of . . .” His voice trailed off, and I felt that cord that tied us together pulse once with rage. Nikita blinked, pulled from her bloodlust to realize her error.

      Foolish, stupid woman.

      Her face turned stricken as she tried to hastily pull away from me. Her arm shook as she tried to dislodge her hand from my chest cavity without making the damage worse.

      The pain had blown through those shields of apathy I kept wound around myself as I smiled again. A dry rasp scratched at the back of my throat, making me cough, and black droplets splattered her face as it turned into a wicked laugh.

      A gush of liquid ran down my stomach and pants, saturating my clothes as she finally managed to pull herself free.

      I didn’t stagger, though my vision blurred.

      I didn’t stumble even as she started to back away, leaving me to hold myself up.

      “Lily,” Victor said. My name was a plea on his lips, and it was the tone in his voice that pulled me from the edge of my own crazed mania brought on by the high of feeling something—anything—outside the numbness and rage.

      I looked from her panicked expression to that of Victor’s and despite the pain—despite the misery—I saw the world so clear in that moment. I saw the absolute terror in his expression as he watched me bleed out.

      I wouldn’t die—so long as I had my heart—but that didn’t matter.

      The game had changed because Victor now cared.

      But he didn’t realize it. He didn’t see my actions for what they were.

      No, as he crossed the marbled hallway with silent steps and came to a stop before me with equal parts murder and concern in his eyes—Victor didn’t know that he’d played right into my hand.

      They all had.

      “Flower,” he murmured, his wild eyes taking stock as he looked me up and down. An arm wrapped around my lower back as he used the other to hold the pressure on my chest—lest I bleed out entirely. But I healed remarkably fast, even for a Vampire. “My sweet, beautiful flower,” he murmured, his lips brushing over my hair. “What happened, Lily? Tell me.”

      I didn’t smile this time, though I was certain it didn’t escape his notice before. “You told me to wait. I waited.” His eyes narrowed slightly as he looked over his shoulder.

      “You don’t understand, Victor,” Nikita started. “The girl needed to be shown a lesson in insulting her betters. She’s grown too bold. I was simply punishing her for her words while you and the Council—”

      His lips were drawn back in a snarl before she even finished. A feral, uncontrollable rage in his eyes. They didn’t call him the dark prince for nothing. Nikita and the others were going to be reminded why.

      “Punishing her?” he asked. She nodded rapidly, taking another step back. The other Vampires in the hall stepped away, as though she were a leper and would infect them too. “For what?”

      “She accused me of being a blood whore,” the Born woman answered with only a sliver of the scorn she spoke to me with.

      “After you asked her if I drank from her or simply took pleasure between her thighs.” His words both delighted the monster in me and pleased the ancient voice. Not only those in the hall, but the Vampires beyond turned from the stands where they stood to bear witness. “Interesting how you twist your words, not knowing I could hear them.”

      Nikita spluttered between denying the accusations and asking forgiveness. Victor sighed, his silver eyes settling on me.

      “Lily,” he said. “Nikita attacked you first. I have the right to decide what her punishment would be.” I didn’t so much as twitch when he paused. “However, the High Council and I have come to an agreement that you are simply too extraordinary to be contained as a simple servant Made.” I blinked, keeping my gaze on his chest, even as two fingers curled around my chin and tilted it up. “Do you understand what I’m saying, flower?”

      Did I understand? Not quite. Not fully.

      If they didn’t want me as a servant . . .

      “What am I to be?” I asked him.

      The smile he gave me, so full of teeth and viciousness, was also sincere. It should have chilled me when he said, “Whatever I want.”

      My lips parted because I understood what he was saying.

      He’d done the impossible. He’d found a way to all but free me, so long as I stayed by his side. So long as I became whatever he wanted.

      There was a time when that would have scared me, but that time was long gone. The darkness hummed in excitement, and I had to work to hold it at bay while he was still touching me. Nikita gasped in outrage, but Victor paid her no mind as he reached into his pocket.

      My lips parted when he extended his hand and his fingers unfurled. Set in a simple silver inlay was the symbol of a House that had ruled the High Council since the dawn of time beyond any living memory.

      The Romanov family crest.

      I lifted my hand and touched a single pale finger to the cool metal, running it over the edges of the ruby stones that had been kept uncut but polished. A single crimson thread was strung through it to make a necklace. A gift.

      Not just any gift.

      “Lily Fortescue, flesh of my flesh, blood of mine—” He walked around me, not relinquishing his grip around my waist as he did so, and if I had a heart it would have hammered like the drums at a funeral procession. Signaling the end of one life, and the beginning of another. “Never have I found someone so perfect as you. So pleasing.” The hand around my waist was lifted as he brushed my hair aside. Fingertips grazed the skin of my neck, and I shivered.

      But not in fear.

      A slight purr came from Victor as the cool metal touched my throat. Not a necklace, I realized, as he tied the ribbon tight—a choker.

      How very fitting.

      “From henceforth you’ll be known as the Mistress of the Dark Prince.” Every Made and lower Born dropped to their knees before us. He leaned forward, and the scent of fresh blood and fallen snow enveloped me as his lips grazed my neck in the same place Nikita touched. “And one day, once we settle the problem of heirs—you’ll be my betrothed,” he whispered for my ears only. I turned my head just a fraction, and his lips trailed down my cheek, kissing the corner of my mouth.

      I didn’t kiss him back, but neither did I pull away.

      Today I’d laid plans for Nikita’s death and my rise.

      Little did I know that my prince was doing the same.

      I could almost love him for that if I didn’t want to kill him so.

      He pulled away and stepped to my side, trailing his fingers over my shoulder and down my arm to clasp my hand in his. What a pair we made; him the picture of beauty and brutality—and me, the girl dressed in blood though it was my eyes that were the color of crimson. He looked like a dream and I his devil.

      But Victor was drawn to pretty and terrible things.

      “If anyone other than I so much as touches her”—he turned that feral smile to the only woman standing in the hall beside me—“she has my explicit permission to kill them however she sees fit.”

      The darkness twisted violently with delight. My veins darkened down my arms as I squeezed the hand he wasn’t holding, trying to push it back. Victor paused, his eyes flicking downwards and then to my face.

      “Tell me, flower, is it my words or my touch that excites that power lurking under your skin?” His words were not loud, nor ostentatiously proclaimed, but the intimacy implied in front of the still kneeling Vampires and open Council doors had that ancient voice in my mind so very pleased with this turn of events.

      I didn’t disagree as I leaned inward and tilted my chin up.

      “Both.”

      The obsidian pupil of Victor’s eyes dilated. I didn’t look away. He leaned forward, his lips grazing mine as he said, “So perfect.”

      The seconds ticked by and then he leaned back and motioned with his other hand toward the woman standing.

      “You touched what was mine knowing the rules forbade her from responding because of your status. I’ll allow my mistress to decide what it is we do with you now, and any others that can’t seem to keep their thoughts or hands to themselves.” Nikita’s face contorted in a mixture of fear and disgust.

      I stepped forward and the darkness sprung the moment Victor’s fingers slipped from mine. A ghost of a touch ran down my back in encouragement. He loved it when I tortured. He adored me when I killed.

      He didn’t know what I did, though. He didn’t realize that every offering he gave was another nail in his own coffin when the time came.

      Made can’t kill their masters, but I was no ordinary Made.

      I reached for Nikita, and she couldn’t run. Not from me. I pulled her up by her neck, writhing and crying. My power would harvest her life force.

      But there was something more I wanted this time.

      I plunged my hand into her chest and ripped away her unbeating heart. Her deep sapphire eyes shattered from a pain too immense to truly convey.

      I couldn’t help the smile as I bit into her heart.

      I couldn’t contain the glee as I looked over her corpse to the Council beyond.

      Vengeance is a virtue, and with enough patience—everything would be mine.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I jolted awake from a light brush of someone’s presence against my own.

      My eyes opened, hands balled into fists as I prepared to fight the intruder, but it was only Ash.

      He gave me a tight smile, and the gold of his eyes was telling in the way he searched my face. Our hearts hammered in unison for a single, taut moment.

      Then he whispered, “It’s time.”

      And despite the soreness in my muscles, or the dryness of my throat, or tears on my face—I pushed all memories aside and prepared myself to meet the Witches.
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      Colorful swaths of fabric drifted in front of me, blending in with the red walls of a bazaar in Marrakesh. Street vendors called out in Arabic. Men and women of all walks of life pressed in around me, unsettling my demon. Neither of us were massive fans of crowds, but we made do, keeping a careful eye on my cousin while we did so.

      Blair walked stiffly, weaving around the others in the street without touching anyone. Every few minutes, though, her hand would twitch, or she’d go still. It was the only tell that not all was what it seemed. Her demon was restless and fighting, and we’d yet to reach the meeting point.

      “How much farther?” I asked loud enough that it would carry to the front of our party, where Xellos was leading. As our only contact to the Witches, it fell on him to deliver our message and communicate their response. They didn’t trust their location with outsiders, and because of that, Xellos’ work with Tam was put on hold so we could meet.

      “Not long now,” he called back, still pushing forward. Fingers brushed my shoulder and I glanced over. Ash slowly looked from me to Blair and nodded in her direction once. He wouldn’t say it out loud because she could hear us, but he wanted to know how she was. I pressed my lips together in a look that conveyed it all. He sighed and nodded.

      On either side of her, Alexandra and Johanna trailed her like a parent did a wandering child. No one said it, but everyone here was keeping a watchful eye on her. Blair’s fragile control was too weak for anyone to be comfortable bringing her, but they also realized we didn’t have a choice. Without me or Johanna there to stop her should she go full demon again, she was a greater threat to the Shifters than we could afford—especially when we needed their loyalty. Bringing her with us was a far from ideal situation, but in this case we didn’t have another choice.

      None of us were happy, but for the alliance we needed we all made do.

      Still, Blair’s twitching was beginning to happen more frequently, and I knew her demon wasn’t far. I subtly shifted closer, sliding up beside her.

      “I don’t like this,” she said without looking at me.

      “Me neither.” I brushed a sweaty lock of hair from my face, tucking it back under my head scarf. “But we need this alliance, and they won’t come to us, so we have no choice but to go to them. It’s not like we have many options.”

      “I know,” she said, her eyes scanning the balconies and the vendors as she wove through the crowd without paying it much mind. Like the rest of us, her blonde hair had been tucked away from watching eyes. “But I don’t like it,” she continued. “We’re too out in the open and after the last few times we left the residence . . .”

      She let her voice trail off, but she didn’t need to say more for me to get the gist and agree with her. Every time we left the residence people died. This time we didn’t even have Alec to disguise us. Given that his presence did nothing but aggravate Blair’s demon more, and the connection with Anastasia as her ex-right hand, everyone thought it best to leave him home with Scarlett and Liam. While his arm was on the mend, he still wasn’t in any real shape to fight just yet. Then there was the matter of Lucas’s record at attempted escapes, so someone had to be left in charge. Scarlett’s ability to hold a grudge made her the best one for the job since Johanna and I were needed for this.

      Still . . . them not being here left us all at a disadvantage.

      A cloud passed overhead, giving sweet relief from the burning heat. I wiped the sweat from my brow and took a passing glance over the crowd. A prickle up the back of my neck told me to be vigilant. This was a surprise mission, but that didn’t mean our enemies weren’t here watching.

      Wind whipped through the street and my head scarf blew back, slipping from my shoulders into the open air. It soared twenty feet high, the dark blue material twisting and twining.

      Then it happened.

      One moment I was staring at the floating blue fabric and the next a sense of dread curdled in my stomach. It came out of nowhere and filled me so fully.

      In the past, I’d felt it and bad things followed. But now I knew what it was.

      “Something is coming,” Valda said softly. My demon bristled, going on the defense to protect us. I looked every which way, sensing eyes but not seeing faces.

      The crowd thickened. The scent of overripe fruit filled the air, sickly and rotten. My stomach churned because I knew. Something wasn’t coming.

      The undead were already here.

      I reached out and grabbed Blair’s hand, my fingers tightening in an unshakable grip.

      Blair took one look at my face and her eyes turned black.

      “Stay with me,” I commanded her demon.

      “What’s going on?” Tori asked loudly, attempting to weave her way through the crowd. A hush settled over the bazaar for a suspended moment in time. My heart thundered in my chest.

      “They’re here,” Blair’s demon hissed.

      Up ahead of us a commotion broke out in the street, and with the shifting of the wind, all hell broke loose.

      Cloaked figures dropped from the balconies into the street with an unnatural grace. With so many people around us I had no way of knowing how many were dead or alive, and if this escalated it wasn’t going to matter.

      With three demons in play, any one of us could level the market and ignite a war.

      “Stay together!” Xellos called out. I clung to Blair and hoped that everyone else had the good sense to do the same. Her demon took one look at me, silently seething but not struggling.

      “If we are attacked you do not stop me,” she said, making her only demand clear.

      I nodded once, and she gripped my hand in turn, her demonic strength almost equal to that of mine. I let my own demon come forward, and we ran.

      The wind picked up as the screaming started.

      Men and women and children ducked and scattered like roaches. There were no explosions. No gunfire. No sounds that would cause mass panic to ensue, but the bloodsucking monsters that ripped through the crowd didn’t need noise to make their entrance known.

      Blood ran in the streets and it was all red.

      I swallowed hard, ignoring the crimson tide that soaked the compact dirt beneath my boots. The scent of copper filled the air, and my stomach turned as Lily’s own thoughts describing it as sweet wine flitted through.

      Was she here now? With them?

      I didn’t think so, but I wondered.

      Panic wrapped around my chest and squeezed, making my heartbeat race. Adrenaline filled me and the air thickened with power.

      “This way!” Xellos yelled as he turned down an alley with Oliver in tow. A shield surrounded them that kept any Vampires or humans at bay if they passed too close, clearing the way for the rest of us.

      I shot forward to clear the gap in the crowd and stopped just as quickly. Pain flared in my shoulder where my arm connected to the rest of me. I turned, following my hand back to Blair who stood still as could be.

      I quickly looked her up and down, but she hadn’t been attacked or harmed. Neither was she trying to escape my grip.

      My eyes slid past her to Johanna and Alexandra who were each dispatching several Made. Tori was handling her own fight one-on-one beside them. I frowned. Where was . . .

      My heart dropped into my stomach as a hundred yards back a swarm of persons was closing in. While I couldn’t see any of their faces, I could see their backs.

      “Where’s Amber?” Tori yelled, stabbing the bloodsucker in the heart. “Amber? Aaron? Where are—” She turned, and even beneath the splatter of black blood on her face, her tan skin visibly paled at the horde that had closed in around Amber and Ash.

      A roar filled the marketplace as sheer energy shot down the bond. The embers of rage in my chest grew out of proportion as an inferno ignited.

      “Get to Xellos, Tori,” I said.

      “But I can teleport into—”

      “No,” Blair’s demon said coldly, cutting her off. “There’s too many.”

      “But-but—” Tori spluttered. “We can’t leave them.”

      “No one said anything about leaving them,” I answered. My fingers slipped from Blair’s, and her demon took one look at me. My eyes slid from the crowd to her.

      “They will die if we do not do something,” the demon said.

      “No one is dying today,” I whispered back.

      Power flooded my system as my demon came forward. The world flashed between black and white as the valve on my ability opened. I took three steps toward them and lifted my hands.

      Less than a month ago, I told my sister when I lifted my hands people died.

      I told her that I was destruction.

      And then I hid from it.

      All my life I shied away from my power because of its might. I shied away from my demon because of her savageness. I shied away from myself, becoming a husk of the girl I was meant to be.

      But power does not make you evil.

      It’s what you choose to do with it that does.

      I lifted my hands, and I let go.

      Morocco trembled.
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      Magic lanced through the air.

      Tendrils of black and purple took form as my raw strength rose up and I did not stifle it. I didn’t hide from it. I did not shy away.

      I channeled it.

      “Last time I gave you a message.” The words came from my mouth in a cold, calloused voice. I didn’t scream or shout. There was no need. “Your master didn’t heed my warning then, but he will now.”

      There was a flare of panic that shot through the bond in my chest, but it didn’t matter. My demon had already made her mind up, and I agreed.

      It was time to send them a different kind of message.

      I would not explode their heads in a shower of blood and bone. I would not leave bodies to find.

      Victor wanted to know if I’d finally become a matter manipulator. I planned to send him an answer.

      And in the blink of an eye the horde crumbled.

      It started as black cracks in their skin that would not heal.

      Then the fear set in. The frenzy.

      They turned from Ash and Amber, but with each step toward me the cracks spread. Their skin grew hard. Brittle. Breakable.

      The red of their eyes was the last thing I saw before they disintegrated. Blackened dust plumed in a cloud that drifted through the bazaar. Where they’d been standing, only the scent of sickly-sweet rot remained.

      My demon took in the scene before us, and knowing the job was done—she retreated.

      I held my hands out, calling the power back to me, and it came readily. It slipped beneath my skin and settled inside me, lighting me up from within. Shadows of violet and obsidian danced under my skin as I contained it once more, slowly closing the valve on my power as it drained away.

      Bone-deep exhaustion overtook me, but I remained upright. It wasn’t unleashing the power that caused me to break out in a cold sweat, nor was using my ability. It was confining it and bringing it to heel that sapped my strength like nothing else. I stifled a yawn as my eyelids weighed heavy on me.

      The bazaar was silent as the grave I’d made it.

      Dust and death surrounded me.

      Became me.

      And as the weight of what I’d done settled over me, it was Ash’s face that held me here. He didn‘t look at me like a monster. He didn’t stare on with pity. He kept me grounded because he understood me. Why I did it and why I would again.

      Slowly he rose to his feet, Amber by his side.

      Her expression was shuttered, as if she couldn’t believe what she’d seen. I didn’t have to look to know that the others behind me likely shared her awe . . . and her fear. They’d known for a while now that I was a matter manipulator. They’d seen the levels of devastation I could create. But they didn‘t know how pure or how powerful my ability truly was.

      I could make something from nothing.

      Or turn something into nothing.

      It was a terrible power to behold, but it was a burden that I bore so that when the world was remade, I could do it. I could be whatever I needed to be—and with Ash, I wouldn’t lose myself along the way.

      “It is done.” I whispered those words over the market, and I could have sworn that somewhere out there, a presence was watching. Not one that was of this earth, but something older, something . . . god-like. It was almost as if the board had been set for a thousand years and the final piece put into motion.

      The world would change because of it.

      “We need to get out of here,” Alexandra said from behind me, her voice firm. “Who knows what else could be lurking . . .” I didn’t disagree.

      Amber shook her head, as if clearing away the image she just saw. Still, her eyes lingered on the dust at her feet. Her lips pinched together as she and Ash strode forward.

      They started past me and then paused. Warm fingers grazed my cheek as Ash put a knuckle under my chin to turn my head. His lips pressed against my temple, filling me with heat. It wasn’t combustible as a firework, but comforting like candlelight. One of these exploded and fizzled in seconds. The other burned through the night, steady and sure as the sun did rise. His warmth spread through my limbs and pulled me from my own disoriented state.

      “You did what you had to do. Thank you.”

      He didn’t need to say it, but his words helped me all the same. I turned away from the market and toward my friends. My family.

      Blair’s demon stared on, her expression unfathomable as she repeated his words to me in a cold, chilling tone.

      “You did what you had to do.”

      And then Alexandra said it.

      Johanna said it.

      Tori said it.

      Oliver said it.

      Amber said it.

      With their words, something solidified in me. The pieces that were so slowly beginning to break, reformed—harder than ever. I nodded once to them and continued forward without a single look back at the mess I’d left behind.

      There were going to be consequences for this.

      I was ready for them. We all were.

      The market was silent apart from the sound of racing hearts and windy streets. We grouped together, closer than before as we traversed the decrepit alleyways and came to a stop before a three-story red-walled building. If you could even really call it that. The outside was covered in clay, and there were no windows or doors. Only holes that opened up to the outside, covered by swatches of fabric that had been tied together.

      Xellos swept an arm out and motioned for us to enter.

      It was cramped inside, but clean, relatively speaking. Bits of sand had blown past the ragtag door and window covers, but given the only thing in the room was a group of circular pillows and a bowl of rocks, it wasn’t exactly an issue.

      “What do we do now?” Tori asked.

      “We wait,” Xellos said. “Take a seat. It’s going to be a hot afternoon.” If I hadn’t been so exhausted, I might have argued or asked why we were waiting. As it was, I bent my knees and tilted back, letting gravity drag me down. I landed in a cloud of sand and dirt, but at least the cushion was soft.

      Slowly, everyone took a seat. Everyone but Blair; she stood by the door. One eye on our group, the other on the market.

      “We don’t know that the danger has passed,” her demon said, shifting restlessly.

      “No one is going to attack us again, at least not today,” I said with a heavy sigh. A slight frown graced her lips, and I continued. “Not after what I just did.”

      It wasn’t completely true. There was one person that might.

      I kept that to myself.

      “She’s right,” Johanna said. “When it is not even a real fight, the bloodsuckers will scuttle back to their masters and report what they’ve seen.” She flicked her long braid over her shoulder, leaning into Oliver, who was very pointedly not looking at me. “What you have done is a blessing and a curse.”

      “And why is that?” I asked. I’d known for years that my power was two-sided. That you could not hold such brutal strength without paying the cost of it. I wasn’t sure which way she would have interpreted it, and my curiosity was piqued.

      “You have shown the world what you are, and that you can handle the war that’s coming.” Her eyes brightened for a moment, the golden hue becoming as otherworldly as that presence I felt in the market. “But your mere existence breaks the balance. You hold the mother’s presence and cling to your own neutrality, but you are not as we are. They will see that.”

      “Who?” I asked.

      “The Witches,” Johanna said.

      I looked away, licking my chapped lips once. What’s done is done. I couldn’t afford to harbor on whether what I did was the right or wrong decision. People were going to die. My signasti was going to die. Someone had to make a decision, and I did.

      “What’s done is done,” Xellos said, as if reading my thoughts. “We can’t predict what the Witches will do. For now you should sleep while you still can.”

      Johanna’s words unsettled me more than I let on as I settled back. Despite my exhaustion, sleep didn’t come easy. The adrenaline rush left me drained of awareness, but the buzzing pain in my temple kept me alert.

      Darkness never closed in.

      The world never faded.

      I blinked, and it was not the red-clay ceiling I saw.

      It was blood.

      And it was everywhere.
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      I ripped his heart out and tossed it aside. Blood ran down my arm and dripped from my fingertips. Lifting a hand, I licked up the smooth surface of my skin and then smiled cruelly. Five undead bodies. Five dead Vampires.

      They were all Made, and while someone might have come after me for it before—no one would even look my way now.

      Victor had made me all but untouchable. Invincible. Free.

      Almost.

      A dark energy hummed in my veins. I was close, so close to breaking the barrier. Just a few more . . .

      “Flower?” a curious, inquisitive voice asked. There were no footsteps, but I knew when he stood behind me regardless. “I sent for you in my suite ten minutes ago.”

      I wanted to roll my eyes at the man that commanded me like a dog on a leash. Perhaps I was, for now. That ancient essence inside of me stroked the darkness. Soothed it. Soon . . .

      Without bodily tells to give me away, Victor was never smarter than any of these other fools in the fief. In many ways, his infatuation made him even more blind.

      More pliant.

      I turned my back on the already decaying bodies to give him my full attention. He liked that. It made him feel important. Like my entire world revolved around him. In a way, it did, just not the way he thought.

      “I would give my apologies, but regardless of reason, tardiness is unacceptable,” I said by force of habit. “I accept whatever punishment you wish me to have.” Never mind that I’d laid this trap, knowing he would come looking. Knowing what he would find.

      “Lily . . .” he whispered softly. Dark silver eyes swept over my form, checking the spots where blood soaked my clothes thoroughly. “I am not angry with you. I want to know why these Made are dead. What crimes did they commit?”

      I would have smiled could I have gotten away with it. He assumed that they did something to bring out my viciousness. There were any number of things I could have said that would have caused him to dismiss their deaths and my appearance without another thought.

      Any number of reasons I could give that end with me being led back to his suite and some other nameless, faceless Made left to clean up my mess.

      I was so close, though . . . I just needed more blood. More power.

      And I had just the way to get it.

      “They attacked me.” I looked down at my ripped shirt and the lacy white bra that was stained black and was on full display. A trickle of blood ran down my cleavage, what little of it I had. “It seems that some Born do not like that I am your mistress. They think it gives other Made . . . ideas.”

      A flash of fury crossed his features before he masked it. Cold fingers grasped my hip, pulling me forward and covering my exposed front from anyone that might wander down the wrong hall. “They touched you,” he said softly, a madness creeping into his voice.

      I reached up with one bloodied hand and cupped his cheek. “I didn’t let them,” I said softly. “The only thing that I allowed to touch me was their blood. No one disrespects you like that.”

      He stared at me intently for a full minute before reaching his other hand up to grasp my wrist. He turned his cheek and kissed my palm. “So perfect . . .” he murmured. Victor’s upper lip pulled back just enough that his fangs could graze my skin.

      Had I a heartbeat, it might have jumped in my chest.

      As it was, I simply leaned in.

      To take another’s blood was to dominate them in Vampire culture. He never took that from me, though, much as he might enjoy toying the line. Only a few stolen kisses. Part of me wondered why. He had no moral compass. No concept of right or wrong.

      Neither of us did.

      But with me he was different.

      The old me would have fallen for him. She would have given him anything, especially our heart. That piece of me was dead, though; he already killed it.

      I was just planning to return the act in kind.

      “In all of my seven hundred and thirty-eight years, I’ve never met a creature so pleasing as you, flower.” His tongue darted over my skin, tasting the rapidly congealing blood. His eyes slid sideways, and a cruel smile crept up his lips. “I taste your tongue on your skin. You licked their blood away, didn’t you?”

      Most Made would have the good sense to be embarrassed. Apologetic even. Drinking another Vampire’s blood was considered taboo outside sexual interludes.

      It wasn’t the first time I drank a Vampire’s blood. After he’d half-starved me to death I’d snapped and killed his guard. Gorging myself on it then. Much like any other kind of blood, it was a life source, even if the thing containing it was actually dead.

      “It’s a taste I seem to have acquired,” I said softly. Boldly. My tongue darted out to clean the slight sheen of black from my teeth. The sweetness of it, bursting with flavor in my mouth.

      His eyes went hungry, and I knew the look. Before he acted on it, Victor released my wrist.

      “If the Born think sending their Made after you will stop me from punishing them, they are so very wrong,” he said darkly. Victor released me and stepped back, extending his hand. I took it, like the good mistress I was. Head up and eyes forward as he started to lead me down the ancient hallways. Winter had come. With it, ice and snow and a cold like I’d never experienced in life had settled into the fief. The cold did not bother us, as it did other, softer creatures. It did however make the days short, and the nights long.

      Our night was only beginning as we strode toward the High Council doors. They opened without a word, both Vampires lowering their heads with acknowledgement.

      Victor paid them no mind as he led me forward.

      The Born that had been speaking paused.

      “My mistress was attacked today.” Even for Vampires, the entire Council chamber stilled. They knew what that meant. They’d seen enough shows of power from me to know what was coming. It took everything I had to keep the smile off my face and the darkness complacent just a little longer.

      “With all due respect, my prince—” one of them started. A man, two rows and three to the left.

      “Lily,” Victor interrupted, cutting him off. Shirt still ripped, most of my front bared to all—I walked forward without hesitation, my head held high. When I stepped off the first ledge, the Born started to scramble back. Those around him stepped away. Cowards, they were. They had loyalty for no one.

      I stepped off the second ledge and turned. One of the Born shoved him forward and he fell to his knees before me.

      I didn’t need to look at Victor. He’d already given the command.

      I lifted my hand to his throat and wrapped my slight fingers halfway around it. The mere touch of his skin set the darkness free and I couldn’t have contained it if I’d wanted to.

      In my head a voice was laughing, and it was twisted, dark, and so very cruel. It wasn’t until the husk of a Born Vampire hit the marble floors that I realized that the voice wasn’t in my head at all.

      It was me.

      The sound reverberated off the walls of the chamber and echoed back to me, a haunting, terrible melody.

      Black swirls danced over my skin as I turned to Victor and smiled. The light in his eyes as I did so was nothing short of depraved.

      “As I said,” Victor continued. “My mistress was attacked today and some of the Born in this room ordered it.” There was murder in his eyes as he took a single sweeping look around the room. “I warned all of you what would happen if anyone touched her.”

      The room quivered under the intensity of his stare.

      All but me.

      I’d seen the madness that lurked within him, just as he saw the darkness in me. We fed each other. Fostered each other. Groomed each other—stroking the other’s worst qualities to a fever pitch.

      “No one went after the girl—” a woman dared speak.

      The beautiful part about it is that she wasn’t the liar.

      I was.

      I lured the five to where I wanted them and then slaughtered them before a word of my actions could reach the wrong ears. I had Victor and the Council all in one hand.

      Just like they’d taught me.

      Selena and Alexandra.

      My darling, dear sisters.

      They left me to rot, and rot I did.

      It seemed in death that I finally understood what they’d been trying to teach me. What all of them had tried to teach me.

      And now everyone was going to pay.

      “Lily,” Victor repeated.

      Again, I followed his command. He was never the wiser about why I gleefully did so.

      We repeated this five times. Five more dead bodies.

      Five more dead Born.

      The Council chamber was brimming with tension and hostility. All for me. All for him.

      It was only when he commanded me to kill a sixth time that someone interrupted him. Another voice spoke.

      This one old, so very old that the essence in me took notice.

      “No more,” the voice said. It came from above and below and every direction around me. Power unlike any in all of this place pervaded it.

      Power I wanted.

      Needed.

      Victor stilled as if by command. “They were given orders. We had an agreement, Father, and they defiled it. I cannot accept that disrespect.” His silver eyes dropped to me. Covered in the blood of the Made and the Born, I was a sight to behold.

      “We cannot accept more death,” that ancient voice spoke. “War is coming, and we need the numbers to be ready for it.”

      “A war that with her we will not lose,” Victor replied coldly. “The same cannot be said for the cowards that hide behind their lessers. They are less than Born or Made. They are . . . without use.”

      There is no such thing as true silence.

      If there were, I would know it. But even without heartbeats or breathing or any of those signs that point to the living, there will be something. Be it the break of air as it stirs one’s hair, the crunch of snow beneath feet, or the weight of silence as it speaks for you.

      This was the latter.

      The already too tight tensions and repeated questioning finally came to a head.

      On the floor of the chamber a man came forth.

      His hair was whiter than snow. His skin the color of bone.

      But his eyes . . . they were silver.

      Just like Victor’s.

      “You’ve overstepped, my son,” the man said. “Speak again and you will find that it is your whore who will be without use when I bleed her dry and let the Council feast upon her before I hand the scraps over to their Made to do with as they will.”

      The threat was for him, but it was aimed at me.

      On another night, his threat might have made Victor eat his words. They might have sent him running with me back to his chambers. They might have worked.

      But madness, it was not a thing that was rational. It did not make sense to those that were. Victor’s possessiveness of me combined with his explosive temper . . . it was a terrifying thing if you didn’t know how to handle it.

      And me? Well, I pushed it just enough to get what I wanted.

      “Victor,” I whispered, and the sound was loud enough for all to hear. I didn’t care. It was now or never. “They don’t respect your commands. They talk down to you. They send their dogs after your mistress. It’s no wonder they act this way when your own father will not give you the one thing you’ve asked for.”

      He tilted his head and slowly descended the steps, coming to stand before me.

      His fingers—so pale, so cold—they touched my cheek.

      “What would you have me do, flower?” he asked softly.

      I reached up with both hands and cupped his cheeks gently. I went up to my tiptoes, balancing precariously on the edge with this monster that fate tied to me.

      My lips pressed against his. Tentative, but sure.

      His were far from it as he kissed me back fiercely. The intensity of it set my blood aflame. Were I living, I wouldn’t be able to breathe for the fire inside was eating away at all oxygen. I kissed him back, matching him touch for touch.

      The intensity of it rocked me to my core.

      I’d never kissed a boy in my life, and Victor was a man. A man who spent months watching me. Grooming me. I hated him, and yet a part of me also craved him. Craved that strange cruelty inside of him, so like my own.

      I didn’t let myself think on it or analyze why I might feel that way. After spending so long in the dark, I didn’t need to justify any feelings I might have to anyone.

      He might have been born a monster.

      But I was made one.

      Perhaps that is why fate threw us together.

      I didn’t get to think on it because the next thing I knew a burning sensation spread through me as something sharp was rammed through my back.

      I faltered, pulling away. Victor took one look at my face and his eyes dropped to my chest where the gleaming end of a long dagger protruded.

      “Lily,” he whispered. Panic began to set in. The edge of my vision darkened. “Lily,” he repeated.

      I stared down at the dagger as my knees buckled and my body folded. The last thing I saw before my vision went black were two thin glowing lines connecting Victor and me.

      One was red.

      One was gold.
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      “It’s time.”

      A voice jolted me back to the present. I sat up, gasping for air, panting from exertion. The sensation of blood pouring into my lungs and death closing in overwhelmed me.

      “Selena?” Ash asked cautiously. “What’s wrong—”

      “She’s dying,” I said. “They stabbed her—she’s dying, and they stabbed her and—”

      Arms wrapped around me, but I couldn’t register them. All I knew was that Lily was dying.

      Again.

      “Selena, I need you to calm down—” Johanna started. “Xellos can’t open the portal if you’re—”

      “My sister just got stabbed in the heart!” I snapped. My hair lifted on end as fury flooded me. In the center of the room Xellos was chanting and magic stirred.

      “Aaron, you’re going to have to neutralize her. The Witches will spook if he opens a portal and she’s going off.” She’d barely finished speaking before I felt his presence in my mind.

      He pulled on the bond that spanned between us, opening up himself to my rage—and me to his strength. The entire room grew still as Xellos murmured one last word and the note hung.

      Behind me Ash began breathing harshly as my own breaths settled.

      I was only just beginning to cycle down when several wisps of color snapped inward and then exploded out.

      The portal opened.

      A girl stepped out. I hadn’t seen her in months, but even in my disoriented state I was able to make out her cloudy eyes.

      Milla. The Maiden.

      “The Witch Council is ready for you.”

      I heard the words, but they didn’t register. All I wanted was for someone to knock me out so I could find out if my sister was dead or alive.

      “Selena,” Blair said. The curt drawl of my name pulled my attention to her. She came around to kneel in front of me. Her eyes still black as pitch. Her expression cold. “You made a promise to us that you would be what we need.”

      I swallowed hard around the lump in my throat, torn between what she was saying and the undead-possibly-dead sister I left behind in my nightmare.

      “I made a promise to her too,” I whispered, battling my own extreme emotions. “I told her I’d protect her and look how well that’s turned out.”

      The sharp crack of her hand as it struck my flesh shocked me more than it hurt. I tentatively reached up and touched my cheek. The tension in the room was palpable as they held their breath.

      No one wanted to engage her.

      No one wanted to engage me.

      “You slapped me,” I said, dumbfounded by the action. Blair leaned forward, stopping when we were eye level.

      “And I’ll slap you again if you go back to that,” her demon answered in a hard, unyielding tone. “You agreed to do whatever was needed to end this. You promised her.” The demon snarled that last part, and I knew she was talking about Blair. “The Witch Council will not meet with anyone else. They will only see you.”

      “My sister might have just died—”

      “Your sister is already dead,” the demon spat. It hit harder than a slap would have. I froze, having to remind myself to breathe.

      In.

      Out.

      In.

      Out.

      Her remarks were cruel, but the truth often was. Demons didn’t bother with minced words. Kinder, though, they were.

      I didn’t want to listen.

      I certainly didn’t want to agree.

      But deep down I knew she wasn’t wrong. Lily had been dead for months now—in more ways than any of them knew.

      “If it were you,” I whispered. “If it were her” —the demons eyes flashed— “would you tell me to do it? Would you push me to continue on like I hadn’t just watched her die?”

      The response I got was short, but curt, and most importantly—it was the truth.

      “Yes.”

      I closed my eyes and sighed heavily. My chest expanded and then deflated, each breath making my heart slow. Though it hurt painfully to do so.

      “Why?” I asked her.

      The demon didn’t give me an immediate answer. Instead she looked past me, staring at the wall behind my back. “There is more at stake than you or I or your sister. The Vampires are a rot that have walked this earth too long—demons too. If I had the power to wipe it all out—even at the cost of my life—so be it.”

      My chest constricted tightly, crushing my newly found heart with it. Once, I’d lived for revenge.

      It almost destroyed me.

      And now . . . it seemed that love would finish the job.

      A shiver ran up my spine and the hairs along the back of my neck rose. Lily might be dead. She might be alive. I didn’t know, but falling asleep again to find out wasn’t going to do anything but risk our best chance at an alliance—and with it—the best chance to win the war.

      I looked past Blair to the girl that stood before the swirling portal. Milla. I didn’t know her last name, or if I ever had.

      “You can see the future, can you not?” I asked her.

      The girl’s cloudless eyes watched me as if judging what she could see.

      “I can.”

      I swallowed hard and pushed forward onto the balls of my feet. Blair moved back, and Ash released his hold on me, handling the rage he stole with more control than I was capable of.

      “Do you see her?” I asked.

      She stared and not a kernel of truth revealed itself in her gaze. Milla was a child, and yet like the Crone already.

      A true vessel of the Three-faced Goddess.

      “I cannot say.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek and tasted blood, letting out a curse. “What do you mean you cannot say?” I clenched my fist and the building trembled. She didn’t bat an eyelash.

      “You’re at a crossroads, and your decision will change the course of this war. It will change everything, but no one—not I, not your friends, not your signasti, not your family, not even the ancients—can make the decision for you.” She spoke with the voice of three. Young. Middle-aged. Old. It was a voice I’d heard before, from a different set of lips. It was the voice of the Goddess speaking to me from the mouthpiece of a child.

      “I don’t understand why I can’t get an answer. If you know she’s alive, why not just tell me?” I snapped, my ire growing, the rage once again building. This time toward a Goddess and a girl. Heated fingers wrapped around my forearm as a crack ran up the clay wall and through the ceiling above me.

      “A sacrifice is not payment without choice,” Milla whispered. The words settled over me like the chill of frost in the dead of winter. They hit me with the force of a gale so strong it would shatter glass. I was once glass. Brittle. Breakable. The thing about glass is that once it’s broken, it’s sharp. Deadly.

      Six months ago, this decision would have been the end.

      Six weeks ago, I know what I would have done in a heartbeat.

      Hell, even six days ago I might have hightailed it to a magical elevator.

      But I couldn’t do that. Not here. Not now.

      I understood what the words meant, and even as dread curdled in my stomach, I walked forward on stiff legs. The anger drained away as such a deep, dwelling fear settled in its place.

      It wasn’t for me, but I didn’t say that, even as I felt Ash’s quick inhale of breath. His fingers slipped away as I went to stand next to Mila. She faced my friends. I faced her portal.

      “If sacrifice is payment, shouldn’t the person who bought it be the one to pay? Why don’t you ask your Goddess that?” Her only response was a slight smile as if she found my answer amusing.

      “I will not forget the decision you have made today,” Milla uttered. “Remember that.”

      I had no idea what that meant, but given the girl liked to talk in riddles as much as the Crone, I wasn’t inclined to ask. Daylight was fading, and with it, my time to convince the Witch Council that this wasn’t just a Supernatural war.

      It was the war.

      The one that decided everything, if the ancients were to be believed.

      I stepped into the portal.
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      The wind whipped through my hair and sand stung my eyes. A sun brighter and hotter than any other I’d experienced engulfed me. Sweat formed beneath my tight jeans and long-sleeved shirt, slicking my skin and causing my pants to cling uncomfortably. Perspiration dotted my forehead in seconds, gathering at my temple. It trickled down the side of my face, over the curve of my jaw, along the sweep of my neck, and into my cleavage.

      Voices sounded behind me as the others crossed through the portal as well. I heard them talking but didn’t process what they said as I looked out at the world before me.

      The Witches had gone into hiding over a hundred years ago. In the span of a few years they virtually disappeared off the map, and so few were seen after that. I had wondered before coming here what state I would find the highly reclusive Witch clans in.

      Seeing tents in every color was not what I expected. They were tall and wide, and while I couldn’t imagine living in this heat without air conditioning, I’d learned enough to not assume they didn’t, given the crushing presence of magic all around me. A near-invisible barrier surrounded the immense cluster of tents like a dome. My eyes traced as far as I could see in one direction to the other, and it had to be over a mile wide.

      “It’s a protective shield,” Johanna said beside me. “To keep people out.”

      There was no magical elevator in sight. No roads. No anything. I didn’t even know what country we were in.

      I glanced back at Johanna and replied, “Or perhaps, in some cases, to keep people in.”

      Her eyebrows rose at that assertion.

      Milla stepped through the portal last, and it closed behind her as Xellos waved to us, awaiting our return.

      The young Witch brushed past me, and I turned and followed her as she made her way down the line of tents. Their flaps didn’t even twitch under the harsh winds, affirming my belief that strong magic was in play—a kind of magic I knew very little about. We approached a copse of trees where a river ran. Beside it, women dressed in purple skirts and blue tops chanted in a language I didn’t understand.

      Water lifted from the river in rivulets and the sand was magically pulled from it, leaving crystal clear liquid that deposited itself in a massive clay pot. Next to it, three others had already been filled. They smiled and waved to Milla, who nodded once respectfully.

      I noted that they didn’t address us in any way as we continued on.

      A tent came into view, taller than the others. This one was circular in nature and made of pure white cloth, despite the reddish-brown sand drifting in the wind.

      We came to a stop before it.

      Two men, both shirtless and wearing cream-colored baggy pants walked over. Mila gave them a command in the foreign language. They both nodded.

      “These men will show you to your tent,” she said to those behind me. Ash’s fingers ghosted my lower back as he placed a kiss on my cheek and then walked away.

      When they were gone, she said, “It is time.”

      I didn’t ask her time for what as she strode forward into the tent and I followed behind.

      The white flap swished to the side on its own accord and closed again behind me, exactly as it was before. The scent of cinnamon and myrrh tickled my nose. The tinkle of wind chimes rang in my ears.

      An old woman sat on a cushion in front of the fire. Her teeth were yellowed as she smiled sadly. Her eyes changed color, the skin crinkled in the corners.

      I cursed softly under my breath as Milla took a seat beside her. “Do you know who this is?” I demanded of her.

      The child didn’t even spare me a look as she replied, “The Crone.”

      I swallowed hard, pinching the bridge of my nose as I inhaled sharply and exhaled slowly, pacing a foot or two. “Let me get this straight—the supposed ‘Witch Council’ is literally this old hag—who I thought no one knew about—and a little girl?” The old woman—Livina—chuffed a laugh.

      “Actually, it’s just the girl,” she said, cracking her fingers and extending them toward a fire that burned without giving off smoke.

      “Unbelievable,” I whispered. “You two brought me all the way out here—for what? No offense, Milla, but I could have sent Xellos with a goddamn letter for just you and not made the journey all the way out here when we have very little time.”

      “You had to make a choice.”

      Her words stilled me.

      A sacrifice is not payment without choice.

      I shivered, though I was not cold.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked her, but this time Milla didn’t answer, as if I was below worthy of an explanation. I looked at the Crone. “What is she talking about?”

      The old woman sighed and leaned forward. Her joints popped as she tried and failed to get up. Livina extended a hand and said, “Help an old woman, will you?”

      I grit my teeth again but bit my tongue from lashing out as I silently extended my hand and she latched onto it, her bony fingers digging into the pads of mine. Despite the heat, hers were ice cold. Part of me wanted to ask. The rest of me didn’t care.

      “Why am I here, Livina?”

      “Because it’s almost time,” she said simply. A blue as deep as the sea filled her eyes, and I knew from her expression it was sadness that caused it.

      “Time for what?” I breathed.

      “The end,” Milla said. My eyes snapped to her. She was only a child, no more than thirteen, but the will of the Goddess she spoke to was strong. There was so little of that thirteen-year-old there now that it was hard to imagine any of her to begin with. “The final battle draws near. The price must be paid,” the girl said in hushed words over the fire.

      “No,” I said before I could stop myself. It was a single word, and yet it condemned me. “I won’t do it.”

      “Even if means an alliance?” the child asked.

      My fist squeezed tightly as I tried to control my breathing.

      “That’s your price?” I spat. “You want me to kill myself? To kill her?” I pointed my finger behind me in the direction that Alexandra had walked.

      “No,” Milla said. “It is not my price. It’s the ancients’.”

      “Yours,” I corrected. “Not mine.”

      “Supernaturals and Witches broke the balance. It was the Goddesses of Supernaturals and Witches that set the price,” Livina cut in.

      “Funny how none of it could have happened without you,” I replied coldly to the Crone.

      “Selena . . .” Valda whispered through my mind. I ignored her.

      “That’s true,” Livina said with a heavy sigh. “And my payment for that transgression will be completed when yours is.”

      I lowered my hand to my side. Flame and shadow filled the tent. But not smoke. Not safety.

      “You took my memories. You took my parents. Now you’re not just asking for my life, but also the lives of my sisters. Both my sisters—if Lily is even alive.” I could hardly speak the words with the knot in my throat, but I pushed past it. “It’s not fair what is being asked of me. It’s not right. It’s not balanced.”

      “It’s not about being fair,” Milla said. “Your ancestors condemned the world for a thousand years and both species have paid the price. This should not have been their burden to bear. The Witches are without balance, with only the Maiden to be reborn again. The Supernaturals are without their souls, blocked from finding their signastis. Was it right that millions and millions of people had to pay for this curse?” she asked me. My heart beat faster as anger and fear and guilt overwhelmed me. “Was it fair that the Fortescues slaughtered hundreds of thousands over the years because of what Cirian became?”

      I was speechless.

      My throat dry. My hands shaking.

      I knew the answer. I understood what she was saying, but I didn’t want to.

      “No, it wasn’t.”

      “No.” Milla nodded, her voice slightly condescending. “It wasn’t.”

      “Three deaths of Valda and Cirian’s line is the cost that is demanded. Will you pay it?” the Crone asked.

      Would I? Could I?

      My life . . . perhaps. I didn’t wish to die anymore. If anything my demon and I clung to life. Desperate for all the things we’d missed and the things we’d yet to experience.

      If it were only my life that they asked for . . . maybe.

      But Alexandra’s? Lily’s?

      My lips pressed into a firm line as I looked at the fire, at the tent, and the deep purple and red-colored pillows—at anything but them.

      “No.” I couldn’t. I wouldn’t.

      Livina sighed, grasping her staff. The orb began to glow, its eerie light filling the tent. She lifted it and brought it down on the sand once. A ring of blue expanded from it. Her magic washed over me. My temples throbbed. Pain bloomed within my mind.

      “What did you just do to me?” I asked as I stumbled back and then forward. The ground began to spin. The world tilted.

      Just as it faded to black, I heard her answer.

      “Made it so that the truth will find you. It is my last gift and your last chance.”

      I blinked once, and the tent was gone. The Crone was gone.

      But the darkness, it consumed me.
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      Silence. I’d finally heard true silence before it faded away.

      My side lay against something hard and cold. Marble, my brain inserted. Liquid coated my bare skin and tattered clothes. Sticky, but drying.

      Pain. It came from my chest.

      I didn’t understand why it was there. Only that I needed it to stop. I couldn’t think past it. I put a hand to where it hurt, and had I needed air, the breath would have hissed between my lips as my fingers brushed over something sharp.

      I opened my eyes.

      It was disorienting at first. The stone block and splatter of blood, all I could see. I reached around and grasped the hilt of the dagger. My memories coming back now. Faster. Surer.

      My hand still slick but stronger than ever, I held onto the hilt and pulled. A slicing sound so minute it was almost silent whispered through the Council chambers. My blood flowed again.

      “You killed her,” the voice roared. It took me a moment to understand, given I’d never heard him raise his voice. Not once. Madness had him, though. I sat up, feeling eyes on me, beginning to take notice. Their expressions were horrified.

      That was a difficult feat, but I’d achieved it by doing what no other had.

      I’d died not once, but twice.

      I’d had a true death . . . and I came back.

      Again.

      “She was a Made, Victor. There was never going to be more for her. You know that. She was without use.” The ancient voice slithered over me. Parched, like paper. Powerful, but not invincible. “Be done with this conversation, Son. I tire of it. There are more important matters to discuss.”

      I looked down at my chest where two lines connected me and the man standing at the end of the aisle. One red. One gold.

      He was my master.

      He was my . . . signasti.

      What an interesting turn of events. The essence in me agreed. It made things both more and less complicated.

      My skin began to knit together. Muscles reattached themselves as bone fused back where it should have been. The pain receded.

      I got to my feet.

      And then the most peculiar thing of all happened.

      My heart beat.

      Just once. But it was enough.

      Victor turned. His eyes widened. Black veins had crept into the white, making the silver around his pupils appear light in contrast. Blood splattered his clothes.

      My blood.

      “Lily?” he asked once, as if he couldn’t believe his eyes.

      I probably wouldn’t either. Vampires didn’t come back from true death.

      Perhaps I wasn’t just a Vampire.

      Perhaps I was more.

      I smiled, and for the first time I let him see the truth.

      I let them all see the truth.

      Because it was as cold and heartless as the marble floors he’d left me to die on.

      “Victor,” I said sweetly. Wickedly.

      With the dagger in one hand, my shirt still ripped open, chest and stomach on display, I stepped forward. My heart beat again. It was slower than a human’s but there was no denying what it was.

      The sound like a battering ram to the council chamber doors.

      The Born parted for me as I started toward Victor.

      I came to stand before him and noticed how his fingers trembled. His expression stunned.

      The golden tether between us shimmered then glowed as I reached up and placed a hand on his chest, over his unbeating heart.

      “It seems not even death could keep us apart,” I said almost thoughtfully as I dragged my eyes up his chest like the tip of a dagger. “Maybe that means we should stay together,” I mused.

      I had done the research. I had read the journals about signastis who lost their other half. The first thing to go was the mind, and if they were strong enough to outlive that—the sickness got them.

      I couldn’t die and the sickness couldn’t be cured.

      Oh, the irony of it all . . .  I started to laugh.

      For months I’d dreamed of the day I could rid myself of this man. For the day that I could destroy them all.

      And yet . . . I couldn’t.

      Somewhere along the way I’d grown to crave his cruelty. To seek his dark smile as he applauded me for my wickedness. Those twisted feelings aside, I couldn’t kill him because the bond would eat away at me.

      “Flower.” He licked his lips. The relief was obvious, as was the hunger and desperation in that word. “I don’t know what to say.”

      I smiled again, and if he saw the monster behind it he clearly didn’t care. Not anymore. “Tell me to kill him.”

      Some of the awe and disbelief faded in his gaze. His expression sharpened. Madness was still there, but now I knew it wasn’t just his mind. Oh no, it was the bond.

      He would do anything for me now. Just because of who I am. What I am.

      If not because whatever feelings he may have, then because the bond will push him to—until I let him claim me.

      “If I do?” he asked, already playing games again. Truth be told, I was starting to enjoy them.

      I leaned in, lifting to my tiptoes. I put my lips to the hollow of his ear and whispered so softly no one else would hear. Not even a Vampire. Not even the ancients.

      “I will be yours and you’ll be mine. No one will ever take me from you again. No one will stop us.”

      The words were his undoing—and mine, in a way.

      I just didn’t know it then.

      “Kill him,” Victor said. His command didn’t actually work on me. It hadn’t for a while now. It wasn’t until tonight that I understood why.

      Yet, I obeyed all the same.

      Turning from my signasti, I looked upon his father, with skin the color of death and eyes like mercury. His hair was the purest version of white I’d ever seen. His lip curled in disgust, blasphemously obscene.

      “Ivan the Cruel,” I said.

      “Made. Whore,” came his reply. It didn’t bother me anymore. I stepped forward, leaving black footprints behind me. Blood still dripped from the end of the dagger.

      “King of Vampires, that’s what they call you. You’re so renowned for your cruelty it’s in your very title. A living legend—as much as you can be. You’re supposed to be the most powerful Vampire in the world.” I took another step and called the darkness forward. This time it didn’t stay contained beneath my skin, but instead surrounded me like a living, breathing beast.

      “Just imagine,” I continued, taking another step. “What they will say after a little girl kills you. A Made. A whore.” There was no flicker of fear in his eyes. No signs that he thought I could actually do it. Just hatred and disgust.

      I’d seen enough of both aimed at me to last a lifetime, even one as long as his.

      My feet stilled as I came to the last step. Six feet was all that separated us.

      “They say that legends never die, but they die all the time. Eventually we forget them.” He sprang forward then, faster than even Victor could.

      It didn’t matter.

      Before he could even touch my skin, the darkness engulfed him. It drilled beneath his flesh and bone to the source of his energy and consumed it.

      Seconds. That’s how long it lasted.

      But to a Vampire seconds were an eternity.

      He didn’t open his mouth in a silent scream. He didn’t make a sound, nor a motion. The only thing that betrayed his thoughts were his eyes. I couldn’t decipher what that emotion was in them as I killed him.

      It wasn’t fear or anger or disgust.

      The thing it was most akin to was the same emotion I read on Anastasia’s face before she crumbled into a pile of dust and bones.

      Relief.

      That perplexed both me and the entity within as his skin began to break apart into flakes. They peeled away and began to drift as more crumbled away. Muscle. Tendons. Organs.

      Ivan the Cruel had been ancient. He’d been a true legend.

      And now all that would be remembered of him was the girl who killed him.

      They would tell stories about this day—about the look on his face and mine. About the blood on my hands and the dagger that should have been my end. They would make me immortal with their words, but it was my strength that would make me a legend.

      And I would stay one, because I could never die.

      I turned, power thrumming beneath my skin. My body was but a mere vessel for the immense darkness I contained, and I loved it. The power—the way every nerve ending came to life—the looks on their faces as they realized how very sorry they were going to be. It was this feeling—this single sensation—that I loved, and it was probably the only thing I loved.

      I lifted my head to the Vampire High Council and opened my mouth, preparing to say those final words that would be etched into history books.

      The elevator pinged. Were I not so used to controlling my expressions, mine might have soured at the interruption. As it was, I lifted a single eyebrow at the metal doors as they slid open.

      The lack of a heartbeat gave away the Vampire that stumbled through them, falling onto the floor of the amphitheater. Loose white pants and a long-sleeved shirt covered most of his features. A turban had been wrapped around his pale blonde hair, but there was no mistaking the red eyes that looked upon me.

      This was going to be good. Made never came into the Council chambers. Not without the greatest of reasons.

      “We found her,” he said, getting to his feet. His eyes squinted as he looked at me, as if unsure whether I was the one he should be addressing.

      “Found who?” I asked, knowing already of whom he spoke. There was only one person that could strike fear into a Vampire’s heart.

      “Selena Fortescue.”

      A light touch skimmed by back, the only announcement that Victor gave as he came to my side. His cool fingertips gripped my hip, pulling me closer. The gold thread between us flared to life once more. My chest squeezed, though I assumed it had more to do with the precipice I was on.

      This night had been a glorious night. I’d died and come back. I’d killed Ivan the Cruel. I’d cemented my place.

      And now, it was time for the most important thing of all.

      Revenge.

      “Where is she?” I asked, my voice high and ringing with authority. Victor’s nails bit into my hip but he didn’t reprimand me.

      “Marrakesh,” the Made said. A hint of indecision ran over his features, and I narrowed my eyes. “We believe she was trying to make contact with the Witches, and we attempted to intercept . . .”

      He hesitated, and Victor stiffened against me. I kept the smirk off my face with some effort. If there was one thing my signasti despised, it was those that hesitated. It made him think they were weaving lies. His paranoia had climbed to an all-time high these past months, and while that likely wasn’t the case here, I wasn’t going to tell him that.

      “Attempted?” Victor asked, his tone hard and biting. I pressed closer, letting one hand rest on his abdomen.

      The Made opened and closed his mouth twice before finally finding the words. “She is a matter manipulator. One moment we were upon them, and the next the entire horde crumbled into dust. There was nothing of them left. I’ve never seen anything like it—”

      Victor cut off his rambling by pulling a dagger from his inner coat jacket and throwing it.

      The bit of metal landed with a thud and the Made collapsed, rambling no longer.

      “Flower,” he purred in my ear. I tilted my head and looked to him. “She’s seeking an alliance against us, and she would not answer my summons. Your sister is quickly becoming without use, and dare I say—a problem.”

      My heartbeat didn’t betray my excitement, much to my satisfaction. I nodded twice. “Yes, she is.”

      “What do you propose as a solution?” It wasn’t just a question. It was a challenge, and likely not the last one I would have placed upon me. He was giving me everything. Power. Revenge. Freedom.

      He wanted something, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out what it was.

      He wanted to be my all. My everything.

      He wanted me to pick him against all odds.

      What he didn’t realize was that I already had. I chose myself. I chose to survive. In choosing that, I chose him.

      “If Selena truly has reached her potential, then it’s best to hit her where it will hurt most,” I said slowly.

      “Where is that?” he asked once.

      I stared into the empty elevator that still hadn’t closed. My thoughts beginning to take form. My sister never valued herself as much as her loved ones.

      I smiled, and it was one born of blood and pain.

      Vengeance was a virtue, and now it would be mine.
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      I woke with a start, gasping for breath. My heart hammered in my chest, a sound that was quickly becoming a comfort on its own. Blood rushing roared in my ears and the sounds of the Witch camp winding down for the night followed it.

      I blinked once and sat up. Firelight bathed my face. Shadows danced over the two women before me. At least they’d had the decency to put a pillow under my head after what Livina did.

      “You put me to sleep.”

      “Not quite,” the Crone answered. “I let the Mother’s visions take you, hoping that you will see the truth and make the right decision.”

      “Right dec—” I cut myself off and exhaled heavily. “She’s alive.”

      Neither the old woman nor the child appeared surprised as they continued to stare into the fire like it held some kind of answers.

      “She’s neither dead nor alive,” Milla answered. “She is something other. Something that has never been.”

      “And will never be again,” the Crone added. The age lines on her face were stark in the low light. The shadows making her features harsh.

      “I watched her die. I felt it. Now she’s back and her heart beats again—maybe there’s a way to save her. Maybe I can—”

      “She cannot be saved.”

      The Crone’s words stilled me.

      “What do you mean she can’t be saved?” I asked, my brows drawing together. “If her heart beats, I can still do something. She can still come back.”

      “So long as Cirian’s soul resides within her, she is lost,” the Crone answered. “I am sorry, Selena. Truly, I am. But it’s the only way.” My lips pushed together as heat licked through my veins and the pounding in my head worsened.

      “You’ve already said she’s something that’s never been. Maybe she can beat him. Maybe she can—”

      “You know what she is,” Milla said. “You have seen what she has become. You have not told them, though”—she pointed in the direction of the tent that Ash, Alexandra, Blair, Tori, Johanna, Amber, and Oliver had been escorted to—“Why?”

      I looked away and closed my eyes, inhaling then exhaling slowly. So, she knew.

      I wanted to berate myself for that. Of course she knew. She was the Maiden. She could see the future.

      “They wouldn’t understand—” I started.

      “They wouldn’t let you pretend,” the girl spat with more venom than I expected. My eyes snapped open, and I regarded her. “You’re risking the lives of millions for the life of one that’s already gone. You know what she is. You know her heart is poisoned. It would be a mercy to end her and yet you won’t.”

      My lips parted and then my jaw clinked shut.

      “It’s not just her you’re asking for, though, is it? You want me. You want Alexandra. And what about my signasti? What about the people that we’ll leave behind?” Anger coursed through me, but I did not let it control me. Instead I funneled it into words. “The best part about this is I can’t tell them. I can’t tell anyone about the curse or the price, but you’re asking me not just to kill myself, but both my sisters—and no one will even know why. Thanks to your Goddess. But you—you could tell them. Couldn’t you?” I took a step forward, and a flash of that younger girl peeked through. Her innocence. Her uncertainty. Yes, she could tell them, but I wasn’t wasting my breath begging her to because she wouldn’t.

      “I’m the Maiden. What the Goddess tells me—”

      “That’s a bullshit excuse and you know it. Your Goddess is demanding an unfair price for a debt your own Crone racked up.” I jabbed a finger in Livina’s direction. “So don’t sit there and tell me what’s right or wrong. Don’t act like I’m the only one making selfish decisions here. Mine are just for people I love. Yours is for your bitch Goddess. At the end of the day, we aren’t all that different.”

      Mila surveyed me with caution, her face betraying what her eyes didn’t.

      “Is that your final answer?” she asked stiffly.

      “If your price for assistance in a war your people started is me killing my sisters, I’ll find another way without you,” I said curtly. “Without either of you,” I added in Livina’s direction.

      The Crone shook her head, the sadness of a thousand years in her eyes as she watched me. Regret and sorrow were the baggage she carried on her shoulders.

      I turned my back on her, on both of them, and started for the tent fold.

      “You can’t outrun a curse ordained by the gods, girl. It’s impossible.”

      I paused, fingers gripping the thick fabric of the flap.

      “We live in an impossibly possible world. Nothing is impossible. If you two cowards won’t help me, I’ll find someone else that will.”

      I let the words hang between us like a noose as I stepped out into the night. The wind shrieked, blowing sand everywhere but with a flick of my hand it all scattered. The Witches that were still awake and about glanced my way, but I ignored them. Following my link with Ash, I came before a maroon-colored tent and flung the flap to the side.

      “Time to go,” I said without even getting in the tent. From this angle I could see a ladder that went straight down and a room with wood floors, thick rugs, and plush pillows. A chilly breeze hit me from inside the tent, confirming my suspicions about magical air conditioning.

      “What? Why?” Alexandra asked, getting to her feet. Tori scrambled up from her spot where she’d been lying next to her.

      “Because we’re done here,” I replied. Johanna and Oliver shared a look.

      It was Amber who chose to read the tone of my voice and said, “You didn’t get an alliance, did you?”

      I scrubbed a hand over my face, dragging it through my sweaty roots and dirty hair. It came back streaked orange and brown. I sighed. “No. I didn’t.”

      At that they chose to climb the ladder one by one. I waited until they’d all filed out to start toward where the portal had been. I could hear Milla already there and chanting under her breath.

      “But why?” Tori asked. “You’re supposed to be this Mother person. Why wouldn’t they—”

      “The Witches are cowards,” I tossed the words callously over my shoulder with the same precision I’d throw a dagger. Tori deflated a bit. “They wouldn’t give us an alliance without the one thing I cannot give. They refused to see how asking for it was unreasonable.”

      “What did they want?” Blair asked. I noted that it wasn’t her demon as I turned to look at her.

      “I can’t say.”

      Her expression didn’t falter. “Can’t or won’t?” she asked. It wasn’t a challenge and the question was valid.

      “Both. I’d rather not talk about it.” She nodded once, but Oliver stepped forward.

      “This alliance affected more than you. If they asked for something and you wouldn’t give it—”

      “Did you not just hear me?” I cut him off, my tone eviscerating him before my words even could. “I cannot give it to them, but even if I could, I wouldn’t. I’ve done everything you lot have asked. I watched my sister get stabbed and still came to this goddamned meeting and it was all for nothing. I’m not playing games, and I’m not keeping secrets. So can you back the fuck off for a second?”

      Stunned, Oliver blinked and did just that. Johanna placed a reassuring palm on his shoulder and nodded once for me to continue on. I gladly did so, eating up the distance between us and Milla.

      Three sparks of light swirled through the air. Red. Orange. Yellow. They twisted and shot toward each other. Upon colliding, the colors exploded outwards—the portal coming to life, Xellos waiting for us on the other side.

      “Let me know if you change your mind,” Milla said stoically. Pissed and tired, I couldn’t contain my response.

      “So much for you remembering the choice I made and helping me,” I scoffed. A flash of hurt crossed her face, but she closed it away before the others got to us. With her kinky black hair tucked beneath a wrap and her body adorned in the bright colors and riches of her people—she looked like a high priestess, and I wondered why it never occurred to me or anyone that she was actually the Witch Council. While a child she may be, it was clear her people regarded her as more than that. She was their Goddesses incarnate. A vessel for great power.

      I shook my head as she hugged and said goodbye to Johanna and Oliver. They went through the portal first, followed by Alexandra and Tori. Then Amber and Ash.

      Finally, when it was just the two of us, she came to stand beside me again.

      “I know it is hard for you to understand, but soon you will. I haven’t forgotten the choice you made today, just as you must not forget a sacrifice is not payment without a choice,” she told me a third and final time.

      Dread thickened in my gut. My skin broke out in a cold sweat despite the cool temperatures of the desert. I didn’t think it was her words, but I didn’t know what else it could be.

      Exhausted but feeling at a loss for what to do, I stepped into the portal. For a brief second, I let the universe carry me and my thoughts away.

      For some reason, it was the end of my nightmare that I thought of then.

      The way Lily smiled and the silent promise of revenge.

      If I could have, I would have shuddered. In the back of my mind I knew something was wrong, but for the life of me I couldn’t figure out what.
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      The elevator dinged. The doors slid open.

      Inside, the scent of sweat and alcohol filled the strip club with just a touch of depravity. It hit me full force as I stepped out onto the cheap carpet, the soles of my boots sticking to it. After a day in the desert, the air conditioner was a blessed relief, chilling my sweat-coated skin faster than the perspiration could evaporate.

      “Friends!” Tam came striding forward from halfway across his club. He wound in and out of people, catching a shot girl that bumped into him and balancing her tray before sending her on her way again. He beamed a thousand-watt smile at us, still just as sneaky as it was the first time. Tam was the Las Vegas pack Alpha. He also ran an execution ring in the black market that was strictly off the books. I had no idea what he was hiding in that smile today, but for once, I was too tired to care.

      “Where’s Cade?” I asked him, speaking just loud enough his paranormal hearing would catch the words over the techno music blasting through his club.

      “He’s around,” Tam answered vaguely, his smile freezing in place. “What, by chance, do you need my second for?” His electric blue gaze wandered between Xellos and I, searching his partner for the reasoning behind my mood.

      I lifted both eyebrows and gave him the look.

      The look that said I’m at the fucking end of my rope so stop playing with me.

      “The Witches fell through.”

      Those four words made him freeze and the glint in his eyes died. His smile dropped a fraction. Passersby wouldn’t notice, but the air of personality left him as the creeping chill of what was upon us washed over him.

      “That’s unfortunate,” he said softly, looking away.

      “You’re telling me. So where is Cade?” I asked.

      He sighed. “He’s finishing up a transport for me at the moment. I’m assuming you want him for a stepping point to his mother?”

      “You would be correct.”

      He nodded twice and then motioned for us to come forward. “I’ll give him a call and tell him to wrap it up. In the meantime, feel free to take a seat and—”

      “Tam,” Ash said in a harsh tone. The lesser alpha paused and took note, unable to ignore the command in Ash’s voice. “The Witches aren’t coming and the situation with the Vampires . . .” He trailed off, trying, but failing to not look at me. I knew what was on his mind. My teeth clenched, and I looked away, both of us keeping that truth to ourselves.

      Milla was right that I hadn’t told them what Lily had become, but Ash wasn’t an idiot. He saw glimpses of the nightmares I lived. He felt the emotions—her emotions—roll through me like a tidal wave in my sleep. While we didn’t speak on it, the truth of my sister was a heavy one that sat between us.

      “I understand it’s dire.” Tam stepped forward, trying to assure him.

      “It’s quickly progressing, and I’m not sure we have much time. Please make sure Cade knows this is more than business for us.” His hand clasped mine. Warm and safe and right.

      It only barely stopped my stomach from roiling as I thought of the way Victor’s hand clasped Lily’s. They were so far removed from what Ash and I had . . . but he was her signasti.

      My head dipped, and I blew out a breath, running a hand through my greasy locks. My fingers got stuck in the tangles, and I let it fall back to my side, too tired to care about how it looked.

      “Of course,” Tam said. He turned, pulling out a cellphone and dialing before his back was even to us. I tilted my head back, but the bright flash of lights made my demon and I wince. I squeezed my eyes shut and shook my head, attempting to shake the steady throb building in my temple. All it did was make things worse.

      “How are you holding up?” Blair asked, coming to stand beside me.

      “Shouldn’t I be the one asking you that?” I replied without opening my eyes.

      She chuckled low. “I’ve had better days.”

      I snorted. “You and me both.”

      “Can I ask you something?” I opened my eyes and looked at her sideways. Her light blonde hair was braided harshly, pulling the skin around her face and giving her gray eyes a slight slant. Like the rest of us, brownish-red dirt smudged her skin. The Vampire’s blood on her black clothes had already dried, but a cloying scent still stuck to all of us. Despite her haggard appearance, it was the expression on her face that struck me most. So sharp. So lethal. I nodded, raising a hand to my temple once more as the buzzing grew. “Do you think it’s worth it?”

      I blinked. “Do I think what’s worth it?”

      “This.” She motioned to Tam on the other side of the club, his cellphone practically glued to his ear as he spoke in rapid-fire Spanish.

      “Tam?” I asked. Tension verging on pain radiated through my head like an electric current but I tried to block it out.

      “Allies. Do you think the time we’re spending doing this is really worth it? I mean, if we couldn’t even convince the Witches, what reason does the Fae queen have to side with us?” she asked, shaking her head. “She doesn’t, and frankly if I were in her position, I’d probably try to sit it all out and hope the Supes and bloodsuckers would just kill each other off so we’re no longer her problem.”

      I groaned, turning to give her my full attention as best I could. “You’re not wrong, but what choice do we have? The Supernaturals are scattered. The Shifters can’t face this alone. If we fail, there’s no one to help her when the Vampires turn their sights on the lesser threats. I’m hoping we can convince her with that.”

      Blair pressed her lips together. She wasn’t the only one that thought it was a long shot, but at this point it was the only shot we had. I wasn’t willing to pay the price asked.

      Darkness crept into the corners of my vision. The room started to spin. I stumbled.

      “Selena?” she asked. I blinked several times in rapid succession, trying to clear my vision. It didn’t work.

      That’s when I felt it.

      The muscles in my abdomen tightened. My stomach turned. Nausea swept through me and a cold sweat drenched my skin in seconds.

      Fear. Dread. Knowing.

      I’d had this feeling all my life right before something terrible happened.

      The only warning I could give before my vision completely went was, “Something’s coming.”

      It wasn’t something.

      It was someone.
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        * * *

      

      I stepped out of the elevator and into the world beyond. Laughter was the first thing that assaulted me. It was quickly followed by the ting of metal hitting glass. A clinking of plates and silverware, my brain quickly supplied as a dull roar of voices threatened to overwhelm me. There were so many voices. So many hearts that beat like a thousand tiny drums. They called me to war. My own beat too, only slower, quieter.

      It was more sound I’d heard in so long, and in that time I’d grown to prefer silence. Solidarity.

      The wind whistled and had I not trained myself to not respond to pain or surprise, I would have flinched. For while only death held true silence, this place was sensory overload compared to the fief. As it was, I strolled forward into the foyer, an army of the undead at my back. I didn’t take many foot soldiers with me. Only the fifty or so I needed to achieve my objective and send a message of my own.

      One my sister couldn’t ignore.

      Couldn’t deny.

      I flicked my gaze up over the three floors before me. Most of the noise was not coming from the upper levels. They weren’t empty, though. I motioned once with my hand and the Made at my back sprang forward. They leapt the twenty feet that allowed them to clear the railing on the second floor. They jumped once more to clear the third.

      My army clung to the shadows as they broke into rooms and killed those that lived. The sounds were still muffled as I moved away from the foyer and down the hall. I followed the dull roar that was only just beginning to quiet. Soon I would hear doors being flung open as some would escape my weaker counterparts. It wouldn’t be long before I could hear the shrieks.

      I approached a set of double doors. Blood was starting to scent the air as silence rolled over the dining hall before me.

      I paused, inhaling deeply. Tonight would be a feast for me unlike any other.

      Many of the Shifters before me looked on with either confusion or distrust. They had yet to hear the sounds of death from the floors above us. My Made were being careful. I’d asked for peace and quiet so that I could have what I wished. Because of that, the Shifters hadn’t yet realized that they were under attack.

      Still, the talking had come to a complete stop. The clings and clanks of silverware hitting plates muted. Even the laughter, as boisterous as it was, had died out right as I came to stand between the wide-open doors. Silence had regained its footing once more.

      But very soon it would yield to their screams.

      A single girl got to her feet. She had long chocolate brown hair and golden eyes. Her tan skin was flushed and her expression hopeful. Her body language was open. Her heart beat faster with each second, like the pitter-patter of wings.

      “Selena?” she asked, squinting.

      Understanding dawned on me. With my hair now black, we looked almost the same. If not for the eyes. Perhaps Shifter sight and hearing was not as good as the rumors foretold.

      I stepped forward, a cunning smile drawing my lips upward. Her brows came together as she squinted. I continued walking, making it halfway to her before I saw the moment it clicked.

      “You’re not Selena,” she said, stumbling back.

      “How did you know?” I replied softly.

      “Your eyes are wrong,” she started, stating the obvious. “Your heartbeat is wrong. Your face is wrong. Your blood smells wrong.” She sniffed once, and a hint of fear crept into her gaze. “You look like her, but you’re not her. What are you?”

      I kept my smile plastered to my face with the same ease I used to remain subservient for so long now.

      “I’m her sister,” I told the girl, taking a step forward.

      “She only has one sister and you’re not Alexandra,” the girl shot back. Adrenaline hit her system, giving her some fight to combat the fear.

      “That’s where you’re wrong.” I shook my head. “I’m her other sister. The one she forgot about. The one she left to rot.” A hint of ice crept into my tone, so cold it burned. I was not the sister that burned though. I was not fire, or ice.

      I was death.

      Destruction.

      “Lily died,” the girl spat, her expression growing angrier. “If you were her, you’d know that.”

      I paused, cocking my head.

      Intriguing. How very intriguing.

      “I did die,” I told the child, looking her over. “Twice. Selena didn’t come for me then. She was too busy protecting this place. You . . . people.” I couldn’t help the disgust that coated my tone like bile on my tongue. “She’s not here to protect you now, though, is she?”

      All at once, the Shifters around the room jumped to their feet. It seemed they’d finally realized the danger in their wake.

      I’d seen executions happen faster than they’d reacted.

      It was almost sad in a way. How pitifully weak they were to the rumors.

      And the great Alpha? Well he was nowhere to be found.

      My dear, sweet sister had left to find them friends. She’d wiped out dozens of soldiers in Marrakesh. Selena, being who she was, would have thought herself above reaction. Above consequences. It was time to teach her that she wasn’t the only predator on the playground now. Teach her that when the shepherds are gone, the wolves shall feast.

      The darkness within me crept forward beneath my skin. It slithered through my veins and created shadows on my skin. I lifted a hand as several Shifters closed in around me, still in their human form.

      Pathetically ignorant is what they were. They should have shifted on sight. Either they’d grown complacent or they were never as powerful as I’d been led to believe. It mattered not. The sheep were mine.

      Closer, I beckoned them silently.

      Like beasts driven by instinct, they obliged.

      It was only when it was too late they realized their error.

      The darkness broke free.

      The screams began.

      The next few moments slowed for me as I took in my carnage. Several of them shifted before my darkness reached them. A man jumped into the air and landed on one of the tables as a lion that roared. A woman pushed two smaller children behind her and then morphed into a hippo. A gaggle of younger Shifters, no older than myself, turned into hyenas. All of them, despite their different forms, human and animal alike, zoned in on me as my cloud of darkness settled over us.

      It only took a single second before they started to charge.

      There wasn’t enough room for it. Too many bodies. Not enough space.

      Even if there was, it didn’t matter.

      The lion got to me first. He was only three feet away when blood and tissue and muscle were leached of all essence of life as my power burrowed within him.

      Bones slid across the gap between us. All that remained of him when I was done.

      The hippo rushed for me, the hyenas backing her up. The Shifters still in human form dove to the side, allowing her a shot.

      A chance at hope.

      The hippo thundered forward, her gaping jaws wide. Saliva dripped from a tooth onto my shoulder when the darkness consumed her. The hyenas followed.

      I turned, my arms extended wide, and with the added power that those Shifters gave me, I sent my dark power for the rest of them.

      One by one they began to drop. They fell to their knees and then to their faces, and by the time I took a step toward the rest of the room, they were nothing but husks of skin and bone. The same as all others who had tried and failed to beat me.

      I took another step toward the girl, her face now pale. Her lips trembled. Her skin began to grow faintly, like a sun trying to eclipse my night.

      I tsked, sending my power forward.

      “Protect the Alpha’s Daughter!” a young woman cried. She ran forward, her light blonde hair flying behind her. A boy not yet a man followed swiftly. His hair an orangish yellow, and his arm was in a sling. Panic filled his eyes as the girl went ahead of him. Grim determination filled her features. The Shifters that were still alive fell in line behind them, forming a wall between me and the child.

      The one Selena protected.

      My power hit the young woman in the chest. While not a corporeal thing, its energy slipped past her clothing and skin, penetrating her being deeper than the stab of a knife.

      She grit her teeth, and that intrigued me.

      It had been a long time since someone could hold against my strength.

      I’d killed humans and Vampires alike. Mortals and immortals. Legends.

      None of them could hold onto consciousness or presence of mind when I’d unleashed it upon them, but this girl did.

      Even as her strength was failing, she went to her knees, but she did bow. She did not simply die. It was as if something stronger than iron had been suffused in her will to live and to fight.

      I knelt before her even as the darkness ate at the men and women behind her.

      “What’s your name?” I asked her.

      “Graeme,” she spat, her German accent thick. I recognized it from my past life. She was the heir to a great house. One that would soon be dead.

      “I’m pleased to have met you. When they tell the stories of how you died and your house ended, I’ll make sure they honor you.”

      Her eyes went wide. It appeared that power didn’t scare her, but those words did.

      She was probably used to being powerful. Being respected.

      I’ll give her that in death, but the rest of them . . . I couldn’t say the same.

      Dark energy flowed, and with every person's essence my power only grew, suffocating all that dare touch it. The woman before me sat in the thick of it, and yet she didn’t scream or cry or plead. She simply grit her teeth and accepted her fate.

      It fascinated me enough I almost wanted to let her live, but what kind of message would that send? I came here to make it a graveyard like the one my sisters left me to rot in. I came here to make a point.

      But I couldn’t help the strange thrill that filled me as her expression fractured when the power drilled too deep. Everyone had a tolerance of what they could take. I wondered where hers was.

      I couldn’t stop the twisted desire I had to see her break.

      Just like I broke.

      My hand moved on its own accord, blackened fingertips skimming her lovely porcelain cheek. Power surged as it funneled deeper. Against her will I harvested that energy, and her fight against it made it all the more delicious. My desire to see just how deep her core of strength went only grew as she struggled.

      Too soon she shattered.

      A sigh of sadness whispered between my teeth as her eyes turned dull and glassy.  I waited for a moment as the screams continued and more shifters rushed forth, both in front of and behind me.

      It’d been a long while since something interested me. Since someone was strong enough to interest me.

      Frustration chipped away at my calm exterior. Irritation that my fun was over so soon.

      I lifted my head to see the boy in the sling. I hadn’t noticed how close he’d gotten or that he was still standing. His free hand held hers as she walked into death. The other, the one in a sling, had come free holding a dagger. He lifted it, poised to strike.

      That hand came down before my power crushed him.

      A burning started in my throat as pain clawed its way through me. If I weren’t already kneeling, I would be then. My power reacted past the hurt, eating away at him. He only got one swipe where he chose to slit my throat. It wouldn’t have worked, even if I had been a vampire still. It was a grand notion though. A beautiful attempt at avenging his beloved.

      My throat was mostly healed by the time he hit the floor beside the girl he’d tried for.

      Somehow, through it all, he was still holding her hand.

      Months ago regret might have filled me at the sight. All it did was cause the anger to blossom. No one was there when I died. No one held my hand. No one tried to avenge me. No one cared.

      Only Victor, this past time.

      Before that though . . . I looked at their linked fingers again and the darkness began to pulse as it started to build.

      I’d been so alone that the only one to hold my hand was a devil in a suit. I’d sold my soul for this path. For this freedom. I’d be damned if my pity let it slip away.

      Heart hardened, I turned to the double doors as an impeccably dressed man came to stand before them. He walked quietly, but not silent. Lush brown hair, tanned skin, and eyes that crinkled; his face was Aaron’s, or what it would be in twenty years.

      “Alpha,” I said softly. “I’m happy you decided to grace me with your presence.”

      “You didn’t give me a choice,” he answered tersely as he scanned the room—searching for something among the carnage. I shrugged my slight shoulders and strolled forward.

      An odd scent washed over me.

      Orange and freesia were prominent but there was something else . . .

      I kept the grimace from my features. Underneath the beautiful exterior he wore, the scent of rot permeated the air. Sickness. Weakness.

      “You allied with my sister, and she, along with her merry band of children are all over the world trying to find allies now.” Sweat dotted his brow. “Allies that you think will win you a war.”

      His fingers twitched once and then again, a slight series of tremors that couldn’t be hidden. “You and your kind brought this upon us all when you attacked Daizlei. I’ve been complacent for too long, but you don’t get to enter my residence and try to kill my daughter without retaliation.”

      “This isn’t about that.” I narrowed my eyes. “If it was, you would have marched on Vilicky Novgorod by now. You haven’t . . . which leads me to believe you can’t.” I raised an eyebrow, carefully noting his responses. “Without allies, that is.”

      The Shifter Alpha didn’t portray his feelings through his features, but like all living things he had tells. The slight uptick in his heartrate and tightness around the eyes. “You attacked my residence; this will not go unpunished by the Court.” He spoke firmly, like he believed what he said. I didn’t think that was quite true.

      “The Court hasn’t been active in months. Anastasia has fallen, and without an heir the Supernaturals are scattered. The Witches are in hiding, and despite my sister’s attempts, I don’t see them leaving their desert anytime soon. Which leaves you.” I cocked my head and let my long nails tap along the tops of the dark wooden tables. The beating of drums had calmed with the deaths of many. My own power perfumed the air as it sought for more but found only bones.

      Most everyone in here was dead now. Yet the Alpha stood here speaking calmly. I could only assume why.

      “Do your Shifters know you’re sick?” I asked him.

      His lip trembled.

      It appears I hit a nerve.

      “No.”

      “Pity,” I murmured under my breath. “They don’t realize how weak they are. Your complacence, as you call it, will be their downfall. You’ve let them believe you’re healthy and they’re safe, but without the power of a true Alpha they’re crippled.” A fine sheen of sweat broke across his forehead. The dewy drops reflecting under the harsh lighting. Within the moments he’d been standing here the illusion of health waned. Sallow cheeks and sharp bones started to jut out. The larger frame he carried shrank more and more as the seconds went by.

      “Why have you come here?” he asked through gritted teeth. He was clenching his jaw in an attempt to keep his now chattering teeth at bay, but I saw through it. “What message do you have from the High Council?”

      I smiled and began to walk toward him, leaving only footprints behind as I stepped in the dust created by the dead.

      “It’s not for you,” I said, coming to stand before him. The Alpha . . . the almighty Alpha . . . he didn’t even lift a hand to stop me as I pushed my fingers through his flesh and cracked his bones. His heart shuddered, trying to beat, even as my hand closed around it. I clenched my fist around it and the soft tissue yielded in a small explosion of blood.

      “Katherina . . .” he breathed out, dying in seconds.

      If he felt any pain, he didn’t show it. Sick and already at the door, death welcomed the Alpha into its arms like a lover.

      I pulled my hand from his chest and the old man’s body tipped backward. It fell for a suspended moment and then hit the floor with a dull thump.

      I didn’t feast on his energy because I wanted this one to be intact.

      My message clear.

      No one was safe, not even the Alpha.

      An elevator dinged in the distance. A single set of footsteps ran. I tilted my head. I was just stepping over the body when another appeared in the doorway. Brownish-red dust coated his skin in uneven swipes. His body stank of sweat and maleness, but there was something underneath it. Something familiar . . . I peered up at him silently as his expression turned from stunned to feral. Rage pulsed through his skin and the black surrounding his pupil bled away to a brilliant gold.

      I realized it then that the familiar scent that clung to him was my sister.

      I’d come here to return her message.

      It appeared that luck was finally on my side.
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        * * *

      

      The scene shattered. My vision cleared. Bright lights assaulted me. Hands touched my skin. Faces I recognized but couldn’t place in the moment were bathed in blue and red light. They spoke to me, but I didn’t hear the words.

      A tidal wave of emotion built in my chest. It held me suspended in time as it rose and fell. I didn’t understand the nameless emotion that consumed me in the moment. All I knew was that the impossible just happened.

      A roar filled my ears. My chest tightened painfully.

      I took a single gasping breath and the bubble popped as Valda whispered, “I’m so sorry.”
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      “What happened?” I asked. Too many people tried to respond, and I raised my voice to a shout. “Why did he leave? Why was he there?” They quieted then.

      Only one of them spoke and the words were my undoing.

      “He got a call from Keyla. She was scared and crying; said something bad was happening. He charged into the elevator—”

      I moved in a suspended state of shock. They were still talking. Still trying to explain to me. To calm me even though they didn’t know what I’d seen. Not really. Not yet.

      I got to my feet and shoved past them all as I headed for the elevator. I had to get to him. I had to get to her. To stop what was about to happen, even if Valda was simply shaking her head. My demon was desperate. We shared the feeling.

      Four gray metal walls surrounded me, the sounds of protests and shouting ceasing as the doors shut.

      Power filled my being, lifting my hair from the nape of my neck. I could sense the dark tendrils as they caressed my skin.

      The elevator dinged. The doors slid open.

      Silence.

      It was the first thing that greeted me, and my heart began to beat. Blood rushed in my veins and a pounding filled my ears. I raced down the halls. A sickly-sweet scent filled my nostrils. I wasn’t even to the double doors when my stomach plummeted. Nausea made my head swim as I stumbled forward the last few feet.

      Death. So much death. It filled the room—filled the residence. Blood and dust and bone scattered the empty tables. I spotted Ash’s father. The gaping hole in his chest said it all. Beyond him, Scarlett and Liam lay together. The end of their houses.

      In all the carnage, Ash was nowhere to be found.

      His scent was here but fading.

      Our bond was weak, but not gone.

      I searched inside myself, looking for that other side—but found only darkness. The sudden loss overwhelmed me. I fell to my knees and the sound of a creature in such immense pain startled me at first, because I didn’t realize the sound was coming from me.

      My fists clenched against the wood floors and panels broke apart beneath my fingers as I clawed at them. I screamed and the windows shattered like pieces of my heart. I shook, and the residence trembled with me. My grip on my power—my sanity—was slipping.

      I’d lost my parents.

      I’d lost my sister.

      I’d lost my signasti.

      I’d lost my home.

      There were so many words that could probably describe what I was feeling. There were certainly so many thoughts. Feelings. Overwhelming wasn’t a strong enough description of the literal soul-crushing experience.

      A floorboard shifted.

      I didn’t realize what it was at first. I saw, but it didn’t register as a brown head popped up.

      It was only her voice that brought me back from the edge of ending it all.

      “Selena, is that you?”

      My breath caught in my throat. My vision cleared. She sat in a hidden compartment under a wooden table. Her golden eyes glowing. Her fear bringing her ability out, stifling my own power.

      I’d thought she was dead. I thought everyone that had been in this room was dead to my sister’s all-consuming power. I didn’t realize she hid.

      I didn’t know there was hope.

      The mansion stilled and without the rush of power, my grief-stricken haze lifted.

      “Keyla?” I whispered.

      Her face crumpled as she crawled out of the hole she’d hidden in. Tears streaked her face and red rimmed her eyes and she tried to scramble out from under the table, avoiding the bodies of Shifters as she did so. I stood up and walked toward her. Keyla pulled herself free of the table and stumbled forward, her legs picking up speed the closer she got.

      She barreled into me, throwing her arms around my shoulders as she buried her head in the crook of my neck where it met my shoulder. Wet tears soaked my shirt as sobs racked her body.

      “He’s dead,” she moaned. I held her tight, clinging to her as she clung to me. “She’s killed him!” she continued in a strangled cry. “She k-killed my dad.”

      “Shhhh,” I breathed. Her pain resonated with my own.

      The difference was she was a bystander in all of this. A child who did nothing and couldn’t have stopped it.

      I could have . . . but didn’t.

      I pressed my lips together and rested my cheek on her hair. We stayed like that for a few moments, rocking back and forth as she let it out and I held her together. It was painful to see her this way. Not as much as what came next, because deep down I knew . . . this was it.

      The final straw.

      She stole Ash from me, and I had to find a way to get him back before it was too late. For months now the signs had been pointing to this, but I didn’t want to see it. Even when the Crone asked it, when Milla asked it, when the ancients asked it—I denied them all.

      And once again, it cost me more than I was prepared to pay. It wasn’t right and it wasn’t fair, but I was the only one with the power to change that.

      Keyla’s sobs slowly quieted. Her spasms stopped. She leaned against me as the numbness of grief sunk in, and I knelt, sweeping an arm under her knees. I curled the other around her back and turned, cradling her to my chest as I walked away from the dining hall where the worst of the crimes against the Shifters had been committed.

      She didn’t need to see this anymore. There was nothing that would bring back that room or the dead Shifters in it, her father included. I wished he’d taken the time to tell his kids he was sick while he was still here. I wished he’d warned them of the inevitable. Maybe it wouldn’t be so hard for her . . . for Ash. Then again, death was death. Whether by sickness or slaughter it was the permanence that made it so difficult for the living when their loved ones were gone.

      I knew a thing or two about that kind of loss. I felt it myself, even now. Not for the Alpha or Scarlett or Liam, or for the hundreds of Shifters that died today in the dining room alone . . . though I should. I felt it for Ash, though he was still living. I felt it for Lily because I knew she wouldn’t be able to any longer.

      I felt it for myself because the truth was staring me in the face.

      Fate would take everything from me for the recompense it was owed. My debt or not, the ancients would find a way to reap what my bloodline sowed.

      Either I paid the price, or the world did.

      Milla had all but told me that, and I would laugh if it wouldn’t lead to crying, because it was my choices that brought us here. I’d suspected long enough she was in Vilicky Novgorod. While near impenetrable, it wasn’t impossible. Nothing was.

      And yet I didn’t go to her.

      I didn’t save her.

      So she damned herself instead.

      Keyla sniffed, the air between the nostrils whistling like a screech as she wiped her nose on my dirty shirt.

      “Keyla?” another voice asked as we turned the corner, the group pouring out of the elevator. Keyla turned her head and her eyes began to water when she saw Amber standing there, her expression that of relief. “I’m so happy you’re okay—”

      “He’s gone,” Keyla whispered, her voice scratchy. “They’re all gone.” Amber’s face started to fall as Keyla made no move to go for her and instead turned and clung to me further. Golden eyes chiseled into hard gems; Amber looked up at me.

      “What happened here? Why are so many people dead?”

      How did I answer that? How did I tell them my sister was the reason so many friends and family were torn apart?

      “The residence was attacked while we were gone,” I started, my voice hoarse from screaming. I kept talking while I still could. “The Alpha was killed. Scarlett and Liam were killed. Ash . . . Ash was taken.”

      “Taken?” Amber whispered. She looked from the broken railings of the second and third floor, to the bloody handprints that decorated the walls here and there.

      “By Vampires.”

      “This is why Ash took off. This is what . . .” Alexandra turned away from me, trying to collect her thoughts as she was already coming to the conclusion I didn’t want to say.

      “The visions . . . they’re getting worse the—” My words choked to a stop as I started to explain what the Crone did and how it affected me. Valda’s curse inhibited any who didn’t already know from being told, and the words sat on my tongue.

      “The?” Alexandra repeated. Anger coated her tone.

      “I can’t say,” I answered, swallowing hard. “All I can tell you is that the Vampires attacked, and a large number of Shifters were killed. They came here to send a message.”

      “Killing the Alpha isn’t sending a message—” Alexandra started.

      “The message wasn’t for my father,” Keyla said. “It was for her.” She looked up at me, and it amazed me that this child who knew the truth about why Lily came was clinging to me. I couldn’t understand why she would find any comfort in me anymore, but she clearly did, and I wasn’t going to turn her away.

      “What’s she talking about?” Amber asked, her voice splintering apart as she took in the reasoning why her home had been attacked.

      “While we were away, something happened in the High Council. My sister was killed . . .” I paused, not knowing how to continue. How do I tell them the truth I’ve been holding back for so long? “She came back.”

      “What do you mean she came back?” Johanna asked.

      “I mean she pulled the dagger from her heart and it started to beat again.”

      “That’s not possible—” Oliver started.

      “But it happened,” I said without an ounce of spite in my voice. We were beyond the anger and spite. Desperation was all I had left. “Ivan killed her, and she came back and destroyed him. She’s in control of Victor and the High Council now.”

      “Did she do this?” Alexandra asked. I bit the inside of my cheek because I didn’t want to say, but of course that’s why she asked.

      “Yes.”

      That single word was her doom. I knew after this there was no coming back. They wouldn’t support me, and I didn’t know if I could even support myself.

      “How?” Alexandra asked. Her expression was shuttered, her words harder than steel.

      “How doesn’t really matter right now when we need to help the people—” I started.

      “How. Did. She. Kill. Them?” Alexandra said, her voice rising. I swallowed hard as her dark flaming hair fanned higher and the demon’s apathetic tone crept into her voice.

      “Her power’s grown. After all that’s been done to her, something twisted. The Vampires broke her and the way the pieces came back together again . . . she’s not who she was. She’s vengeance and death and ultimately—she’s destruction.” With every window in the mansion shattered and the cold of late December seeping into the walls, a chilled breeze drifted through and Keyla shivered.

      “How long?” Alexandra asked. “How long have you known what she really is?”

      “A month . . . maybe more,” I said under my breath. Guilt and shame ate at me.

      “You knew the road she was going down for a month and let us believe she was some sad, lonely Vampire being tortured—”

      “She was,” I snapped.

      “She just killed hundreds of Shifters!” she screamed at me. “I don’t have to run through the rooms to see that when I smell it.” Fire erupted up her arms, and if she noticed she did nothing about it. “We don’t even know who’s all dead yet—”

      “She was tortured!” I shouted. Alexandra stepped back. The fire winked out. “She was starved and beaten and forced to eat children to survive. Her master—her signasti—is the Dark Prince. She was abandoned and left alone in the High Council’s clutches for months. Of course she turned down a dark path. After what’s been done to her I don’t blame her for hating me. I hate myself enough for not saving her while I still had a chance.” My voice cracked at the end, and I looked at Tori. “You asked me if it were my sister instead of your brother how I’d feel. Despite what she is, I love her—even though I am the reason she became this way. I love her, and I wanted to save her so badly . . .” Tori’s eyes watered and there was pity in them. “I didn’t tell anyone what she was becoming because I wanted to believe she could come back from it. I’m sorry I lied by omission and this is what it brought down on us. I didn’t mean for this to happen . . .”

      No one said anything as Alexandra took one look at me and turned on her heel. The front door slammed. Tori didn’t look at me as she ran up the stairs and took off down a hallway, leaving Alexandra to stew on her own.

      “I need to go find my mom,” Amber said, shaking her head. Her eyes were glassy and her steps shaky as she bolted from the room at a speed the rest of them likely couldn’t follow.

      “Someone needs to check on the Shifters. There will be injured that need tending to. Dead that need to be buried. The children without a parent need to be gathered together until we can find out who is dead, missing, or alive,” Johanna said. Her golden eyes stared at me intently.

      “If the Alpha is dead and the heir is missing, it falls on you to lead them, Selena,” Blair said. I was already shaking my head before she finished her sentence.

      “I’m a little busy with—”

      “Selena,” Blair said. I sighed, adjusting Keyla as I turned to directly face her. “His people were just killed. His father was killed. You and Keyla are the last things they have to hold onto. With the Alpha dead, that makes Aaron the new Alpha—and you by default.” My teeth clenched together but I didn’t argue with her. “Keyla isn’t old enough to lead them, but someone has to. They won’t accept me or Johanna or Alexandra or even Amber. You are his signasti, and the only one with a claim to lead that’s strong enough to make them listen.”

      I didn’t want to, and if we were all being honest, I wasn’t the ideal choice for a leader. I never have been. Almost any one of them was better suited. Blair and Johanna and Alexandra and Amber, all included. Amber wasn’t strong enough to take on the powers we were facing, though, and Keyla didn’t have the age or fortitude to handle what was coming.

      I hated it because I never wanted to lead. It seemed like so long ago that I was just a girl trying to protect my sisters from the world and from themselves. That I was no one, just a girl bound to exceptional power.

      Now I was a Fortescue. I was a matter manipulator. I was a Konig. I was an Alpha.

      I was the world’s last chance.

      Keyla leaned in and whispered, “I believe in you. If anyone can get my brother back, you can.”

      The words hurt me as much as they solidified my decision—if it could even be called that. I’d made a lot of shit decisions that led us here. Time and again the Crone told me a choice would have to be made. I chose wrong before, and now I was going to fix it.

      I had no other option.

      It was time to go to war.
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      Sleep called to me around six in the morning, but I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t close my eyes and see what was becoming of her. What she was doing to him. Maybe it made me a coward that I couldn’t watch the consequences of my actions. I wasn’t sure, but of all the horrors I’d seen, something told me if I closed my eyes that these would be the worst.

      That these would truly break me.

      Keyla slumbered in a fitful sleep beside me in the large canopy bed. I laid on Ash’s side where it still smelled like him. I let his scent wrap around me and comfort me and my demon while we watched over Keyla. Her brown hair was splayed out and she looked so innocent. So meek. If I didn’t know of the immense power she hid I would never have guessed. If I hadn’t felt it myself, I’d never have believed it.

      Footsteps approached the door and I pulled myself from the soft mattress and padded toward it. My fingers grasped the cool metal. It slipped in my clammy palm as I turned the handle. Johanna stood in front of it, hand poised to knock. She lowered it to her side and raised both eyebrows.

      “Have you slept at all?” she asked, peering past me into the dark room.

      “No.” The word was curt and the response probably rude, but I didn’t have enough working brain power to do better. Her brows drew together in concern. I stepped out into the adjoining living room and closed the door behind me. Keyla didn’t stir.

      “If you don’t sleep—”

      “I won’t have to see things I can never unsee,” I replied, crossing my arms over my chest.

      Understanding flashed in her golden eyes. She nodded once, tugging at the sleeve of her long shirt. “You won’t be able to avoid sleeping forever, you know,” she said eventually.

      “I’m aware.” I sighed. “But it doesn’t mean I won’t try. Why are you here?”

      She looked like she wanted to say more but decided against it. Johanna extended her hand. In it was a folded piece of stationary.

      The scent of sickly-sweetness that faintly drifted from it made me tense.

      There was only one thing that smelled that way.

      I swallowed, but my throat was dry. My arms dropped back to my sides.

      “Have you read it?” I asked. Johanna nodded. Her expression was solemn. “And?” I prompted, hoping for better but knowing it was only worse.

      She handed me the note. I grasped the stiff paper between my index finger and thumb. The texture was rough, almost chalky. It absorbed the dampness from my finger as I flipped it open. My stomach clenched as I read:

      

      My Dearest Sister,

      I trust you’ve received my message by now. You left me to die. I wonder if you will do the same for your signasti. I’ll be in Central Park in three days’ time when the sun goes down.

      Every second you’re not there is another drop of blood I take from him.

      I look forward to seeing you again. Tick. Tock. ~Lily

      

      My teeth threatened to crack from how hard I clenched them. I’d known she was planning to play games. They’d become her favorite pastime in recent months. Her only real joy. I’d known I only had so long before she turned her sights my way and finally enacted this grand ploy she’d been dreaming up.

      I thought I’d be able to stop her before it came to this. I thought I had more time. But now we were here, and in three days I had to come face-to-face with my sister and kill her. Again.

      Somehow.

      “She wrote this in blood,” Johanna commented. I didn’t need to lift it to my nose to know she was right. Even dried, the note stunk of their undead scent and made my stomach turn.

      “How was it delivered?” I asked.

      “She sent a messenger. I found him first. His head has already been removed,” she answered pragmatically in a detached voice.

      “Have you told the others?”

      “Not yet.” Her answer surprised me. “I thought you deserved to be the first to know.” I nodded but couldn’t find it in me to tell her thank you.

      “We need to figure out a plan,” I said. “She’s moving pieces on the board so fast I can’t keep up, but now that she has Ash I have no choice but to try.”

      “If you slept you might see what she was actually planning,” Johanna said, testing the waters.

      I nodded, releasing a strained breath. “I know, but I’m not prepared for what I’m going to see. She slaughtered a room full of Shifters without trying. She killed the Alpha with barely any effort. All these months I’ve been planning to get her back and she’s simply been biding her time, growing stronger . . .” I let the words trail as I shook my head.

      “I won’t pretend that I’m thrilled with you right now,” Johanna murmured, taking a step back and turning to survey the fixed windows and clean space. “I understand why you did it though. We often overlook the worst qualities in the people we care about. It’s a flaw unto itself really. You wanted to believe that given enough time you could find her and fix her.”

      I nodded, slipping the note into the baggy sweatpants I wore. “I have a problem with willfully believing what I want because I want it to be true. So many people have died because of that. Because of me.” My chest tightened.

      Johanna looked at the ceiling, stuffing her hands in her pockets while she did so. “The things the world is asking of you right now aren’t right. The sacrifices you’ve had to make and will have to continue to aren’t fair. It’s too much to expect one your age to handle this well.” Slowly her attention drifted down the walls, coming to settle on me. “Regardless of all of that, the gods and the world are asking it, and they’re asking it of you—the one of us who is the most capable and yet struggles the greatest in turn. You’re an interesting choice for them to make. I can’t help but wonder if they chose someone who’s neither good nor bad for a reason.”

      “Would you do it?” I asked her.

      “I’d like to think I would,” she answered softly. “But I can’t say for certain. The truth of it is none of us have had to give as much as you and none of us are being asked to make the choices you are.” The pressure around my chest eased its grip. “Jayma was my best friend. I loved her as much as you love your sisters and Anastasia killed her. If she hadn’t actually died. . .   if she’d come back as something else . . . I can’t say I could be the one to put a dagger through her heart. I’d like to think I could. That I would do it for the old her, but the truth is I don’t know, and I don’t want to know.”

      I nodded, moving to take a seat on the cushioned leather couches. I sat near the edge with my legs open and my elbows resting on my knees. I leaned forward, letting out a yawn into my hands and then running them through my hair.

      “I don’t even know if she can be killed,” I admitted.

      “Everything can be killed,” Johanna answered, coming around to sit across from me.

      “I’m not so certain of that,” I murmured. “She was stabbed through the heart and healed herself. She has a heartbeat again. I don’t think she’s even Made anymore. She’s something else. Something,” I paused, trying to grasp for a word that could explain but came up short. “More. She’s more than you or me.”

      Johanna sighed. “She’s a part demon that was turned Vampire. She could heal herself before death. It’s not a stretch to say that she might have found a way out of it.” I reached for the brandy on the end table and poured two fingers in a crystal glass. Johanna eyed me with distaste when I extended it to her.

      “It’s six something in the morning,” she said.

      I shrugged. “It’s five o’clock somewhere.”

      The liquid burned going down my throat but the heat that spread through me, it was a mockery of what heat could be. I frowned down at the decanter and set it aside. This was a hard conversation to be having this early with no sleep, but with three days and the clock ticking, it wasn’t one I could avoid.

      “We’re going to find a way through this,” Johanna said. I grimaced at my glass, turning it round and round to watch the two drops of amber liquid run around the rim.

      “You can’t guarantee that,” I said.

      “No,” she nodded. “But I’ve been in a lot of difficult situations before. Seen a lot of bad and good. More bad than good, if I’m being honest. I have to think that the ancients wouldn’t ask this of you if there wasn’t hope at the end of the line.”

      I thought about that. It was hard to believe she’d have hope if she knew what I knew though. Assuming I could find a way to send my own sister to the grave, I had to follow her.

      If there was hope, it wasn’t meant for me.

      The only thing that waited on my horizon was death.
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      “Three days?” Alexandra repeated. We stood around a long conference table, none of us using the chairs. On one side of the room, a wall of windows overlooked the field that had once been where Shifters trained. Now it was barren; the odd mechanical contraption they’d used to train sat quiet without the gears turning to make the scythes swing. It looked sad. Desolate. About the same as the people around here felt.

      In front of it a pile of bodies had been stacked and was growing higher by the hour as Shifters brought their loved ones before it. I should have counted my lucky stars that Ash wasn’t in it. I was grateful, but all I could think about was where he was and what my sister may or may not be doing to him. I wondered if death would have been kinder.

      I wondered about a lot of things.

      “Yes,” I answered, almost absentmindedly. It was strange how fast things were happening that I was being forced to take it in stride. People dying. My signasti being kidnapped. My sister coming back. The inevitable end. I should have been screaming or crying or tearing apart mansions and causing earthquakes. Instead I stood eerily quiet, watching over the cold ground, once so full of life . . . like me.

      “How do we even plan for that?” she asked. “There’s what” —her eyes flicked from one person to the next— “seven of us. That’s it. What kind of plan involves seven of us?”

      “We’re not sure yet,” Johanna said. “That’s what we need to figure out—”

      “I’m inclined to agree with Alexandra here, Jo,” Oliver said. “I want revenge for our friends too. What happened to Scarlett and Liam . . .” His voice trailed off, and we all looked at anything but each other, especially me. “The missing Alpha is a problem, but how do you expect us to even make a dent when they killed almost a third of the entire residence?”

      “She doesn’t,” I answered him. “While a third of the residence is dead, two thirds very much aren’t, and they want justice for their friends and family. I can have Tam put out a call and I guarantee there will be even more Shifters that will rally around us when they hear what’s happened.” Was it a great plan? No. No, it was not. At the moment it was all I had to go on.

      “What are more Shifters going to do when they only managed to even kill a handful of Made during the attack?” he asked, his voice dripping with condescension as he forgot one little fun fact.

      “Hey,” Amber snapped, bristling. A trail of fur started to line her arms as her eyes glowed. “Many Shifters died in that attack because they were taken by surprise. My mother included . . .” Her voice trailed off as the fight started to leave her as fast as it came. Alexandra put an arm around her shoulder and stared pointedly at me. I ignored it.

      My guilt had already suffocated me so thoroughly I was forgoing breathing at this point.

      “The Shifters were not prepared for the last attack. They would be for this one, and there will be more of them from Tam’s estimates,” Johanna inserted diplomatically. “We’d also be able to use Selena and Alexandra’s Fortescue heritage to call on Supernaturals for aid.”

      Alexandra scoffed. “The Supernaturals hate us as much as everyone else does. While the Fortescue name holds power in persuading other courts to do shit, the people are tired of it. Too many died at Daizlei and they think Selena did it. Too many have been kidnapped and turned or worse.” She pressed her lips together as her thoughts took a darker turn.

      “She’s not wrong,” Blair said. “We’ll be lucky if we get even a few hundred Supes willing to join the fight, and even then, there’s no way of knowing if their powers are useful for this.”

      “And that’s not even our worst problem,” Alec said. He stood at the opposite end of the room from my cousin. I noticed her tense in my periphery. Her demon kept its thoughts and opinions to itself for the moment. While we’d been out trying to form an alliance with the Witches, Alec stayed here to guard Lucas. Something that saved both their lives during the attack.

      Fortunately, him being alive kept her demon appeased. Unfortunately, this situation was testing her small modicum of control.

      “Our worst problem?” I found myself asking. “I don’t know how we really quantify what’s better or worse here. People have died and more are going to before this is over. Ash is gone. The Shifters are crippled. The Supernaturals just as much so in their own ways. We haven’t even heard anything from the Fae since this happened—”

      “Actually, we have,” Amber said. “Cade’s mother laughed in his face when he pleaded for our cause.”

      “His father was a Shifter.” I frowned. She nodded.

      “And the Shifters didn’t rise against the Supes when he was killed.”

      Well then.

      If it were even possible, the situation just went from bad to worse.

      “That’s still not the worst problem,” Alec said, interjecting again. I turned, looking at him pointedly.

      “Please, tell us what the problem is, then,” I said, losing patience with this.

      “Central Park.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      “Central Park,” he repeated.

      “Yes, I have quite good hearing. I heard you the first time—”

      “Humans,” Blair said. I paused mid-sentence, my lips parted and jaw hanging open. At once, I understood what they were getting at.

      A string of expletives tumbled from my lips. One look around the table told me I wasn’t the only one who missed that.

      “She wants to start a war in Central Park and expose magic and paranormals to the world,” Alec said after the shock started to wane. “Anastasia had suspicions this was their plan for a long while before she started keeping me at bay.” His attention strayed toward Blair before he corrected himself and turned back to address me directly. “If we do meet her there and a fight breaks out, there will be no way to keep this from the media. If we do this and lose? It becomes open hunting season for the Vampires.”

      My insides curdled at the thought, but once he pointed it out I knew he was right. This was her move. To give us too little time to plan. To force us into the open. For so long Vampires had been sequestered away from the world because of what they were, and strict laws placed on them for feeding. If the people who enforced those laws were no longer around, then Vampires had free rein, and with the Born able to create new Made, it wouldn’t take long for them to have a true army. One that not even the entire paranormal community could hold back.

      “She’s in Vilicky Novgorod,” I said. “What if—”

      “We can’t march on the High Council,” Johanna sighed. “There’s too many Vampires and no way of getting that many of us there in time that the first wave wouldn’t just be slaughtered.”

      “I never said anything about getting us there,” I replied tersely.

      “Then what—”

      “It’s her.” I cut her off in a harsh tone. “She’s the one leading them. If we take her out, then we stop the brain. She’s the Dark Prince’s signasti. If she’s out of the picture, he won’t be able to function. The Made can’t think for themselves because they’ve been too subjugated and the Born have lost their confidence ever since Ivan the Cruel stabbed her through the heart and she came back again.”

      “Selena . . .” Alexandra started, some unnamable emotion coating her tone that I didn’t understand.

      “What? That’s what you wanted, isn’t it? Her to be taken out?” My sister swallowed, her lips pressing together. “I can go by myself. I’m faster and stronger. If I can get to her, then maybe—”

      “No,” she said. “You made a mistake in not telling us, and I’m still unbelievably pissed at you for it, but I’m not letting you go on a suicide mission because you’ve decided to take this on yourself now—”

      “Then what do you want me to do?” I asked her, leaning forward and placing my hands on the conference table. “She is where this begins and ends. I hate it more than any of you—but she is what we need to focus on. If she comes out of this alive, it doesn’t matter how many Vampires we kill. She will never stop.”

      “Why?” Blair asked when Alexandra didn’t speak fast enough.

      “She blames us for not saving her. She knows I stayed here and protected Keyla. She thinks that we left her to rot.”

      “We didn’t leave her—” Alexandra started, anger surging forward.

      “It doesn’t matter what we did. All that matters is what she thinks.”

      “The girl I knew was soft. Gentle. Even after you started training her she held onto her compassion. For her to do this . . .” Blair said and shook her head as if perplexed by the situation.

      “She was desperate. People do crazy things when they’re desperate.” I sighed. “In Lily’s case, she had to find a way to survive what she’d done and the only way she could was to normalize it.” My hands formed fists as I thought of the way she’d killed the girl that looked like Alexandra. She’d told herself a great many lies since then. Lies that she started to truly believe. “She told herself that’s what survivors do. Her thoughts have quickly descended into madness ever since killing Anastasia, but she bordered on it before that.”

      Of course, Cirian’s soul had a part to play in that. While my sister had already lost so much of the battle before she’d killed Anastasia, the ruthlessness developed after, as did the grandiose thoughts. I hung my head, watching the strands drift back and forth.

      “That’s very curious that it was Anastasia’s death that tipped her over . . .” Johanna murmured, her thumb brushing over her bottom lip as she stared too hard at the mahogany table.

      “No matter what brought it about, I don’t agree with you going there by yourself. It’s what she’s going to expect because that’s what you’ve always done,” Alexandra said.

      “I second that,” Blair chimed in.

      “I do as well,” Johanna concluded.

      “Which brings us back to square one,” I said, lifting my head again. “We have to be in Central Park in three days and have as many allies as possible. It’s our only choice.”

      A knock came at the door. I lifted a hand and the knob twisted on its own accord. The wooden panel swung open, revealing a red-eyed Keyla in mourning clothes.

      “Everything’s ready,” she said. Her lips were chapped and her tan skin pale. Her slender form was covered head to toe in black, formless clothes. Her bottom lip quivered as she waited for an answer.

      “If this is the best we’ve got, then I think we’re done here,” I said to the others as I walked around the table and went to her side. I linked our arms together as we headed downstairs.

      “Selena,” she started softly.

      “Hmm?”

      “Are you really going to kill your sister?” she asked. I took a deep breath. No one had asked me quite so directly. No one deserved an answer more.

      “I am,” I told her as we came to a stop before the open double doors that led out to the training field.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      I don’t think I’d ever heard something as kind as those two words. My sister took her father from her. She took her brother from both of us. Somehow, Keyla managed to have empathy for me despite it all.

      I pulled my arm away just to wrap it around her shoulder and kissed her hair as I whispered back. “Me too, kiddo. Me too.”
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      The scent of burning flesh cloaked the residence as the fire burned past the midday sun and into the night. Our first day was over. The second had yet to come.

      Thoughts of the future and what I had to do weighed heavily on me as the flames licked through skin and muscle and bone. While Lily’s victims were largely ash as it was, the others that had died were not. Keyla gripped my hand in hers as she stood with me, staring into the flames. Her sobs had broken hours ago. The tears had run dry. Now all that remained were her long fingers linked tightly through mine as she numbly gazed forward.

      On her other side, Amber stood, looking like an older version of grief. Keyla lost her father. Amber lost her mother. Now they were orphans like me.

      The thought was almost as gut wrenching as the smell. I’d never forget either as long as I lived.

      Across the pyre, my sister’s dark eyes watched me. While the Shifters and Supernaturals around her stared into the burning remnants of their loved ones, she stared at me and only me. Her jaw set in a hard line. Her lips pinched. She was still angry with me for keeping secrets and for the outcome they brought.

      I couldn’t blame her for the anger, but she also didn’t know half the things I did. I could thank the Crone for that.

      “It’s not her fault,” Valda said.

      “Her actions brought this about,” was my reply.

      “And mine. And Cirian’s. I’m as much to blame as she is,” Valda answered. She shook her head, and I couldn’t help but wonder how much she suffered through the ages—watching the outcome of her actions as I watched mine now.

      “I wish there was another way,” I whispered.

      “I know.”

      The sun set and the moon rose. The fire weakened as the last of the bodies burned to ash. When it was only soot and charred bones that glowed like embers, the flames winked out.

      Through it all I stood there. Even after Shifters began to leave. After Amber escorted Keyla back. After there was not a soul in the field, except mine, Valda’s, and the ancient presence I felt watching over me through the funeral.

      “Did you know?” I asked, my voice quiet but still loud in the dead of night. A sweep of cloth over the frozen blades of grass was the only indication that she’d stepped out of the trees. I turned and repeated my question again. “Did you know that this would be the outcome if I went with Milla to the Witch clans when given the choice? Did you know while I was with you it gave my sister the reason and time to attack, whereas if I had never gone with Milla, this would have never happened? Did you know that in choosing to try for an alliance, Lily was going to attack and I wouldn’t make it back in time?”

      Her kaleidoscope eyes smoked over with a hazy blue as she let out a sigh. The Crone lifted a hand and beckoned me forward, her joints cracking with the motion.

      I stood my ground.

      “Did. You. Know?”

      Her eyes fell to the pile of ash where grass had once been. The stench of death still filled the air.

      “Yes.”

      My eyes closed, and I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Why?” I asked. “Why would you lead us into the Witch clans just for this to happen?” I threw an arm wide, my eyes flying open as the anger returned. It was only a shadow of what it once was, though. I was too tired. The fight was too long. The costs of this war were too steep for me to continue to hold onto only rage. Before it had been all-consuming, but now there were grief and guilt and such a deep sadness there to keep it company.

      Misery. That’s what they called it.

      “You had to make a choice,” the Crone started. “It’s hard to see, and I don’t think you even understand what you were choosing between, but ultimately you chose right.”

      “My sister—”

      “What little good that was left in her has already been corrupted by Cirian’s soul,” the Crone replied. She wasn’t harsh or cruel, but the words didn’t hurt any less. “You know this. You’ve known it for a time now.”

      “I’m tired,” I said eventually after a long pause. Her aged skin fell as she looked at me with pity. “I’m tired of the secrets and the lies. I’m tired of fighting and losing. I’m tired of people dying—of being the reason they die. I’m tired of having the weight of the world on my shoulders.”

      “I know, child.”

      “Regardless of whether it’s right or fair, I don’t want to kill her . . . but I don’t think I have a choice.” I stuffed my hands in my pockets as the chill settled over us. A light misting of fog blew across the grounds of the residence, sweeping the ashes and smoke across the land.

      “Come,” Livina said, her knobby fingers beckoning me forward. We walked into the forest together. “A sacrifice is not payment without choice, Selena,” she said after we had walked a bit. Her thick cloak drifted over the dirt and twigs and leaves without ever snagging. She used the staff as a walking stick. “It may not feel like you have a choice, but there is always a choice.”

      “It doesn’t feel like one when my options are find a way to kill her or let the Vampires take over and kill everyone.”

      “I never said the choice wasn’t hard,” the Crone continued. “Only that it’s there. It can’t be a sacrifice if you don’t choose to make it.” Those words struck me, and I didn’t know why. “The gods punished us because I refused to sacrifice the person I loved most in this world. Valda and Cirian and I have played this eternal game because of that choice. Cirian burrowing into the Fortescue minds, using them as his puppets to create evil. Valda, watching each of her line die as a result of her actions. Whereas I’m trapped here, in this body of an old woman trying to move the pieces to where they need to be—when they need to be there.” She stared past me, but I got the feeling she wasn’t really looking at the forest. Like she saw something beyond. Something that hadn’t happened yet, or perhaps something from long ago. “I can taste the end. I know it’s coming for me. For us all. Milla sees a great battle on the horizon, with too many endings to count. They all come down to you and what you choose to do.”

      “I don’t even know how to kill her,” I said. “Or if she can truly be killed.”

      “Nothing is impossible,” the Crone said cryptically.

      “You’re not going to tell me more than that, are you?”

      She smiled. Aged and yellowed as her teeth were, bleeding at the gums, clearly in pain—she smiled.

      “I can’t,” she said. “It’s not the ancient’s wish.”

      “I wish the ancients would come down here and tell me themselves what they want and how to do it,” I griped. She chuckled.

      “We’re all pieces on a board to them, Selena. You, me, Valda, Lily. They created the world and its children.” Red bled into her eyes, making her look like one of the Made. “I broke the balance and they chose to punish us all. You are the opportunity that has been a thousand years in the making.”

      “Here’s the thing I don’t understand,” I said, my breath creating puffs of white. “Why me? Why does the killing have to be by my hand?”

      “Because of me,” Valda said.

      “You hold the Mother,” the Crone said. “If one of your sisters had been born first, then they would hold the Mother, and the duty would have passed to them.”

      I shivered. The idea of Alexandra or Lily being forced into this . . .

      “It has nothing to do with me being Nyx’s Blessed?”

      The Crone shook her head. “The mother goes to the first born, regardless of your power . . .”

      “But?” I asked, sensing the unspoken word.

      Livina sighed. “I find it interesting that it was you. I have wondered many times these last years as I watched you struggle and grow, if it was intentional on the ancients’ part that you were chosen and not one of your sisters. You’ve always struggled the most with who and what you are. The ancients picked the child who would have the most difficult time with this choice, and I can’t help but wonder about that . . .” Her voice cracked as it often did, using aged vocal cords. “About you.”

      “I don’t know if that really makes it better or worse that it could have been someone else. One of them instead of me.” Above me the night sky filtered through the trees. Bright stars lit the night. Burning prisons for the ancients of old, if my father was right. “I suppose it doesn’t really matter in the end. Nothing can change it.”

      “Would you change it?” she asked. The question startled me. “If you could?” I thought for a moment as we walked deeper into the night.

      “I don’t think I would,” I said. “Whether it’s me or them, someone has to do it. I’m not selfless enough to say if it were someone else or some other family—that I wouldn’t push it on them, but my own sisters? No . . . I don’t think I could.” A light wind blew, whipping the strands of hair from my face. It made the trees restless as the branches shifted and the leaves rustled.

      A raccoon scampered by as we approached the lake, though we certainly hadn’t walked twenty miles with her limp. The corner of her lips drew up as I cast her a wary glance.

      “Magic,” she said mischievously. Livina shuffled forward to settle on a rock, her staff laying at her side. The wide expanse beyond was a void of black, dotted in light by the stars’ reflections.

      “Why did you bring me out here?” I asked cautiously, approaching the flat rock next to her.

      “To give you a gift,” she said, turning toward the water. It wasn’t an easy movement for her old limbs. She kicked one leg up at a time before scooching toward the water’s surface.

      “What kind of gift?” I asked, no less wary. The Crone had an odd way of being. Last time she gave me a gift it was a riddle foretelling of Lily’s fall.

      “The only thing I can give you.” She reached for her staff, falling six inches short. With a wave of my hand the staff lifted and met her fingers. She gave a grateful chuff before facing the water once more.

      Livina lifted the wood and the orb at the end began to glow. My chest squeezed.

      “I don’t want to see more of Lily—”

      “I’m not showing you your sister,” she said. “At least not this version of her.”

      The clenching around my heart lessened as I shuffled forward over the rock. As soon as my own reflection was staring back at me, she touched the orb to the water and a ripple spread. In the center, a picture formed.

      A baby with gray eyes and blonde tufts of hair that turned black.

      Me.

      “What is this?” I asked as a second child came into view. Auburn hair marked her as Alexandra.

      “My memories,” she said, smiling fondly. “I can’t give yours back, but I can give mine from those years.”

      This time when my chest clenched it was for a different reason. Emotion stuck in my throat, making it hard to swallow. “Why are you showing me this?”

      A third child came into view. She had honey blonde hair and dark brown eyes.

      Lily . . .

      “For what you’ve done,” Livina said in a cracked whisper. “For what you will do.”

      “This is it, isn’t it?” I asked, barely able to pull my eyes from the lake. “You’re not coming back.”

      I read the truth in her eyes before she nodded. “It’s almost time. I must ready myself and make sure Milla is prepared.”

      I didn’t know how to feel about that. While I’d only ever met her a handful of times, something about it just seemed so wrong.

      “You’ll die when it’s done, won’t you?”

      “Yes.” She sounded relieved by the idea. I couldn’t imagine. I wanted to cling to my life and hold on with everything I had. The concept of dying was so permanent.

      For a person that could change even matter itself, that permanence was a difficult thing.

      I didn’t know what I was supposed to say to the woman who ruined and simultaneously saved my life. It wasn’t every day this sort of thing happened to me. I told her the only thing I could, for the gift she gave me.

      “Thank you.”

      She smiled, and it was filled with sorrow.

      “I’ve done many bad things in my life and most of them I can’t make right, but you can. For that alone I owe you everything.” My lips parted, but she didn’t pause for me to speak. “I’ve wronged your family so deeply in trying to save them . . . that debt isn’t something I’ll ever be able to repay you, and I’ll go to my grave knowing that. Don’t give me your thanks, girl. I don’t need it. Save it for those that do.”

      I pressed my lips together as she started to turn away. I wanted to say something but didn’t know what. Valda nudged forward, and I stepped back, allowing her this moment.

      “Goodbye, Livina. I’ll see you on the other side,” Valda told her, the words coming from my lips.

      The Crone paused, looking back over her shoulder. Her eyes swirled once more, the color turning violet. “Until we meet again, my old friend.”

      The Crone brought her staff down once and disappeared in the blink of an eye. Valda stepped back, and I came forward. The memories of my childhood were still playing across the surface of the lake.

      I went back to the flat rock and climbed on top, settling in for the long night while I tried not to sleep. The bitter cold kept me awake enough as the temperature started to plummet. I shifted, resting sideways on the hard stone while I watched my youth play out from the eyes of a stranger.

      By the time the dawn approached, the memories faded. The only problem was that it wasn’t the pleasures of the day that awaited me.

      Only nightmares.
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      His heartbeat was an echo in a chasm.

      A war drum before the battle.

      A signal to all that were dead and undead of what I’d done.

      And they loved me for it.

      Ivan the Cruel had ruled for so long that the Vampires didn’t believe he could bring about a new age. They’d lost hope that true freedom was on the horizon. After so long of being in the shadows and told that’s where they belonged . . . the craving for retribution against those that confined them had reached a fever pitch. The need for blood and violence too great to stifle.

      I didn’t want to stop them. Oh, no. I wanted to bring them out—bring us all out—into the light. I wanted to upend the very fabric of society that had imprisoned my mind for so long with their morals and conventions.

      I wanted to be the harbinger of a new age.

      One where I was free. Truly free. Unable to be restrained or controlled ever again.

      My attack on the Shifters was only the beginning.

      The attack I planned for New York?

      That would be their end.

      A door slammed behind me, sounding like a gun shot fired into an abyss. Aaron jumped, his wide blood-stained eyes narrowing on the man behind me. The gag in his mouth prevented him from speaking, though he’d tried many times. Cold iron bound his hands behind his back, and metal chains linked his feet to the floor.

      Victor strode forward, and I could feel the anger riding him as he came to my side and then stepped in front of me, blocking my view of my prisoner.

      I didn’t lower my chin or look at his black oxfords as I once did. I stared straight ahead, his chest filling up most of my view, the darkened bricks of the dungeon in my periphery. Water dripped through one of the cracks in the stone ceiling, falling in a rhythmic beat with my prisoner’s even breaths.

      “Flower.” His voice was hard. Victor was in one of his moods again. “I let you have your fun and went to sleep expecting you to wake me on your return . . .” He reached out, grabbing my hip. It would appear forceful to most people, but Victor’s strength was only a fraction of my own.

      “I’ve been busy,” I answered, still not looking into his eyes but not looking away. It was as much a power play as anything we did.

      His nails bit into the flesh at my side. The edge of them cutting through the soft cashmere sweater without effort. The prick of pain brought my senses to awareness. It made me want to sigh, almost content. I wouldn’t tell him, but the rough way he handled my body made me feel alive again.

      “I said you could strike back. Not return with a prisoner. A male prisoner.” The cutting edge of his tone almost brought a smirk to my lips. The bond madness rode him hard. The urge to claim me growing harder to resist. “You’ve been here all day with him. You reek of him. Is there something I should know about?”

      I didn’t answer immediately. The truth was my sister’s signasti did nothing for me. The only man that ever had and ever would stood before me, my devil dressed like a dream.

      He liked to play games.

      Once upon a time those games almost destroyed me. But I learned. I grew.

      Now it was my turn to play.

      My turn to win.

      I kept my eyes glued to his chest and lifted one hand to let my pale fingers trail over the hard planes. Thin material was all that separated us, and the tension in the air was palpable. Delicious.

      His strong hand trailed up my side and over the curve of my breast. He ran the tips of his fingers over the choker. His thumb brushing across the metal insignia. Cool but not cold against my skin. He took my chin between his index finger and thumb and lifted it, forcing me to look.

      “I asked you a question, flower.”

      “I’ve yet to decide if it deserves an answer.”

      Ire flashed across his features. He didn’t like that response. For once, I didn’t care.

      He changed his grip, and to someone else it might look like he was cupping my jaw. His thumb swept under my chin, the pads of his fingers softly pressed into my throat.

      My heart began to pound. Loudly.

      The noise surprised me, and I stepped back. He stepped forward. Again we repeated the movements until my back touched the rough bricks of the dungeon wall.

      Firelight bathed our features, casting it all in pale hues and dark shadows.

      Victor leaned forward, his lips skimming my jaw. Warmth heated my core.

      “Why are you toying with me, Lily?” he whispered.

      “Because I can,” I answered, unafraid. Victor didn’t scare me anymore. He might have once, but now we walked in the darkness together. We played in the night.

      He was a monster, but so was I.

      Victor inhaled sharply, and I knew what brought it on.

      The scent of my arousal filled the air.

      “Lily,” he breathed through gritted teeth. “My control is fraying, mistress.”

      “Queen,” I corrected him. My Vampire stilled.

      Right that second the Shifter managed to get free of the gag and started to speak. “You don’t have to do this, Lily. Your sister loves you. She only wants—”

      “Silence.” Victor’s voice cut through Aaron’s speaking. He pulled back enough to look me in the eye. Our noses were close enough the tips nearly touched. My breath fanned his face. “Who is he?”

      “My sister’s signasti.”

      The way he smiled should have scared me. The silver of his eyes gleamed like that of a blade.

      “Oh flower, you please me so. More than anyone ever has.” His eyes dropped to my lips and while Aaron was still speaking, yelling, really—all of it faded.

      Victor leaned in, pressing his lips to mine. I licked the seam of his mouth, and he opened up, brushing his tongue against mine.

      He leaned in, and I reached for him, sliding my arms around his shoulders to twine my fingers in his pale white hair. With one hand he gripped my throat possessively, and with the other he lowered it to my backside, lifting me and pressing us together in one motion.

      My feet came off the ground. I hardly noticed we were moving until the metal locks on the dungeon door clicked as he kicked it shut behind him.

      Aaron’s yells faded into the distance as he strode through the castle without a care, my body curved around his. Within seconds we were at his door. I knew it from the scent of fresh snow and silk sheets. He paused, pulling back from kissing me.

      “You’re excused from duty,” he said to the guards. “Tell the other Born to make their Made aware that no one is to enter my wing.”

      “For how long?” one of them asked. I leaned inward and tentatively licked the skin of his throat. Desire blossomed inside me like a flower at first light.

      “Indefinitely,” was his only reply.

      The sole of his foot made contact with the wooden doors and they burst open. The two guards made themselves scarce.

      I kissed his throat and then tested the waters once more, letting the tip of my fang skim the surface. Victor groaned.

      “You will be my undoing,” he murmured. My back touched the bed. Black strands of hair fanned around my face as I looked up at the canopy. Victor pulled away. I frowned as he dragged himself off my body.

      “What are you doi—” I didn’t get to finish the words as he stood at the end of the bed. His gaze raked over my prone form. He removed each of my ballerina flats with care and then paused. I laid there, silently challenging him to do it. The silver turned a shade darker as he reached for the button on my black jeans. A flick of his thumb and a pop sounded.

      He pinched the zipper between his forefinger and thumb, slowly dragging it down.

      I lifted my hips silently, urging him forward.

      Cool fingers grasped the edge of my pants, dragging them down but leaving the lace panties in place. Once they were pulled free of my thighs, he flung them away from us, my legs now bare to him.

      Victor placed his hands on my knees and pulled me forward. I slid to the edge of the bed and then stopped.

      He spread my legs wide, settling between them.

      My heart stuttered. My breath grew uneven.

      “What—” I started to ask again.

      “Don’t ask me dumb questions, flower.” I pulled myself up so that I was sitting and able to watch him.

      Victor wrapped his hand around one bare foot and pulled it toward him. My eyebrows drew together, but I said nothing as he kissed the instep, the sensation running through my body like a shock of desire. My breath caught as he gently massaged circles into the path his lips took.

      By the time he reached my calf, my eyes were hooded.

      His lips kissed and licked and nibbled at my sensitive skin. His hands followed, creating a dull ache inside of me before he even reached my thigh.

      Vampires didn’t need to breathe, but he chose to—fanning those sensitive nerve endings as he approached the apex of my thighs.

      His lips skimmed the outside of my panties. He breathed in.

      Then he pulled away, beginning the process again on my other foot.

      It was maddening. Lust filled me, hazing my brain so that all I was, was a reaction. An emotion. A response. He stroked, and I moaned. He licked, and my breath hissed between my teeth. When he drew near the place I wanted him again, his eyes met mine. A slight smirk curled around his lips.

      Beautiful and incredibly cruel. My chest warmed.

      “You asked me what I’m doing,” he said, running his nose up and down the silk fabric that barely covered me. “I’m treating you like a queen, because that’s what I’m going to make you.” His teeth bit the fabric, but not my skin. He pulled once and with a twist of his neck the silk piece ripped free. “My Queen.”

      Then he pressed his lips against me, and I trembled.

      My body shook as he kissed me there. When he licked that sensitive place, my vision became unfocused. That gold tether that spanned between us started to shine. My core wound tight as he continued with his ministrations and my fingers dug into the sheets. They ripped instantly, and I leaned forward, wrapping them in his hair instead.

      He pulled away and blew out a breath of cold air. My thighs shook.

      He leaned in again and sucked once. I detonated.

      An anguished garble slid from my lips as my body tightened around the fingers that were now replacing his mouth, pushing their way in and out of me. Wave after wave of ecstasy washed through me as I ground against him, riding it out. When the last of my pleasure left me, he stood.

      We stared at each other long enough the sun could have rose and set. For this moment, he was all that existed. He and the havoc he wrought on me.

      I knew he was waiting. Despite his cold, calloused ways—he was giving me a choice in this.

      Just as he’d taught me, I chose myself and I chose him.

      I spread my legs wider and a growl of approval escaped him when I reached for his pants. The girl that died would have been embarrassed to be this forward with a man, having never done it.

      But these hands were not white as they once had been. They were stained so red that the color was almost as black as my heart. If I could kill men and women with my bare fingers, I could give and take pleasure with them all the same.

      He’d seen me at my lowest, as a dirty, grubby Made in a cellar.

      He’d seen me at my worst, half-crazed by starvation, but useless all the same when I held onto the idea that someone would save me.

      He’d seen me die, and agonized over it.

      Now he would see me bare myself to him and the winter air as I claimed him while he claimed me.

      I slid my fingers over the edge of his trousers and tugged. They split apart at the seams. I reached for his shirt, pulling on both sides. Buttons popped as it split up the middle.

      My hands dropped to my own sweater. I tugged it over my head, tossing it away. My bra came next, and then it was only us and the all-consuming need that only grew.

      I scooted up the bed and leaned back. Victor didn’t ask me if I was ready.

      My actions showed him I clearly was.

      Victor crawled onto the bed, settling between my spread legs, the tip of him skimming my entrance.

      I met his stare and nodded once as he braced himself over me. His hardness slid inside, not painful in the ways I’d been told it would be.

      Full? Yes.

      Uncomfortable? A bit.

      Needed? Completely.

      I writhed in his grasp, but he held tight, going slowly at first. I planted my arms behind me, using the firmness of the mattress to gain purchase as I dug my heels into the bed and worked my hips against his.

      “Flower, I’m trying to make this easy on you—”

      “Don’t,” I gasped, shoving forward and taking his full length.

      Victor groaned and dropped me to the bed, following me down. His forearms caged either side of my face as he held himself over me, pushing in and out. He stroked that carnal flame he’d created into an inferno. The golden tether of our bond grew impossibly bright. My eyelids started to droop as I fell into it.

      Victor gracefully moved one hand to slide his fingers through my hair and pull sharply without losing pace. “Don’t close your eyes,” he commanded.

      I growled, arching my back off the bed as I fought to keep pace with him. His lips skimmed my neck, the tips of his fangs pressing hard enough I knew what was coming. “I want every part of you,” he breathed.

      “Then don’t ask. Take it.”

      His fangs cut through my flesh and the scent of sweet wine filled the air. He moaned against me, and my pleasure heightened. That pressure was building again but its peak was elusive.

      I needed more.

      Using my own strength, I flipped us and straddled his waist. He sat up, bringing us chest to chest. My hands wrapped around his silky strands, pulling them taut and tilting his head back. My blood wet on his lips, I kissed him, savagely grinding my body against his own.

      He grasped my hips, guiding them for what I needed but I didn’t know how to find. The climax drew near again. A moan was already building in my throat as I sank my fangs into his bottom lip and sucked hard.

      He groaned, uttering my name like a prayer as the bound flared. My core tightened as the tension shattered. Golden light blinded me entirely as it snapped in place around us.

      A noose and a lifeline. An unbreakable tether.

      I was his and he was mine.

      Several seconds of silence spanned between us. Our breaths were heavy, and the wind roared. Shadows played under my skin as my power danced in my pleasure with me, but didn’t harm him.

      He scooted back to lay against the pillows, bringing me with him. Bodies still connected, I laid my head on his chest.

      “I love you, Lily.”

      It was the first time he’d said those words and I believed him. In his own way, he did love me. “I know,” I whispered back without saying it in return.

      When my eyes closed, it was still darkness I dreamed.

      Beautiful, glorious, darkness.

      And death.
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        * * *

      

      I woke with a start. My throat was scratchy as sandpaper. Cold wind whipped my face. I groaned, rolling over. My joints were stiff from sleeping on a rock. I didn’t have to look at the lake to know that Livina’s gift was gone. Light shone from the west telling me that most of the day had come and gone.

      “You’re awake.”

      I jumped. “What the—”

      “Relax,” Alexandra said, rolling her eyes. She sat on the rock next to mine, where Livina had been the night before. She wore jeans and a thick sweater. Her fingers were displayed in front of her and a tiny fire rolled along them, moving with the wind. She sighed and the flame blinked out, a wisp of smoke going up before being blown away. “Dream of anything interesting?”

      A subtle way of asking what was going on with Lily.

      “If I could unsee it, I would,” I groaned, rolling my shoulders to work the knots out.

      “I’m going to assume Aaron is still alive given your state,” she said without looking at me.

      “Yeah,” I answered on a sigh. “He’s alive. Surprisingly whole, all things considered.”

      “Don’t do that,” she said.

      “Do what?”

      “Think.” I blinked, but she continued. “She’s killed hundreds of people. There’s no coming back from that.”

      “I’ve killed thousands.” The hard look she gave me said it all.

      “You killed thousands on accident. She walked into the residence with an army and the intention to kill. The Alpha is dead because of her. Scarlett and Liam are dead because of her. Mothers and fathers and children and babies are dead because of her—”

      “I get it. You don’t need to—”

      “But I do,” she interrupted. “I know you. As much as you say you will do it, you’ll try to find any way out. I don’t like this any more than you. Honestly, I don’t even know what to think. All I know is that my sister died at Daizlei, and what she is now” —she paused, swallowing hard— “whatever this is now, it’s not her. It’s a monster, and it needs to be put down.”

      She didn’t even understand how close to the Witches version of the truth she’d just come. She didn’t know about Cirian or Valda or Livina or the history that brought us here. She didn’t know that Lily wasn’t the only problem.

      She didn’t know the ancients demanded her too. Demanded me.

      “She can’t be killed.”

      “Does she bleed?” Alexandra asked.

      “Yes, but—”

      “Then it can be killed.” The way she struggled even referring to her as more than an it was quite telling.

      “She heals herself before she dies,” I argued. “I could stab her in the heart and she’ll pull it out and stab me back. How do you kill someone like that?”

      “The same way you did the first time.”

      I blinked. “Say that again.”

      “Say what?” she asked derisively.

      “Repeat what you just said.”

      She turned, looking at me like I was crazy. “You kill her the same way you did the first time.”

      I looked up over the water, and for the first time, I felt hope. The sun was setting and with it the final day was upon us.

      I jumped to my feet and turned my back on the lake.

      “Where on earth are you going?” she called over her shoulder.

      “To make a plan,” I yelled back.

      My heart sprinted with me as I raced through the forest and back to the residence. I was onto something big. I could feel it in my bones.
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      “Hey,” Blair called out across the foyer. “We’ve been looking for you everywhere. Where have you been—”

      “No time,” I panted. “I’m calling a meeting. Round up everyone you can to meet me in the second-floor conference room.” Her mouth opened then closed. She nodded once and walked away, off to find the others. I took the second to get my head together. This was it. I could feel it.

      The Crone said nothing was impossible. The pieces were there; I just had to figure out how they were supposed to go together.

      I started for the conference room. Not paying much attention to who was coming and going around me.

      Three deaths by my hand.

      That was the price . . . and Lily already died once.

      Which only left two.

      If I could figure out a way to stop her from healing herself—my shoulder knocked into someone. “Excuse me,” I muttered, already trying to continue on. Fingers wrapped around my bicep and I paused, looking back at the girl I’d bumped. Her golden eyes drilled into me.

      “I’ve been looking for you,” Keyla started. The rest of it was lost on me.

      Like a flash of lightning the idea struck.

      I stood there staring at her as one by one the shards of information I’d gleaned slid into place. Like pieces of a puzzle, I knew broad details about them. It was only once it clicked that I saw the bigger picture, and my answer to fate’s call.

      “You’re the key,” I whispered, almost dumbfounded. Keyla frowned.

      “Are you okay? Did you hear what I—”

      “I’m fine,” I answered on instinct, pulling myself from my stupor. “What were you saying?”

      Keyla chuffed, shifting back and forth. “I was saying”—she started, with only a hint of her usual attitude—“that with my father dead and my brother . . . gone . . .” She struggled with what to call it, and I didn’t blame her. “I’m the last of the line. I’m young and can’t fight as good as you guys—though I am damn good with a mace—”

      “Keyla, can you get to the question? I’m assuming there is one.”

      She sighed, taking a deep breath. “I want to be in on the planning. I want to be there when it happens. He’s my brother, and I want to help save him.”

      I stared at her and all I could think was that Ash would kill me. If he knew what I was planning, he’d tell me to leave him. To let him die.

      That wasn’t an option.

      No matter the risks, I was getting him back and ending this once and for all.

      “Come on.” I grabbed her hand and pulled her with me down the hall. She blinked and opened her mouth, then closed it, clearly having expected there to be more resistance. She started walking beside me, keeping pace.

      “So, what’s the plan?” she asked, adding a little pep to her step. “Are we dropping into Vilicky Novgorod and going to slink around the High—”

      I opened the door to the conference room with a flick of my wrist and motioned for Keyla to go first. She gave me a sheepish smile and stepped inside. I followed behind her, pleased everyone was already here.

      “I want to return to planning,” I started.

      “What’s she doing here?” Amber glowered. “Keyla’s in mourning right now. She shouldn’t be—”

      “You are too,” Keyla shot back. The glare in Amber’s eye deepened as she looked between the two of us.

      “Why did you bring Aaron’s sister to the war meeting?” she asked me, ignoring Keyla now. The mention of my signasti was a blow to the chest, but I grit my teeth and kept my temper in check.

      “I’ve figured it out.”

      “Figured what out?”

      “How to win this.” No one said anything, but they waited with bated breath.

      “What does she have to do with this?” Amber jutted her chin toward Keyla.

      “Everything,” I replied softly.

      That really got their attention and even Keyla stood straighter, preening under the compliment. Johanna exhaled heavily and leaned forward, resting her hands on the mahogany wood surface. “I think it’s best you start explaining then.”

      I nodded.

      “I’ve told you guys time and again that Lily is the one we need to focus on—”

      “We’ve already been over this,” Amber snapped, cutting in.

      “Yes,” I said in a hard tone. “Except now I know how to kill her—and more importantly, I know how to keep her from killing all of us.”

      Amber lifted an eyebrow, prompting me forward. “This better be good.”

      “Before she died, she could heal. If she stole energy from someone else, she could heal herself. When she became Made, that power amplified. She healed herself from death—and even from Vampirism, in a way.” On the other side of the table, Alexandra stared at me intently. “She couldn’t be killed because there was no way around her power.” I looked at Keyla, the latent Shifter born to a forfeit. “Now there is.”

      “You’ve got to be smoking something if you think I’m going to let you take Keyla into battle,” Amber growled.

      “We don’t have another choice,” I snapped back. “Lily can’t die, and without canceling out her powers, she’ll kill everyone in minutes.”

      “Minutes?” Oliver asked. I nodded.

      “Her power doesn’t just include those that touch her anymore. It’s like a cloud of death that spreads out and kills any who touch it. No one, except possibly me, will even be able to get near her.”

      “Whether or not Keyla’s power is useful, I don’t know how you could ever consider bringing her into battle when—”

      “Because I don’t have another choice!” I shouted at her. Amber’s jaw hung for a fraction of a second before snapping shut. “You think I want to kill my own sister to begin with? It almost killed me the first time I did and that was an accident. Now she has Ash and is hell-bent on unleashing Vampires on the world. I don’t have a goddamn choice here anymore, Amber.” She had the good sense to look away. “Without taking her power out of play, this is all for nothing. We can gather as many people as we want. We can call on the Shifters and the Supes and the Fae and the Witches—and she will kill them all. I love Keyla just as much as you, but she’s the only one with an ability to stifle others, and she’s strong enough to even cancel out my power. We need her there or this is it.”

      Let it be known that I was not the motivational type. I didn’t come up with rousing speeches. Helping others emotionally was never my forte, even with my own sisters. I was the girl that got shit done. Unfriendly and antisocial as I may be, I was the one that found a way. And this? This was our only way.

      I could feel it in my bones, as deep and true as my bond with Ash.

      “I think she’s right,” Alexandra said, being the first one to break the silence. “If Lily is strong enough to kill that many Shifters in minutes, then she’s strong enough that throwing sheer numbers at her won’t do anything but fuel her more.”

      “And you’re talking about bringing my cousin into that,” Amber said. “How do you know she can even get close enough without succumbing to your sister’s power?”

      I looked at Tori. Her face went pale.

      “You want me to—”

      “Yes,” I answered. “If I can get close enough to push her power back, you can teleport in with Keyla and cancel hers out.”

      “But,” Keyla started. I glanced at her, and she shook her head. “I want to help, Selena. I want to be there. But . . . I don’t think you should rely on my power. I don’t even know how to control it.”

      “Exactly,” Amber piped up. “She doesn’t even know if she can do it. You could just be sending her in for no reason.”

      “Make no mistake, Lily is planning to show up in full force. What she’s become . . . it’s terrifying.” I shuddered at the memories and how they flashed through my mind like a movie reel. “Keyla used her ability when Lily invaded the residence. It’s why some Shifters couldn’t shift. They were too close to her. On a battlefield where people are dying around her? It’ll happen again.”

      “How do you know that?” Keyla asked, her voice quiet.

      “I see things . . . when I sleep; things my sister does.”

      “How do you—” she started to ask, but Amber cut her off.

      “So you want to gamble that she’ll be scared enough to use it and shut Lily’s powers down?”

      I hated myself for the answer I had to give. At the end of the day, it was our only real shot.

      “Yes.”

      “I think,” Johanna said, tugging at the sleeve of her long shirt, “that Keyla should get to choose. She knows the risks and what’s being asked of her.”

      The young girl considered it. Her porcelain white teeth nibbling on her bottom lip as she stared at the table in great concentration.

      “I want to do it—for Aaron.”

      Amber stared at me stone-faced, and I knew in that moment, regardless of what did or didn’t happen to Keyla, she would never forgive me for this.

      “Then it’s decided,” I said. “Tori will teleport Keyla in, getting as close as she can.”

      “If she does this, you won’t have your powers either,” Blair said.

      “I won’t need them,” I replied. “Lily may be undead, but I’m also a demon. If you take both our powers away, I will win in a hand-to-hand fight.”

      “You don’t have to,” Johanna said. “I can fight as well as you. Let me deal the death blow—”

      “No,” I said.

      “But—” Alexandra started.

      “No,” I repeated. “It has to be me.”

      “That makes no sense,” my sister shot back. “Your issue this entire time is that you don’t want to kill her, and now you won’t let Johanna take the—”

      “I said no.”

      They didn’t understand, and they never would. Valda hung her head in sorrow alongside me because she was the only one who knew what was being asked.

      Three deaths by my hand.

      That was the price, and only I could pay it.

      “I can’t believe you,” my sister said. I didn’t respond. At this point there was nothing I could say. It wasn’t like I could tell her about the prophecy.

      “Moving away from the topic of who is killing Lily, where do the rest of us need to be for this?” Blair asked, re-anchoring the conversation.

      “Someone needs to be guarding Keyla,” Amber said. “I’ll do it.”

      “I can protect myself,” Keyla piped up.

      “No,” I shook my head. “Amber’s right.”

      “Finally, you see reason—”

      “But she shouldn’t be the one guarding you.”

      Amber slammed her fist down on the table. “What is your deal?” she demanded.

      “When Keyla’s power turns on, you won’t have your speed or be able to keep up with the Vampires that go after her, and believe me—once someone realizes what’s happening, they will go after her—except vampires don’t have abilities. We all retain the strength and speed of what we are. Without your ability, you’ll no longer be faster than them.”

      “Which is why she shouldn’t be there,” Amber chided. “If no one has abilities, then—”

      “Blair should be guarding her,” I answered through gritted teeth.

      “Blair?” Amber asked incredulously.

      “Me?” my cousin asked.

      “You,” I replied. “You don’t need your powers for this fight. An ice storm will only hurt our people as well as theirs.” Guilt flashed through her expression but was gone faster than I could comment. “You’re faster than anyone here, though, and fight just as well as I do. Your demon has been cooperating when still given the chance to fight. I know you haven’t merged yet, but Keyla and Tori will be safest with you protecting them.”

      “She’s right,” Alec said, finally making himself known in the conversation. “Alexandra will be more useful using fire to burn away the bloodsuckers. Tori will be with Keyla, and while she can hold herself in a fight with her ability, she’s going to be at a disadvantage here. Blair’s the fastest and best equipped to protect them both.” I had a feeling he spoke up for Blair’s sake more than anything.

      “You protect her with your life,” Amber said, ceding at that.

      “Of course,” came my cousin’s cool reply.

      “That doesn’t answer where you want me, Johanna, or Oliver,” Alec said.

      “You and Oliver need to go on Victor. He’s going to want to stay close to Lily, but I need to get her alone.” Alec nodded, and while Oliver didn’t say anything, I could tell he had mixed thoughts. Whether it was because I was giving him an order or because he didn’t like the assignment, I wasn’t sure. In the end, it didn’t particularly matter.

      “And me?” Jo asked.

      “You’re coming with me,” I said.

      “You just said—”

      “If I fail, someone has to give them enough time to run.”

      I watched as the words sunk in. A shudder ran through her, but she didn’t dispute it. A quiet hush settled over the room as the reality of our situation really set in. This plan was risky. Dangerous. Wrought with errors and too high a chance of failing. Amber was right about that, but I was also right. It was our only real plan, but in the end—it might not work.

      I might still fail.

      The darkness might still come.

      The world may still fall.

      “Is everyone clear on what our roles are tomorrow?” I asked. One by one I looked around the table as they nodded. “Alright, then. That’s all I got. Get some rest.”  With that, the room began to filter out. First Alexandra, storming past me with Tori hot on her heels. Blair went next, squeezing my shoulder before she left. Alec followed after her at a distance, and I wondered if tonight was the night he’d approach her or if they’d both let things rest where they may. It wasn’t my place to ask.

      Amber and Keyla left next, speaking loudly.  When it was only Jo and Oliver, I turned to leave. “Can I have a minute with you, Selena?” Johanna asked.

      I paused and looked over my shoulder. “Okay.”

      Oliver looked at her, and she waved him off. “I’ll catch up with you in a bit, Oli.” He looked at me and then her. His lips quirked downward, and I could tell his opinion of me hadn’t changed much over the months. Still, he stepped out, closing the door behind him. I walked back toward the table and cocked my hip, resting against its edge.

      Johanna waited a few moments, her head tilted to the side as she listened to Oliver’s retreat. When we were as alone as we could be in a residence full of Shifters, she took a step forward and mimicked my motion.

      What she said was the last thing I expected to hear.

      “You don’t want to kill your sister, but you have no choice because the ancient’s demanded it.”

      My lips parted, my jaw hanging ajar. “How-how do you know?” I spluttered.

      “You hold the soul of the Mother, whose ordained duty is to kill the heirs of the monster that Livina created a thousand years ago. I can’t imagine any world in which you want to deal the death blow to your own sister. Not with how you’ve tried to protect her. Your insistence that she needs to be dealt with and that you have to do it leads me to suspect that she is indeed one of the heirs.” Her eyes flashed a shade brighter. “Which means you are too.”

      I floundered for a moment, unable to find any words. What could I even say to all of this? She’d managed to figure out the exact prophecy I’d been spending my days trying to prevent.

      I opened and closed my mouth twice before saying, “You figured it out.”

      She came to the conclusion on her own, which allowed me to finally speak.

      “You’re part-demon. Something that’s never been. A monster in itself. Your sisters are too, which leads me to think there’s more to the tale than what I’ve been told. How high is the price they’re asking of you?”

      I tried to speak, but once again found myself unable to talk.

      She knew of Lily, but not the rest of it and the damned curse prevented it.

      Johanna pressed her lips together in a sad smile.

      “There’s a block on you. That explains a lot.”

      “If you don’t know already, I can’t say.” I could sense it was testing the boundaries, but as she’d already figured it out, the curse allowed it. I just confirmed it. Jo nodded.

      “I have a feeling what it asks, knowing what I do now.” She sighed and looked away. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” I said.

      “No.” She shook her head, blowing out a breath. “It’s not. Not really. The legend says the mother is to hunt and kill all of the monster’s descendants. I don’t know if the exact wording I’ve been told is accurate, but I can glean enough from your behavior. Milla said a sacrifice is not payment without a choice. They’re asking you to kill yourself.”

      “They are.” I nodded. “I’ve known that for a while now, though. I hate it, but I can’t change it either. I have the Mother’s soul, and the ancients want me to choose to pay the price. I have to kill her.”

      “And if you fail?” Johanna asked. I twisted my lips around.

      “Alexandra has to.”

      “But you haven’t told her,” Jo surmised. “This is a difficult situation, Selena.”

      I laughed bitterly. “You have no idea.” I paused. “Well, you have some. More than the others.”

      “Do you want me to tell them?”

      I weighed that. For long enough, I’d wanted them to know the truth. To give them their answers so that I was unburdened. The end was basically upon us, and in truth there wasn’t enough time.

      “No,” I said. “If you tell them now, Alexandra will try to stop me. This is already a small enough window I don’t even know if I’ll succeed.” Johanna nodded.

      “I suspected as much. That explains why you don’t want her near in the end.”

      “Yeah . . .” The word trailed off as my thoughts turned down that winding path of despair. My end wouldn’t be a pretty one.

      “Will you tell them when it’s all over? Tell them why I did it. Why I had to go?” My voice broke. Emotion clogged my throat, making it hard to talk. My eyes watered, but I refused to cry.

      “I will,” Jo said earnestly. “I’ll tell them the truth, and I’ll make them understand.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered. Johanna leaned forward and took my hand in hers, squeezing tightly.

      “Anything you need me to do, I will do it. For all that you’re giving, you’ve earned that much.”

      I nodded. “There is one more thing.”

      “Name it.”

      “You have to promise me you won’t tell them, and you won’t stop me,” I said solemnly. Her lips quirked up in a rueful if not tired smirk.

      “Tell me. Whatever it is, I’ll do it.”

      I nodded, taking a deep breath. “I’m going to need your help for some logistics when I’m gone.”
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        * * *

      

      The mansion was quiet, but not silent. It was well past midnight, but the Shifters knew what was coming. The entire paranormal community did at this point. Tam had done his job and word spread like wildfire that any able-bodied paranormal that wished to prevent the Vampire invasion be in Central Park.

      Tomorrow we would know if it was enough.

      But today, I had one last thing to do.

      One last person to speak to before it was time.

      I knocked quietly.

      The floorboards creaked as footsteps approached the door. The knob turned. A man peeked out through the crack and then did a double take when he saw it was me. The door opened completely.

      “Alpha,” he said and bowed his head respectfully. I nodded, not comfortable with the title because it reminded me of what I’d cost them. Still, I didn’t correct him. For this task, it paid to be the Alpha.

      “I’m taking over here. Take the night off to be with your family.” He moved away, taken aback.

      “Are you certain . . .”

      “Yes,” I nodded, stepping aside. He walked out of the room, murmuring a gruff thank you, and disappeared down the hall.

      I stepped inside and closed the door behind me.

      The chair was exactly as I’d left it, and he looked nearly as dejected as the last time I saw him.

      “Come to spend your last night with me, Selena?” he asked. It was meant to be mocking, but the hint of desperation underneath was unmistakable.

      “Hello, Lucas,” I said quietly. I went behind him and pulled the knife from my side. His body didn’t even tense at the zing as the metal blade scraped its sheath softly.

      “Ah, so this is it. You really will be the end of me.” He was scared, but there was also a faint note of relief. I shook my head. Before, I’d been so angry, and now there was only pity. I cut through the rope binding his hands behind his back.

      It was only then that he tensed.

      I walked around his side and took a seat in front of him.

      “Let’s have a chat.”
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      The sun was shining, and the winter air kissed my skin as I sat on a balcony overlooking the city, my legs strung through the bars so they could dangle over the edge. For a day in New York this time of year, it was almost perfect. Bright blue without a cloud in the sky. I couldn’t believe it.

      Today was either the day the world ended, or the day it was saved.

      You wouldn’t know that by just looking.

      I hummed my childhood bedtime lullaby under my breath, the haunting melody soothing me. Inside, Tam was on the phone, speaking as quietly as he could to give orders over the phone. In the span of three days he’d rented out rooms all around Central Park to set up as havens for paranormals coming to fight. We were in one of those rooms now as the sun steadily rose and started to fall. It was early afternoon, but this far north darkness fell well before six o’clock in the evening.

      We had hours at most.

      I swallowed, trying and failing not to think of it.

      The sliding door opened behind me. Booted feet walked up to my side. I didn’t look as Alexandra plopped down beside me. She stuck her long legs through the gaps in the metal poles and leaned back, putting her hands palm down behind her.

      I stopped humming, waiting for her to speak.

      “Do you ever wonder what happened to the people at Daizlei?” she asked. “How they died? The way it felt?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?” she said, sounding surprised by that answer. I sighed.

      “Because I’m too busy worrying about the people here,” I answered. It was only a partial lie. I thought about it sometimes. The sins I’d committed had grown so great that the deaths of those that perished when the building collapsed were eclipsed by the earthquake, and now the residence. “What do you want, Alexandra?”

      “To talk,” she said without looking at me. “I’ve been hard on you.”

      “You’re not wrong for it,” I said. “Well, not completely.”

      She snorted. “No,” she said. “I am. It’s not like it was before. You’re not like you were. I’m angry because of what happened to the Shifters. I’m avoiding what will happen if we fail. I’ve been displacing my anger on you, and that’s not right.”

      I sighed. “I get it though. I knew what and why you were doing it. It’s okay.”

      She let out a shaky breath. “While you haven’t gotten to know them much since you came back, I lived with those people for two months. I made friends with them. I trained with them. I ate with them. I drank with them . . .” She took a stuttering breath. “And now some of them are just gone and that’s hard. It’s really hard. Especially when I know more of them will die tonight.”

      She stopped talking before her voice broke, but I understood what she was getting at. “Living is hard, I think. Harder than dying. When you die you go somewhere out there,” I waved my hand at the empty air before us. “But it’s the people you leave behind who suffer most.”

      “Was it quick?” she asked hesitantly. “When she killed them?”

      “It was,” I said. “Seconds at most.”

      She nodded and let out a puff of white as she exhaled. “I’m happy it was quick.”

      “Me too.” I meant it. Every single death that happened as a result of my actions weighed on me. We lapsed into comfortable silence for a while until Alexandra asked, “What is dying like?”

      I lifted both eyebrows and squinted over at her.

      “Are you asking me?”

      “Well, yeah,” she frowned a little. “You died at Daizlei, technically. That first time after the demon attack. It was only after the telekinesis exploded out of you that your heart started to beat again.”

      I nodded slowly. “Well, it was a bit . . . odd.”

      “Odd?” Alexandra asked, questioning my word choice.

      “I’d been hearing voices long enough that I just assumed it was worse at first. Our parents were talking to me, calling me from the other side. I remember wanting to go and then . . .” My words trailed off as I recalled Lucas’ face.

      “And then?”

      “Lucas called me back, or at least what I thought was Lucas at the time. It was actually Ash. He reminded me that I have something to live for.”

      “What was that?”

      “You guys.” We shared a look and she smiled, knocking her shoulder lightly against mine.

      “You know, you can be a real sap sometimes.” The retort was so off the cuff I was caught by surprise as I started to laugh.

      “And you can be a real bitch on occasion.” She let out a chuckle that seemed it never wanted to end, and she was soon doubled over with tears dotting her eyes. It wasn’t even that funny. I found myself laughing again, mostly at her response. When it all died out she resumed leaning back, her palms against the concrete floor of the balcony.

      “Will it be like this? After it’s done?” she asked.

      I swallowed hard, searching for an answer that wasn’t a lie.

      The screen door slid open again, saving me from having to respond. This time it was Blair that stepped out. She dropped to her butt beside us, opting to sit crisscross with her elbows on her knees. She leaned forward, rubbing her hands together slowly.

      “Are we out here to contemplate the end of the world and our possible demise?” she said lightly. I raised both eyebrows.

      “I mean—” I paused.

      “Yup,” Alexandra inserted. “Totally what we’re doing.”

      “Awesome,” Blair said. “There room for a third in this shindig? I promise to be equally as depressing as this last month has been.” I snorted, and Alexandra let out a sharp cackling laugh.

      “You’re ridiculous,” my sister said.

      “There’s worse things in life,” Blair shot back with a slight smile on her face. “Besides, my personality is probably the least ridiculous thing there is about me.”

      “I’ll give you that,” Alexandra muttered.

      “So,” Blair drawled. “This whole moping thing is hard to do with it this sunny outside. I’m thinking we need a change of scenery to be as dramatic as you two.” Alexandra was right, she was being utterly outrageous for her. In the last month there had been a serious damp on Blair’s personality ever since her demon came forward. They seemed to be making some progress. She pointed her index finger and whirled it around. Instantly clouds began to gather, thick and somber as the mood.

      “You really had to ruin the only good thing about today,” Alexandra said with a sour twist of her lips.

      Blair chuckled. “Actually, it’s going to help us. Once the sun sets, the bloodsuckers have better eyesight in the dark. The clouds are going to reflect the light pollution from the city so it’ll actually be brighter than it would be with a clear sky. We’ll be able to see better, but it will be a disadvantage for them.”

      Alexandra’s mouth slipped ajar. “Oh.”

      “Yeah,” Blair snorted. “I was smart once, before all of . . . this.”

      She motioned to the sky, like it was some small feat. I thanked my lucky stars now that she was on my side given the ease with which she did that. Her strength made me have faith that Keyla would make it out of this and Ash wouldn’t hate me forever.

      “Who’s being a downer now,” Alexandra muttered sarcastically.

      “I told you I was coming to join the pity party of a century,” Blair deadpanned.

      “I didn’t think it was possible for you to get more dramatic than when I met you, yet here we are,” Alexandra shot back. They bickered because it was safe. It made it feel like things weren’t as bad as they really were. Beneath our exteriors and playful facades, the unease was growing the lower the sun sank. Like an undertow, it tried to pull us all down, but we banded together, spending our last guaranteed moments with each other. They didn’t know what was to come.

      They didn’t realize the gift they were giving, and the strength that it helped me find.

      I loved them, just like I loved Ash, and Lily.

      Despite it all, I loved her so damn much it hurt sometimes.

      Their light teasing made it better because this was it.

      A prophecy went into play a thousand years ago.

      For a thousand years the ancients moved the pieces on the board.

      Today was the end of it, and if I succeeded—the beginning as well.

      The lip of the sun touched the horizon and our laughter fell quiet. The clouds turned a shade of violet. I wondered if it was a sign but didn’t have long to think before the screen door opened again, the finality of it reverberating in the silence.

      Johanna stuck her head out and said, “It’s time.”
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      Dressed in black and armed to the teeth, I knelt in front of Keyla at the edge of the park.

      “You told me once that you were ‘damn good’ with a mace,” I said, extending the weapon between us, pointed spikes angled away from her. She reached out with a trembling hand and grasped the leather-wrapped hilt.

      “I am.” She nodded.

      “Good.” I released my hold. “You’re staying back until we’re ready for you. Once you start doing your thing, every Vampire in the park is going to want to get ahold of you.” She shivered, and while I wasn’t trying to scare her, she’d be an idiot to not be terrified right now.

      “I have Blair and Tori,” she said. Such confidence. Perhaps it was for the best she believed that.

      “You do, but as great of fighters as Blair and Tori are, they aren’t infallible. None of us are. I’m giving you this weapon because I expect you’re going to need it tonight.” She swallowed but kept nodding. “If you see red eyes, you swing. If you don’t recognize them, you swing. If they’re trying to lure you away from Blair—”

      “I swing,” Keyla repeated. “I know.”

      I smiled but it didn’t reach my eyes as I leaned in and kissed her forehead.

      “I will never forgive myself if you die because of this. We’re going to get your brother back, but you need to make sure he has something to come back to.”

      “He has you too,” she said almost playfully. I had to force myself not to grimace. She was going to hate me when she learned what I’d done. Young and obstinate, she wouldn’t understand for a long time—if ever.

      Perhaps that was for the best as well.

      “It’s alright, Selena,” Blair said, stepping up beside her. “Keyla will be safe with me.” I leaned back and regarded my cousin. We clasped forearms and then I brought her in for a tight, swift hug.

      “I know,” I said quietly. “When Lily goes down, you get her out of here. If you can’t find Tori, take Keyla and run. All hell is going to break loose after that happens.”

      I pulled away and looked into my cousin’s keen eyes. She nodded once in understanding and we released each other. I stepped away from her and the mass of paranormals behind me. They blocked the road and covered the sidewalks surrounding the entire park from every angle. Sirens were going off around the city left and right as the human police tried to figure out what was going on and why thousands of people had brought New York City traffic to a grinding halt.

      That noise faded into little more than buzzing in my ears as I approached the park. Dusk was upon us. Only moments away.

      I reached out tentatively and sensed Ash.

      “Are you okay?” I sent down the bond. A minute passed. As the second one approached and fear began to creep in, I got a response.

      “Alive. No one’s bit me yet.” I let out a sigh of relief, but it was quickly brought to a halt. A sweet, soft crooning came from the park.

      I lifted a hand to the crowd behind me, and silence fell with the night.

      “Run, run, girl of fate. Your dark mistress is here to stay.”

      Alexandra and I shared a look, instantly knowing who is was. While I’d expected her, the lilt of madness in her voice was a punch to the chest. She’d never known the lullaby. I wondered if Cirian taught her.

      “Run, run, and I pray. The madness won’t take you away.” My sister, my dead sister sang in a haunting melody.

      “Run, run, child I made. The darkness wants to come and play,” Lily continued. The wind blew through the trees and leaves scattered in a rustle of branches.

      “Run, run, don’t delay. She will take you far away,” she sang louder. Stronger. I felt a trickle of something—not in the air, but in the world around us. My heart began to beat faster.

      “Run, run, Mother of fate. They are here, you cannot stay.” We were running out of lines. Lily, in all her time gone she found she loved to play games, and tonight was the biggest game of all. She wouldn’t be singing that song if there wasn’t a finale at the end.

      “Ash—”

      “Run, run, don’t delay. They will burn you at the stake.” Her voice changed, becoming deeper. Raspier. Harsher. She still sang, but there was an edge in those words.

      “Don’t,” Ash answered.

      “Don’t what?”

      “Run, run, daughter I made. So you can come back one day.” Closer. I sensed her coming closer. Her and her alone.

      “Don’t enter the park,” he said, struggling though I couldn’t tell why.

      “Why?” I asked, toeing the edge of the line.

      “Run, run, soul in pain. So you can make them pay.”

      No answer. Nothing. Panic seized my chest and I stepped on the brown grass.

      “Lily?” I called into the near void.

      A pause.

      “Run, run, they will say. You will take revenge one day.”

      My body shuddered. I realized then that she’d been confused. She thought it spoke of her. Of her pain. Of her loss. Of her rise.

      A dark wave of power rose in the sky, but it wasn’t coming from the park. Horror washed over as I realized what she intended.

      She never actually wanted to meet in the park. She just wanted us to surround it so that we were all out in the open in one spot. Fish in a barrel.

      Her and her legion of Made had planned to ambush us.

      Screams echoed into the night as her dark power blotted out the night sky. Rising higher and higher above.

      “Everybody! Get in the park! Spread out!” I shouted, using my power to project. A wave of people ran past me as they tried to do what I said. There were so many, though. Shifters, Supes, the odd Fae or Witch. Thousands had banded together for this, and while they tried to do as I said, they couldn’t move fast enough.

      Too many of them would react too late and be devoured by that cloud of death.

      I acted without thinking and my own power rushed forth.

      I’d always referred to my block on it as a dam. That wasn’t quite true, though. A dam once broken eventually lost its strength and the water eventually slowed to a steady, even pace. While initially it was devastating, there was an end. A bottom to how much water could pour.

      My power was not like that. It was as endless and never ending as the universe. It was the power of the ancients of old, and the only thing that held it back was me and my mortal body.

      I was a vessel as much as Milla.

      My demon stepped forward as the valve turned and magic thickened the air.

      Her cloud of dark energy crested in the sky before surging downward as my own power came forward as purple and black tendrils.

      Time slowed.

      A second lasted an eternity.

      Hers rained down and mine held as they collided in a boom that echoed through all of New York City. I pushed inward, forcing her back and away from the people fleeing behind me. I’d worried before this started that she’d wipe out everyone. That I would be all that was left to face her. But we had Keyla. I just had to buy us time.

      I had to hold her back from killing our own long enough that her and I could come face-to-face and finally end this.

      My neck strained as my hands came up, opening the valve further. More than ever before.

      If I was to win this I needed my full strength, no matter the cost.

      I walked forward with arms raised.

      My fists clenched.

      My power shot through her own, a stab in the darkness, and then drilled down through the earth toward the source of where that cloud of death had come from. The darkness receded, as if sensing my intent to find her.

      Quiet fell once more.

      Staring out from the edge of the park toward the skyscrapers around us, dark figures dropped by the hundreds. They descended into the last of the fleeing crowd as the tables turned. Instead of boxing them in to try to prevent their escape, we’d been the ones boxed.

      “They’re coming from the streets!” I yelled, using my power to let my voice carry over the park. But it was too late, screams filled the air as the feast began.

      The stragglers who hadn’t made it to the park were ripped apart on sight. Blood splattered the concrete as a viciousness born of death descended onto us.

      “Ash,” I called as the Vampires rushed forward toward the park. “Where are you?”

      “Behind you,” he whispered before his connection went still. I didn’t have time to think about his sudden silence. The only thing behind me was a park full of paranormals I now needed to protect as best I could.

      I waved my hand and the first row of Vampires dissolved into nothing more than dust.

      This happened twice more before I noticed a murmuring through the crowd. I turned and behind me on the other side of Central Park, the black cloud of death was eating through the paranormal army we’d managed to gather.

      “You’ve got to be fucking shitting me right now,” Johanna growled from beside me.

      “You told us she was strong,” Alexandra said, watching in horror as the mass rolled over the park. “Not this.” They fell like flies and once more people tried to flee into the streets. They ran past me, willing to brave the Vampire horde still falling from skyscrapers instead of the instant and imminent death that was my sister’s power.

      I started to run.

      Blood pumped through my veins. I dodge around people trying to flee as I mentally pushed the cloud back.

      It resisted me, but not for long as shoved with enough force I could have cleaved the city in two. She was incredibly strong, and based on the piles of bones I had to run through to face her—she was growing stronger by the minute.

      “Selena, wait up!” Alexandra called behind me. I sensed them chasing but I needed to get ahead. I needed to be there first to shut her down before she could kill anyone I loved.

      Especially Ash.

      “Selena . . .” His voice filtered through my mind. “She’s too strong,” he warned me. I pushed harder, clearing the opposite edge of the park in record time.

      There, at the border where landscape and cityscape met, was Lily, her back turned to me. Victor stood beside her, holding Ash by the cuff of his tattered shirt. He’d been beaten to a pulp and I wasn’t sure how he was even conscious.

      “Lily,” I said quietly, ignoring them both.

      She paused.

      Her long black hair whipped around. She’d dressed in a light blue camisole and dark brown capris. Ballerina flats molded around her dainty feet and it occurred to me that while we’d armed ourselves, she didn’t think she needed anything more. Judging by the show in her power, I almost agreed.

      She looked back at me and smiled cruelly.

      The most unsettling part of all was that her eyes were not red.

      They weren’t the black of a demon.

      They weren’t a shade short of black like a Vampire.

      They were brown.

      Warm brown. The same color they’d been before she was turned.

      “Did you know they have speakers in the park?” my sister said softly. “Well, they do. Or did, I suppose. After the fighting they might have been destroyed.” She smiled, but there was none of her in it.

      None of the girl she had been. Only the monster she’d become.

      “Se-lee-na,” Ash murmured in broken syllables. I took a step forward and Lily tsked, turning to fully face me.

      “None of that now,” she murmured. Victor changed his grip to hold Ash by the back of the neck. He picked him up like a rag doll and revulsion filled me as he swung his other hand forward, like he meant to clap. Only Ash’s head was between them.

      “Stop,” I growled through gritted teeth. A flick of my hand and Victor froze, unable to move. I started forward the moment Johanna finally caught up and fell in step behind me, just like we’d talked about. Keyla was further back, and given the ice storm starting up, I’d say Blair’s demon was already out to kill.

      “Oh,” Lily drawled. “You poor, pathetic girl. You really think you can stop this, don’t you?” She laughed. It was a peal of windchimes that haunted me.

      Another surge of her power blossomed from her skin and drifted down the streets to wash over those closest to them. Vampires and Supernaturals and Shifters alike, all ceased to breath as she pulled the life from them and left only ashes behind.

      We wouldn’t be able to hold long like this. Not with her killing them scores at a time, her own people included.

      “No,” I whispered, striding forward. I knew she could hear it, though, because the laughter paused and she tilted her head, narrowing her eyes. “But I’m not trying to stop what’s happening. I’m trying to end what will be.” My hand was a blur and a dagger went flying. Victor dodged by only a hairsbreadth. The edge of the knife kissed his cheek, leaving a thin trail of black blood. He hissed and Lily grit her jaw.

      I threw again and again and again, blowing through my throwing knives in quick succession. Once more Victor dodged, but in order to step out of the way of one, he went into the path of the other. The blade sank into his shoulder. He dropped Ash at his feet like trash to be taken out.

      “You bitch,” he snapped. “Flower.”

      It was a single word. A command given. I knew better than anyone how little his commands truly affected her.

      I used that to my advantage.

      “Are you his dog now?” I asked. “Obeying your master’s every little whim?” I goaded her, using her insecurities regarding power and place. Her eyes narrowed, and while she tried to hide it, those barbs struck true.

      Hatred, pure and evil, filled her face. She smiled, and I knew I wouldn’t like whatever came next.

      Then she lowered a hand and reached for Ash, that terrible energy swirling at her fingertips.

      I fired a shot at her, knocking her back and through the air ten feet. A flashback hit me of the first time I’d killed her. When I’d sentenced her to this life. I tried to shake it off. The echo of a neck cracking following me into the present as Victor dove toward Ash and I repeated the motion, launching him into a metal street sign in the opposite direction.

      “Alec! Oliver!” I shouted.

      “They’re already on it,” Jo murmured just loud enough to be heard in this chaos.

      “Alexandra, I need a perimeter,” I called, closing in on Lily.

      Black fire split the earth as a circle formed around us. The winds blew harder and the flames went higher, the swirling vortex locking us in it. Lily took one look and dove to the side, but the flames wouldn’t let her through.

      She stilled, a shudder running up her spine.

      “I didn’t want it to be this way,” I said. “In the beginning I didn’t know if you were dead or alive, and by the time I knew, it was too late.” She turned, her eyes bleeding from brown to black.

      “You left me,” she said in a cold voice. “You abandoned us. You both did.” I pressed my lips together. Was it her talking now? Or was it Cirian? It was clear they both blamed us. Perhaps my guilt was what made Valda and I most well-suited, just as he and Lily had betrayal.

      “It wasn’t intentional,” I told her, though I didn’t know why. I already knew there was only one way to end this. Maybe I hoped that when it was all over she would understand. I doubted it. Not this way. Not now.

      “It doesn’t matter,” the apathetic voice of a demon answered. “You made your choice and I’ve made mine.”

      She lifted her hands and began walking toward me.

      Ten yards. The circle of fire shrank. I wonder if she noticed it, or if her sole focus on killing me was all that existed now.

      Five yards. I held onto my bond with Ash and my beating heart that gave me the strength to do what I needed to.

      Four yards. I thought of Alexandra. I thought of Blair. I thought of Keyla.

      Three yards. I thought of Lily. Of who she had been and who she was now.

      Two yards. I tried not to think anymore, but my mind raced. There were only a handful of moments in my life where I could see them so clearly as they happened, almost as if I were outside of myself.

      One yard. This was one of those moments.

      I let her close the distance, all the while that circle of fire encroaching on us. She lifted her hands.

      I stared into her eyes, searching for anything left to hold onto as she touched my skin.

      Then I gave the signal.
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      In between one second and the next the circle of fire dropped.

      Black tendrils dove beneath my skin. Alexandra had asked me what it felt like to die. The truth was that once it set in that you were going to, the panic receded. Your brain can’t cope with the implications of death and how painful it truly is. In many ways, it’s like coming home.

      Only in being saved from death do you realize that home is with the living.

      Then the pain returns.

      It’s living that’s truly hard, and that’s what I did here. I held onto that, onto myself, as she tried to pull my life from me. A whirl sounded only a second later, followed by feet landing on the crumbled street.

      Another second went by.

      Then another.

      Hope started to fail me. The bleakness began to close in.

      Come on, Keyla . . .

      Golden light burst from behind my eyelids. Lily’s dark tendrils faded into nothing, and my body began to regenerate itself. The beautiful thing about Keyla’s ability was that it stripped powers away, but not my being. I was still part demon and healed all the same. My power drained away into nothing and blissful silence filled me for a brief moment.

      I opened my eyes.

      “What is this?” Lily asked in confusion, not stepping away. I held my last dagger. The one I’d saved for this moment.

      “Me ending it,” I said. Johanna appeared behind her. Our eyes met. She gave me a nod.

      I rammed the dagger through her ribs. Bones cracked under the impact, but I couldn’t miss, as much as it pained me to strike true.

      The first time I killed my sister it was an accident.

      This time it was intentional.

      There was no fracture of pain that she often saw on people’s faces. No relief. No happiness. Only confusion and betrayal.

      “I am . . .” She struggled for words. Coughing twice, golden blood splattered her lips.

      “Mortal,” I said, dislodging the dagger from her chest as I wrapped an arm around her waist. Her knees buckled first as she started to slump and then fall. I went to my knees with her. Holding her tight in her last minutes because that was all I could give her now.

      A gamble. This entire thing was a massive fucking gamble, and I had to hope that I made the right choice.

      That I’d finally come to understand what Milla and the Crone and Valda had all been telling me.

      I sat with her as the fight raged around us. A roar unlike anything else sounded from not so far away. Like an animal in pain—or a signasti losing their other half.

      Lily clung to life, though she saw herself as death, and in those final seconds she whispered, “Why?”

      Why? Such a small word for a big question.

      There were so many things I could say to it. But I gave her the only answer I could.

      “Because I love you and this was the only way.”

      Her eyebrows twitched as she tried to frown.

      Then she faded.

      Her eyes closed.

      “Tell them I love them,” I said on a shaky breath. Johanna knelt across from me. Holding pressure on Lily’s wound. I didn’t see it, but I felt it—that ancient voice my sister spoke of. An essence of evil. Cirian’s soul as it slithered from one Fortescue to the next.

      Only once I sensed Keyla’s retreat, her power ebbing and mine beginning to return, did I lift the dagger again. In truth, I didn’t need for her to be gone for this to work. I just didn’t want her to see. I didn’t want any of them to see.

      “Selena . . .” His voice whispered in my mind. Barely there. I ignored him. I had to.

      “I promise,” Johanna vowed. “Goodbye, my friend.”

      Her eyes were watering as I positioned the dagger at my own heart. I swallowed once. My breathing ragged.

      “What are you doing—”

      I stalled, waiting for something.

      “Selena, stop. Stop!”

      Seconds ticked by and my palms sweat.

      Then I heard it.

      “Don’t do this,” he begged.

      The sound of a heartbeat starting again.

      It was the single loophole in my curse and the only way I could leave and be at peace.

      “I love you so much. I’m sorry.” It was all I could say as I thrust my chest forward and pulled my hands inward.

      The metal pierced true, and just like my sister I began to fade, taking the souls of Valda and Cirian with me.

      I barely registered it as I fell backward. My head banging against the uneven gravel. The other end of the dagger met resistance and twisted painfully as it partially dislodged.

      Unlike Lily, there would be no coming back from this. Whereas she could heal herself from even death, I would not let myself. Johanna knew to keep the dagger there until I was dead and truly gone.

      A sacrifice is not payment without a choice.

      Lily never made the choice to pay it. Her death wouldn’t suffice.

      But mine would.

      I chose to go to the grave so that the curse ended.

      So that Alexandra, and even Lily, could live another day.

      This time when the other side appeared, I didn’t fight it.

      I felt the faint pull of my signasti bond being stretched too thin. Ash was reaching for me. Pleading. Begging. Fighting. I wished I could have said a real goodbye. I wished I could have been able to tell him the truth.

      This was the end. Our end.

      Me and my demon walked to it hand in hand, ready for whatever came next.

      Hoping our sacrifice was enough.
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      I assumed that the other side of death would be like before life.

      I had no conscious memory. No sense of being. No anything.

      I thought death would be like that. Like my demon and I would simply fade into nothingness. That we would cease to exist and that was that.

      As it turns out, death was nothing like that.

      I crossed over into the next plane of existence and my body instantly materialized. I blinked, staring at my own hands and the twin pentagrams that adorned them still. My skin had been cleaned but my clothes were the same as before. Tight black jeans and a long-sleeved black shirt. Leather jacket, tattered, but whole. I pulled at the collar and lowered my nose to it, taking a whiff.

      It still smelled like him.

      He was the smoke to my fire.

      The ash to my flame.

      I inhaled deeply, searching inside of me—wondering if somehow, someway—I’d survived. But the only presence inside was me and my demon. For once, not even Valda was present.

      A pointed cough drew my attention.

      I released the jacket from stiff fingers and looked up.

      My breath halted in my chest as the muscle squeezed. I wasn’t sure how I was breathing, but I knew in that I moment I certainly wasn’t alive.

      Not when I stood before a raised platform. The steps were made of black stone. Opaque in color. Reflective enough to show every contour. My gaze continued to rise to the four thrones that sat atop it.

      The first was a chair ornately carved from a stone so brightly blue I wondered if it came from my world or another. In it sat a man with white linen robes. His skin was tan, his hair dark, the topknot cinched and adored with a golden circlet. A sheen of golden scales traveled up his neck and over the smooth planes of his face. Dark slanting eyes with a slit pupil stared down at me in silence.

      I swallowed and turned to the next.

      This chair was built almost crudely. Made of obsidian stone but forged into sharp points and jagged edges. In it sat a woman with her head held high. She wore a gown of black mulberry silk that clung to every curve, making her body blend with the shadowed corners of the chair. Her skin was pale as moonlight on a dark ocean. Her hair a wave of lush curls. It was her eyes that told me the most.

      They glowed violet as she watched me in silent judgment.

      My heart began to hammer as I followed the length of her arm to the hand she clasped in her own. The man beside her sat on a simple chair made of pure gold. He wore leather and steel across his form, but they were merely another skin for him. He was tan and had a face more beautiful than all the statues in Rome. His thick wild mane told me exactly who he was, as he too looked upon me as if measuring something I could not see.

      The last chair was almost underwhelming compared to the greatness of the others. Its simple wood frame was modest. The woman on it even more so. She wore brightly colored fabrics with intricate beading. The sheer mass of cloth swaddled her stomach and breasts entirely, twining around her body in more layered methods than I wanted to count. The colors were a stark contrast to her dark skin, so black it was almost blue. Her hair was a mass of tiny braids that cascaded down her form. But her face . . . it was young and old. Wrinkled and not. She had laugh lines around her eyes and age spots. She glowed vibrantly from the inside out with youth. She was ageless.

      Her pale milky eyes blinked, and she stood.

      “Do you know where you are?” she asked me.

      I licked my cracked lips and said in dry croak, “No.”

      “Do you know who we are?” she asked, lifting her right eyebrow a touch—as if daring me to lie.

      “I have suspicions.”

      The other Goddess, the one dressed in night, pressed her lips together as if amused. “And who are we, daughter of mine?”

      “Nyx,” I said, answering with her given name. She smiled, pleased that I knew her. I looked to her partner who’d yet to speak. “Consort.” He nodded once. “Three-Faced Goddess,” I continued. The one who had spoken first only blinked, watching me intently. I turned to the final of the four deities. The one the world had largely forgotten. Though it seemed that perhaps he hadn’t forgotten the world. “The Dragon.” He tapped one clawed finger against the bottomless blue stone arm of his throne. “You’re the ancients.”

      “Very good, child,” the Three-Faced Goddess said. “Do you know why you’re here?”

      “I died,” I stated matter-of-factly. The Consort snorted once.

      “That is one way of putting it,” he said. I didn’t know what he wanted me to respond with.

      “What he’s trying to say is can you be more specific?” the Three-Faced Goddess said.

      I bit the inside of my cheek as I considered it.

      Why was I here? That was a great question.

      “I fulfilled the prophecy. I did what you asked.”

      “Did you?” the Consort asked. My blood chilled. I was too hot. I was too cold. There was no heat or lack thereof and yet my body still acted as if I were alive as a flare of anxiety and anger ran through me. Did you?

      “Three deaths by the Mother’s hand from Valda and Cirian’s line,” I said in a hard voice. “I completed the task you demanded of my family for the mistake your vessel made.” I looked at the Three-Faced Goddess who seemed to be regarding me with no small amount of amusement.

      “While she carried the soul of the Mother and her signasti is the Consort’s heir, this one is most definitely yours, sister,” the Goddess said, ignoring my prior statements entirely. Nyx let out a dark, lovely laugh. It was a sultry chuckle that whispered sweet nothings and terrible delights in the middle of the night when the moon was full. It was a laugh I’d heard before. When I declared myself a Fortescue. When I declared war.

      “She is the daughter of my heart,” Nyx said in a breathless sigh. “The bearer of my power.”

      “But did she truly sacrifice?” the Dragon asked.

      “That remains to be seen,” the Three-Faced Goddess remarked.  My pulse sped up, and despite being dead, my heart hammered.

      “A sacrifice is not payment without a choice,” I argued. “That’s what you told me.”

      “What my vessel told you,” the Goddess corrected.

      “Given none of you would tell me yourself, it’s the same thing,” I replied, clenching my fists tightly. “Your vessel is what originally brought this upon the world. Livina is who severed  Valda and Cirian’s signasti bond and then turned them into demons. Livina brought them back. Regardless of that, it was me and my family you asked to pay your price. Three deaths. You never said anything about whether they needed to stay dead.”

      “And your own death?” the Goddess asked. “Why not simply kill Lily a third time if you truly believed that?”

      I swallowed hard. “Someone had to take Valda and Cirian to the grave. One of us had to die, truly die, for the last part to be fulfilled.”

      “And you choose yourself?”

      “Yes.” Blood rushed in my ears, and my head pounded. “I waited for Lily to die long enough for Cirian’s soul to truly pass. I cannot control that she returned. I suspected as much, given she came back from a true death, but either way, I completed the prophecy and broke the curse—no matter how you try to swing this.”

      “But how are you so certain when you did exactly as Livina did in trying to circumvent it?” the Goddess prompted. She strode forward and down the stairs with bare feet. The loose swaths of her colorful skirts skimming the steps behind her.

      “Because I didn’t do exactly as Livina did,” I answered. “She was too scared to die or kill them. I made a choice. I chose to kill myself so that they could live. I followed the rules and I found another way, even if it wasn’t what you originally intended.”

      The gods grew silent as the Three-Faced Goddess walked around me, examining me from every angle.

      “You admit you knew it was not intended that way.” It wasn’t a question, so I didn’t answer it like one. “Curious,” she murmured after a few moments. She came to a stop in front of me.

      “What is?”

      “You.” In her eyes was knowledge. Pure and powerful. “You did sacrifice, though you did it selfishly.”

      “How did I—”

      “Do not interrupt me,” she said. My jaw snapped shut, and I pressed my teeth together to keep from defending myself. “You did sacrifice. You chose to give your life. You also chose not to end your sister’s instead—the one that can die. Lily is something that has never been. Something that never will be again. We had not predicted that when we set the terms.”

      “What is she?” I asked. The corner of her mouth curled ruefully as if she knew.

      “That’s not important for the moment. What is, is that you sacrificed yourself so that your sisters would live. It was a selfish sacrifice in itself. However . . .” Her voice trailed off, and I sensed that what she said next was going to decide something, though for the life—or should I say death—of me, I didn’t know what. “In doing so, you did it with balance. You didn’t swing the scales to the side of good—as we’d intended.”

      I lifted both eyebrows, not sure what she was getting at. “What’s that mean for me? For the prophecy?”

      A ghost of a smirk crossed her features and then she lifted her head indifferently and started back for her throne. “That remains to be seen.”

      I blinked, anger starting to build, though I let them keep talking. “She is a neutral entity,” Nyx said. “The only true one, aside from ourselves. She is neither good nor evil. Perfect and imperfect.”

      “She holds honor but does not seek glory,” the Dragon noted. “A curious combination.”

      “She has might,” the Consort asserted. “Though she hides it, instead preferring to use cunning until the time is right.” His savage eyes slid sideways to the dark beauty on his right. “Much like another I know.”

      “Somehow, a child of the two most destructive families that we’ve unleashed upon the world grew up to be a completely balanced entity,” the Three-Faced Goddess mused. “She completed the prophecy, but the wrongs have not been righted. There is still work in the world to be done. Red to be wiped from the ledger. Death to bring so that the dawn may come—a match to the thousand years of darkness.” She tapped her nails against the wooden arms of her chair, similar to the Dragon. “In allowing Valda to be your spirit guide and Livina to shape the events of your life, they somehow managed to mold you into something that has not been for a very long time.”

      “And perhaps will never be again,” Nyx inserted, drawing a sly glance from the Three-Faced Goddess.

      “Perhaps,” she relented with a hard tone. Nyx’s face betrayed nothing, but I got the sense they were debating something without saying it.

      “There is the matter of the sister . . .” the Dragon started.

      “She must be watched,” the Consort added.

      “Should she ever grow in strength again . . .” Nyx murmured, allowing her voice to trail off. “None other can face her.”

      “And then there is the matter of the world itself,” the Dragon said, a weary note taking root in his tone. “My people have been punished for silence long enough.”

      “Mine have paid their debt in blood,” Nyx added.

      “Mine have lost too much in this war so that balance may be had,” the Consort added, his voice booming with strength.

      “Yes,” the Three-Faced Goddess said after a moment of tense silence. “We demanded payment and it has been given, but in doing so it left the world without a protector.”

      “Then we are in agreement?” Nyx asked.

      “Yes,” the three gods said in answer.

      They stood then, the four of them in their beautiful and terrifying forms. While they wore human skins, it was their eyes that betrayed that there was more to each of them than what they seemed. Four beings so great the world worshipped them for millennia. I always wondered why the Witches put their Goddess above all. It was hard to look upon one and not see why.

      “Selena Foster, Daughter of Nyx, you did what was asked of you, unlike your ancestors before you,” the Three-Faced Goddess began. “You learned from your mistakes. You grew beyond the hard beginnings. You aren’t perfect, but we don’t need someone perfect.”

      My eyebrows drew together. That anger that had started was already fizzling out as confusion took its place. “What do you need?” I asked.

      “Someone we can trust.”

      My lips parted. “I don’t understand.”

      “We need a Vessel,” the Goddess said. “One whom has honor, and power, and might, but above all—balance.”

      “But . . . don’t you choose three among the Witches?” I asked her. The Goddess shook her head, her braids swaying as she did so.

      “I do, but you would not be my vessel. You would be ours. A Vessel of the Gods. Someone to right the wrongs and usher in a new age. Someone that can maintain the balance.”

      “Wait a second,” I started. “I’m dead.”

      “Perhaps,” the Three-Faced Goddess said. “Or perhaps, there is another way.”

      “You’re offering me the chance to go back,” I said, not quite believing what I was hearing.

      “If you want it,” she answered. “With conditions.”

      I stilled, my heart already sinking. I should have known it was too good to be true. These were the same gods that demanded the price to begin with. “Conditions?”

      “You are to hold true to our tenants. To be honorable and not seek glory. To be mighty, and not crush those beneath you simply because you can. To be powerful enough to stop any threats you may need to. To correct the balance, for which my vessel—as you’ve pointed out—broke.”

      “What do you mean by correct the balance?” I asked her suspiciously.

      “In punishing the world we allowed evil to grow. Now that evil must be removed. Torn out by the roots if you must. You’re not to replace it as evil, nor are you to decide what is good. You’re not to choose sides because we have chosen for you. You would exist to maintain both good and evil so that neither grow more powerful than the other again.”

      “Will you ask me to kill my sisters again?” It was the question I actually had been trying to ask without saying it. The truth was that if they said yes, it still tempted me to go back, but ultimately I wouldn’t. If they said no . . . maybe there was a deal to be had.

      A balance to be struck.

      “No,” the Three-Faced Goddess said solemnly. “However, it will be your duty to ensure that she never grows to be as she was.”

      “And if she does?” I asked.

      The gods looked between themselves. It was Nyx who spoke.

      “It’s a large world that we created. There’s a lot of places to fix. As the darkness grows so must the light. A night without stars is simply darkness. A star without night is only day. You’re to commit your life to finding the middle, in every way you can.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question,” I said. There was light in her eye. A glint of something that the other gods didn’t have.

      “Perhaps you’re asking the wrong questions,” Nyx replied.

      “Your time to choose grows short, child,” the Three-Faced Goddess added. “The aether calls to you, but your signasti holds the shreds of your soul tight. It’s your decision whether you choose to return to them or remain here.”

      “Wait,” I paused. “How will I know if something is good or evil? Most things exist in-between. You say I’m not to choose because you’ve chosen for me. How will I know if it’s your will?”

      “Use your judgement,” the Goddess answered.

      “And if I judge wrong?”

      “Fix it.”

      I blinked. Was it truly that simple? I wasn’t sure, but I knew with a certainty that I wanted to go back.

      “I’ll do it,” I said, the words pouring out as the timer ticked down. “I’ll be your Vessel. I’ll right whatever wrongs I need to. Just . . . send me back to them.”

      The four gods nodded, and in the blink of an eye, three of them disappeared.

      Only Nyx remained, standing in front of her throne. She looked on me with an emotion I hadn’t seen from anyone in a long while.

      “It is done,” she told me quietly.

      “Then why am I still here?” I asked. She smiled then; a real smile. A true one. It was so beautiful my knees went weak.

      “I have a gift for you,” she said.

      “A gift?” She nodded, striding forward. Her silk gown trailed behind her, sliding down the steps with the fluidity of water. “What is it?” I asked.

      “A chance to say goodbye.” Her attention flicked to something over my shoulder, and I knew without looking who stood there. My heart swelled.

      “Why?” I asked. She regarded me with a quiet sort of content.

      “The way you look upon us is the way your world looks upon you. In all the years the earth has stood, none of my children have been as truly mine as you.” She reached up and brushed the hair from my eyes. “I have loved you more than any before you, and any that will come to be.” She kissed my forehead and then turned to leave.

      “Wait.” I reached for her. She paused, glancing back over her shoulder. “I have to know. Why did the gods leave us? Why did you leave us?”

      Nyx lifted an eyebrow.

      “There are forces out there even more powerful than gods. Why do you think you’re my chosen heir? The one I’ve been waiting for?” I tried to take it in, knowing that this was probably the only chance I would ever have to ask.

      “Why does a god that can never die need an heir?” I asked.

      Nyx smiled and it was mischievous and full of secrets.

      “Fix the balance, Selena, and perhaps you will find out.”

      With that, her presence dissipated into a scattering of dust and my heart ached.

      She wasn’t really gone. I knew that now. I felt her in the air and through the floor. She existed in the very matter of the universe. She existed in me.

      And maybe, just maybe, if I did the job they asked of me—I’d see her again.

      But now was not the time for that. It was the time to say goodbye to my oldest and dearest friend.

      I turned around, and she stood before me.

      Black hair and violet eyes. We looked so alike we could have been twins. She was dressed in leathers and fur. I knew without asking that they were the clothes of her people a thousand years ago.

      “The aether calls,” Valda said.

      “Are you ready for it?” I asked.

      “I am.” She nodded and then smiled. It wasn’t manic or crazed. It was genuine.

      My heart wanted to break with this goodbye. I was getting a second chance, but it was without her. She’d been with me so long I couldn’t remember a time she wasn’t there.

      My eyes watered, and she threw her arms around me, pulling me to her. Tears ran down my cheeks as I hugged her fiercely. “It’s okay,” she whispered. “I’ve passed from generation to generation of my children and watched them die. It’s my turn now. I can finally be with my baby and my true love. We never got to be together in life because of who I was and what I became. Now we will be. You gave that to me.” She clung to me tight enough that as I fell apart, she still held me together.

      “I don’t know if I’m ready.” I felt her lips curve up against my temple.

      “You broke the curse. You did it, and you’re getting to go back and live out the rest of your days with them. There’s nothing to be ready for. You’ve already done it. You fought and you won the war. Whatever is left will be easy compared to the path you’ve already walked. It’s your reward, and when your time comes—I’ll be here. Waiting. We have eternity.” Wet, messy tears poured from my eyes, smudging against her skin.

      “I’m going to miss you, Valda.”

      “I’m going to miss you too.” She kissed my temple. “But it’s not forever,” she insisted. “Just for now.”

      I opened my mouth, trying to find words to say something meaningful in the end. It came too soon. She broke apart in my arms, much like Nyx, disintegrating into dust.

      I didn’t even have time to fall to my knees in anguish. The darkness closed in again, and this time there was that nothingness. I don’t know how long I was suspended in it.

      One moment I closed my eyes.

      The next I opened them, and the pale light of a new dawn greeted me.
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      Sunlight filtered through wispy pale blue drapes. They played in the breeze, lifting and twining with the air, dancing just for me. I lifted a hand for them, and the soft material slipped between my fingers.

      “You’re awake.”

      I turned my head, pulling my gaze from the gentle show to the man at my side. His hair was clean but messy and unkempt. His eyes tired. Those were the first hints that I’d been gone for a while, yet again. Then there was the clash of metal kissing metal from beyond the open window. The wild grunts. The boisterous yells. I knew those sounds. These people.

      It was the Shifter training yard.

      I was home.

      “I wasn’t sure you’d wake,” Ash said. “But I was determined to be here this time if you did.”

      I smiled and reached for him. My joints popped with the movements, and my muscles ached to be stretched. I leaned up and wrapped my arms around him, holding him to me. His arms came around my form, pulling me from the cushy bed to where he sat in a chair, cradling me in his lap.

      I leaned in, resting my forehead to his. Our noses brushed.

      “Not even the afterlife could keep me from you,” I whispered.

      “Forgive me for not being so sure,” Ash murmured, brushing a lock of dark hair from my face.

      I allowed that as I curled into him, my head falling to his shoulder. We stayed that way for a little while, watching the drapes drift in the breeze and listening to sounds of Shifters training once more.

      “A long time has passed, hasn’t it?”

      “Not as long as you might think,” Ask said. “It’s only been a week this time.”

      That was less time than I’d thought, and I was grateful for it. Grateful for the time I still had. For the gift I’d been given.

      “What happened?”

      “I should be asking you that given I spent most of the battle struggling to maintain consciousness until you died.” He gripped me harder. Held me closer, as impossible as that was.

      “Didn’t Johanna—”

      “She did,” he said, his voice gruff. “But it didn’t change the fact that you were gone. Our bond snapped and I was lost to the world until I felt it reappear almost a day later. We were preparing your body for a burial when suddenly your wounds healed, and your heart started to beat again.” He let out a ragged breath. “I was scared at first you’d been turned.”

      “And if I had?” I asked.

      He lifted his head to look me in the eye. “I would have loved you anyways, even if my people couldn’t accept it. You’re it for me. I’d appreciate it if you stopped bartering your life for everyone else so I could have it.”

      “Have it?” I repeated.

      “You,” he breathed. “Your moments. Your time. Your stolen kisses.” His lips brushed over my cheek, and I shivered. “Your future. I want it all.”

      I sighed in contentment and leaned into him, whispering back, “You will. In due time.”

      “I’m holding you to that.”

      “I’d expect nothing less.”

      One of his hands skimmed over my bare thigh and down my leg to my calf, kneading the muscle. I hummed in delight, and he let out a growl. I placed a hand on his chest. “Tell me more. I want to know everything.”

      He sighed, his fingers slipping from my calf.

      “The battle raged for a while longer after you and Lily went down. She alone killed over a quarter of our forces. If you hadn’t gotten to her when you did, the estimates say it would have ended less than an hour later with everyone dead. But you did it, and afterwards Johanna used the time to get your sister out without being seen. Lily’s still being kept sedated while Lucas tries to implement the rest of your plan. I’m not sure I agree with it after what she’s become, but I don’t want to argue. I thought I lost you again, and I’m done with fighting.”

      “And Victor?” I asked.

      “Escaped. Turns out he’s a slippery one, even for a Born. The bastard was able to overpower both Alec and Oliver. There’s been no sightings of him since . . . but we think he might be trying to track Lily.”

      I sighed. “That’s why you haven’t woken her, isn’t it?”

      “Partially,” he said. “We’re also not certain your plan will work. Lucas is a skilled telepath, but to wipe all her memories. To erase her entire past, that’s a challenge for any telepath, and if he doesn’t get everything . . . we can’t risk it.”

      “He will,” I said with absolute certainty.

      “How do you know?”

      I smiled. “Because he owes me that much. Lucas would give his right arm if it could fix the things he’s done. He’s filled with self-loathing, and he needs something to focus on. That something will be Lily.”

      “And when he’s done?” Ash asked.

      “He never will be,” I answered. “The way his power works is like draping a blanket over memories. It’s not a full reset like a computer. With time she’ll start to pull back the corners. He’ll be there to smooth them back out.”

      “It’s a good plan,” Ash nodded. “But I worry that you have too high of hopes. After everything she’s done, the world may not know her face, but thousands do. Every Vampire that exists will know. Every person that has met her and survived will know. If someone is able to find a picture of her and give that to the media . . . she’s toast. The battle in New York revealed magic to the world. There’s no going back from that.”

      “Which is why”—I paused—“she’ll be hidden. Forever.”

      “That’s a long time to hide someone,” Ash commented.

      “It is, but we’ll figure it out. Now tell me, how is everyone?” I specifically didn’t give a name. Any name. The truth was I wasn’t sure who or what to ask about. I didn’t know if any of them lived. I didn’t know if any of them died.

      Ash raised both eyebrows, partly amused and partly annoyed.

      “My sister is fine. She grieved when you died. We haven’t told her you might be back, though she’s been asking about why we haven’t had a funeral at all. I didn’t want to get her hopes up in case you didn’t return this time.” I nodded, understanding that reasoning. “Johanna and Oliver are acting as ambassadors between the different factions. No one has stepped forward to create or lead a new Council yet, but it’s only a matter of time. The paranormal community has been revealed and the world is now asking questions. We have to find an answer.”

      “Alexandra?” I asked, noting how he pointedly skipped right over her. He lowered his eyes. There was hesitance there.

      “She’s alive,” he said. “But she lost a hand in the battle. Blair was caught up in a five-way fight keeping the Vampires off Keyla, and Tori was left open. Alexandra stepped in to save her at the same time as one of the Fae. He accidentally cut her hand off. She healed well, all things considered, but it’s been a rough week. She didn’t know if you’d be back or not. She now has one hand on top of flaming hair. The world knows we exist and there’s no way to hide from it all. Tori’s been helping her . . . adjust,” he said, searching for a diplomatic word. The breath left my body as I contemplated it.

      “She must be crushed.” I should have been there. I didn’t say it, but I didn’t need to.

      “She’s struggling, but I think you coming back will help.” I nodded because it was all I could do. “She’ll be okay, Selena. That girl’s a fighter if there ever was one.”

      I snorted, but it didn’t change my feelings on the matter.

      “How’s Blair?” I asked, changing the subject to one I hoped was easier.

      “Better,” he said. “She and her demon still haven’t merged, but they seem to have come to a truce. She’s here at the mansion helping Alexandra while we waited for you. Alec is fine. Helping where he can; staying close to Blair but far enough away that she doesn’t explode. Amber has also been helping. She had to take over her mother’s role as the Alpha Cat to help assist in leading the Shifters through this.”

      When I died, I didn’t think I was coming back. I tried to lay plans so that they could move on. All of them.

      A week had passed and still, they waited.

      All of them.

      It touched me in a way I couldn’t completely understand. My heart didn’t feel heavy, though. It felt happiness. Joy. The world was far from perfect. Our lives just as much so.

      But we still had them, and that was what mattered.

      “Johanna told us what she knew,” he started. “But it wasn’t the same. Will you tell me the truth of it now? Can you?” I’d been expecting this the last few minutes. It was only fair.

      I searched inside myself, trying to see if the same block that prevented me before was still there. Only my demon and I were inside me now. With Valda’s presence gone, the curse was lifted. I was free.

      “It’s a very long story,” I warned him, a smile curling around my lips.

      He stood from the chair and laid me on the bed, crawling into it beside me.

      “I have time,” he mused, resting on his side.

      “It started a thousand years ago with a young Witch named Livina . . .” I began, telling him the story from the beginning. Ash didn’t interrupt me as I told him of Valda and her lover. How her parent’s killed him and then forced her to marry Cirian. Of their bond and the choices they’d made. Of the payment the gods demanded for those choices. I told him of the years that went by and how I came to be. I told him of that voice I heard in my mind and who she was and who she became to me. I told him of the Crone and the prophecy, of the silence exacted on me. Of the sacrifice the gods demanded. I told him about my struggle over these past months, unable to say anything but wanting to desperately.

      I told him of the choice I’d made and why I made it.

      And when the story came to part where I died there was only silence between us.

      Silence and truth.

      “Where did you go?” he asked quietly. “Afterwards? Was there anything?”

      Mortals were funny about death. I was only beginning to realize it. Strong or weak. Young or old. Everyone was cowed by death. By the unknown.

      “There was,” I admitted, testing the words to see if I was truly free to speak. “When I died I saw the ancients.”

      His eyes went wide. “The ancients?” I nodded. “What did they want?”

      I thought about that.

      “A Vessel,” I answered eventually.

      “For?”

      “Them. It appears that in preparing me to complete the prophecy, the Crone and Valda did too good of job. I fulfilled the requirements but the balance wasn’t corrected. They sent me back to fix it.” It wasn’t that I didn’t trust him or didn’t want to speak the truth. What I’d seen on the other side was beyond anything the living could understand. Nyx told me that they look to me as I looked onto her. There were some things that you simply kept to yourself after dying. Like how they weighed whether or not I truly sacrificed.

      Ash didn’t need to know that I was close to not coming back.

      Only that I was here to stay.

      “How do you go about fixing the balance?”

      “I have some thoughts,” I whispered, leaning in. My lips brushed his and all talk of life and death and even the gods ended.
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      The following weeks were difficult. Not as hard as they had been, but still wrought with complications. The unveiling of paranormals had shook the world to its core. Mass panic had spread, and with it the media fanned the flames higher. There was a new attack on the news every night and a new reported suspicion every morning.

      It was a New Salem, and for that reason, we created a New Council.

      One that was composed of leaders from every faction of paranormals, all the way from Fae to Pixies to Witches and Supes. It was an umbrella meant to represent everyone and be the outward face of the magical world for the times we faced, and the times to come.

      Stationed in a conference room inside Tam’s club, paranormals from all over crowded in to be a part of this one very important meeting. When you brought together this many species that weren’t used to getting along, things got messy.

      “A group of Pixies entered my border last night and have yet to be dealt with,” the infamous Fae queen who refused to fight argued. I still wasn’t a fan of her. Nor she of me.

      The Pixie head, an older woman with magenta eyes and turquoise wings scoffed. “You can’t call them your lands when we share all land with the humans.”

      “Why you—” Right as the Fae queen started to drill into her, a growl ripped through the room. My head whipped toward Blair who stood with a Fae warrior against the wall. Or more accurately, she stood, pinning him to the wall by his throat.

      “No touching,” her demon snapped. The paranormals in close proximity stepped as far away as they could to escape the demon’s wrath.

      “Blair,” Johanna said, saving me from interfering. The demon looked over her shoulder, weighing the golden-eyed one. Her nose wrinkled in dislike but the black faded and Blair released him. The warrior fell to his knees, gasping for a breath as Blair pushed through the crowd, coming to stand behind Ash and me.

      He thumped his fist twice on the oak conference table, drawing their attention.

      “We don’t have time for this,” he said. A pang of sadness went through me that his father wasn’t here to see this. To see him, stepping into his rightful role. I accepted it as he called the meeting to attention.

      “The humans are only a few steps short of trying to impose laws and sanctions on paranormals as a whole. No one has stepped forward to stop them. We’ve gathered here today because as the heads of our people it’s our responsibility to ensure that they’re spoken for.” The squabbling bunch grew quiet, listening intently.

      “Actually,” I said. Ash paused and looked up at me in confusion. “I’d like to start this meeting if I can?” He nodded once, figuratively passing the mic to me. I stood from my chair and faced them as a whole. “Your people are under fire. Groups of human factions have banned together to hunt any and all with magic. Organizations in the government have been put together to find them for a different reason. We exist in a world where we are the predator and our prey have now realized it.”

      No one said a word; a hush had fallen over them.

      “We’ve already waged one war. We are not ready for another. Which means we need to make peace with that prey. Find a way to coexist because we share the same domain as we always have. Even when they didn’t know it.”

      “You are not ready for another war,” the Fae queen interrupted. “Some of us might be more equipped and willing.”

      “That’s not your call to make,” I responded.

      “Neither is it yours,” the Fae queen answered. “The Supernatural hold has been broken, and yet I see multiple representatives for your faction. I can’t help but wonder if this is a farce.”

      I swallowed hard. This was the moment. The one I’d prepared for these last weeks. “You’re right,” I said. There was a collective gasp. “That’s why I’m abdicating my seat and it won’t be filled again. The Fortescues ruled this world for too long. They unleashed unspeakable horrors on it. I won’t continue that legacy. I refuse.”

      At this I looked to Ash, and while he didn’t speak, I knew he understood.

      This was one of those things the ancients had asked. I don’t get to choose sides.

      Frankly, I hadn’t wanted to in this case. It made my decision quite easy.

      “I have no intentions to rule. No ploys to overthrow anyone. I don’t plan to spend my days on this council making decisions for the rest of the world. That’s not my purpose. It never was.” My gaze slid to Johanna who sat three seats down. A slight smile curved up her lips, and I wondered if she knew. Or perhaps, she simply guessed the reasoning.

      “What are you saying?” the Pixie asked.

      “I’m saying that I don’t exist to make the rules, but I plan to enforce them. The world has spent too long fighting for scraps. We fight amongst ourselves. We fight each other. We fight with the humans now. For so long, all we’ve done is fight. It’s time to make peace, whether you like it or not. We all live here. We all hold a claim and no one faction or species is greater than another.” I looked at the Fae queen. Her honey blonde hair and golden skin so similar to that of Cade. Her son wasn’t here now, and I thought it for the best. “Not even Supernaturals, Your Highness.”

      She pressed her lips together but nodded once.

      “The old Court has fallen. The world has changed. It’s now on you guys to change with it. To lead your people forward. I died at the battle in New York, though few of you likely realize that. I met the ancients, and they sent me back with a task. My job is simple. I’m to wipe the red from the ledger. To stop evil from further encroaching on the world. War is death. Should you choose to pursue it, Your Highness, it’s not just the humans you will answer to. I am a Vessel of the Gods now, and if this council ever decides to lose its way again—I will be a Vessel of Destruction.”

      I bowed my head once, signaling my end as I turned from the table. You might have heard a pin drop as each person stepped out of the way to let me pass.

      I’d done what the Gods asked.

      I held my might but did not subjugate.

      I did not seek glory.

      I did not rule.

      I turned over my family title and seat to people who could—and hopefully would—do better.

      “Thank you,” Johanna said. Before I left the room, a murmur spread through the crowd. They whispered their thanks, though I didn’t need it.

      “Make the world a better place than we found it,” I told her. The door opened and beyond it was the booming of Tam’s club. I stepped out, free of the shackles of my past for once.

      As I started down the stairs a voice called out.

      “Wait.” I paused, looking back over my shoulder. My cousin stood there. Her faded blue jeans changing color beneath the red and blue lights. “Where are you going?”

      I lifted my shoulder in a shrug. “I don’t know yet.”

      Her expression didn’t change. “What are you doing?”

      I smiled. “Hunting.”

      She smiled too. “Have room for another on this god ordained journey you’re taking?”

      I snorted and tilted my head toward the door, motioning for us to get out of here. She took the steps two at a time, and we walked out together.

      Two demons, hell-bent on making the world a better place by doing bad things for good reasons.

      Fate was fickle, but then so was death. The only thing you could truly count on in life was change.

      The world changed.

      Now we were changing with it.
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      The pavement was freshly laid over the dirt road. The diner was tiny; dingy. It had six booths and a nine-car parking lot. The sign out front read “Darlene’s” except the L flickered in and out. There wasn’t a smaller town in the state, let alone the south.

      With a sun hot as hellfire and a single road that led in and out, it was the place we chose to hide her.

      The windows were dirty, but her black hair was unmistakable as she flitted from table to table, completely unaware of our presence.

      “Do you think she’ll be safe?” Alexandra asked. She wore sleek leather gloves despite the heat. One of them covered a mechanical hand a Shifter and a technopath created for her. It was supposed to link her physical reactions and brain transmitters, allowing her to use it almost as well as her real one.

      “As safe as she can be,” I replied. Sitting at one of the booths in the diner was a young man with dark hair. She asked him his order, and he looked up at her and smiled. Never the wiser to who he was. “Lucas will watch over her.”

      Alexandra made a disgruntled noise. “He betrayed you and got her killed to begin with. I still don’t understand why we’re trusting him with this.”

      “Because ultimately he’s the only one who can. Besides,” I lifted my eyes to hers. “Life is too short to hold grudges forever. He already hates himself more than either of us ever could. He’ll watch her and check in with me every week.”

      Alexandra made a tsking sound but didn’t comment on it further as we watched them interact. Her brown eyes were earnest and not a slither of power crawled beneath her skin.

      “You gave him the potion, right?” she asked me.

      “I did.”

      “With instructions?” she pressed.

      I sighed. “Milla explained it to him herself, Alex. He knows the deal. One drop, every day, will keep her powers at bay. As long as he spikes her drinks with blood periodically and keeps the memories away she’ll be safe—from everyone.”

      The Witches hadn’t joined us on the battlefield, but as promised, Milla did indeed remember. She had already devised a potion that would hold Lily’s powers back before I’d awoken. Her way of saying thank you. I wondered if perhaps it was her Goddess’ way as well, but I never asked.

      “What if she attacks someone? She’s still got vampiric tendencies?” Alexandra asked.

      “A couple of drops once a week and her eyes stay brown. You know this. We’ve ran through the trial to see how she really did.” And we did. Repeatedly. Before we’d placed her in the human world, we tried it on a smaller scale. It took about a month to get it right, but not once did her memories slip. Lucas’s hold was just that tight, and as much as I struggled to trust at times, this was her only chance at a real life.

      Ash wasn’t wrong that it would be difficult to hide her. Too many people had seen her face. We had to find the smallest, most inconspicuous town there was to let her live out her life, however immortal or mortal it may be. Much as the Fae queen was a pain in my ass, she relented when I reminded her that she didn’t answer my call for help and was now out from under both Supernatural and Vampire thumbs, so to speak. It also didn’t hurt that I now owed her a favor. Me, the matter manipulator, the Vessel of the Gods, the Alpha’s signasti. In return for that favor, she kept her people out of town and watched the borders, since Alabama was technically her land.

      The catch to all of it was that we could never see her again. Part of keeping her safe was staying away. If she ever saw our faces again, there’s a good chance all this could be for nothing.

      Anyone else besides Lucas risked triggering her memories. Just as too many people knowing her location risked word getting out.

      It wasn’t the greatest solution, but it was a solution.

      The best we had. For now.

      “Do you remember when we first showed up at Mariana’s? Back when you hated everyone and didn’t want to go to Daizlei?” Alexandra asked.

      “Yeah,” I said, only half paying attention.

      “Would you do it differently?” she asked. “If you could?”

      I watched the diner. The way my other sister, the one that I would never know again, flitted about. Despite the potion to cancel out her powers, despite the memories being gone, despite all of it—her reactions to things were still too quick. A tray toppled from the counter and she swiped it out of the air with reflexes she didn’t understand. I could see it in her eyes, the way they glazed for a moment, contemplating it. Much like humans had for a thousand years, she wrote it off as being nothing. As being ordinary.

      But for the first time in all our lives, she seemed genuinely happy.

      Content.

      “I don’t know,” I told Alexandra honestly. “We sacrificed a lot. Lost a lot of friends. Lost our family.” She swallowed harder, and I ignored it when her eyes teared a little. “We also gained a lot too. I found my signasti. You found Tori. We fought and we won. The prophecy is over and we’re finally free to live as we may.” I hooked my thumbs into the pockets of my jeans as I watched the girl in the diner, oblivious to the family she lost. The life she lost. The person she lost as she became someone new. “I wish I could say that I would, but the truth is I don’t know, and I don’t have to know.”

      Alexandra nodded, like she suspected as much. “I don’t think I would,” she told me. “I’ve thought about it, not that it even matters. She’s finally getting exactly what she wanted our whole lives. She’s normal, and she’s happy for it. I’m going to miss her, but . . . she’s changed so much she’s not the girl she was. With or without her memories.”

      “She’s alive, and she’s not killing anyone,” I said. “That’s what matters in the end.” Alexandra snorted but behind it there was a sadness. I knew it too, because this was goodbye.

      “Do you think we’ll ever get to see her again?” Alex asked.

      “I think”—I glanced at the sky, remembering Valda’s words— “this is only goodbye for now. One day, in this life or the next, we’ll know her again.”

      I hoped I was right. That Valda was right. I couldn’t imagine she was wrong after my time with the ancients.

      Alexandra chuffed. “You’re a bit out there ever since you came back, you know?”

      I laughed. “As opposed to before?”

      “Well, I mean, I knew what to expect before. Now you’re ‘the Vessel of the Gods’,” she repeated with air quotes. “And you won’t even tell any of us what actually went down.”

      I snorted. “In good time, sister.”

      “Speaking of time,” Tori chimed in, strolling down the sidewalk. She came to a stop between us. “It’s time for us to go. My brother can handle it from here.”

      She held out both of her hands. I grabbed one and Alexandra grabbed the other. It was the diner we looked at—the sister we left behind that we watched—as Tori tore a hole between dimensions.

      Lily’s smile was the last thing I saw before the black hole sucked us in, and as much it hurt, I was happy for her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One Year Later…

          

        

      

    

    
      My alarm went off, pulling me from sleep. I jerked, toppling out of bed. My body hit the cheap carpet with a thud.

      “You good in there?” Blair called, popping her head in. As usual, she was up earlier than me these days. She preferred to ‘hunt’ earlier in the morning. Whereas I’d finally learned to sleep through the night and I wasn’t giving it up, not even to kill a couple of demons.

      “Ugh,” I groaned.

      “I’ll take that as a ‘yes, I’m fine, Blair. Thank you for asking,’” she said, ducking out of the room. Keyla strolled past my door in sweatpants that read ‘Booty Call’ on the ass, and I made a mental note to burn them before Ash visited and Blair and I got in trouble for letting her run wild.

      As I laid there, contemplating getting off the floor, Roar came bumbling into my room. His paws were giant compared to his lanky body. He peppered my face in kisses, and I jumped away when he turned to trying to nibble my ear.

      “Keyla,” I called.

      “What?” she yelled from the bathroom the three of us shared in our tiny upstairs apartment.

      “Your dog wants out.”

      “Can’t you do it?” she whined. “It’s early and Blair coming home woke him up.” She sounded so pitiful my demon pushed me to relent.

      “Fine,” I groaned. “But he’s your dog. Get him some food while I’m out, won’t ya?”

      “Okay dokay,” she called back through the bathroom door as the shower started, her voice more chipper than it was a moment ago.

      I dragged myself up and slid my feet into my flip flops. I grabbed his leash. Roar bounded after me as I took the stairs two at a time. I maneuvered around our desks toward the front door of the shop. Roar ran smack dab into it, making the bell that hung off the handle jingle.

      “What was that?” Blair called.

      “The damn dog just being dumb again,” I said. She chuckled under her breath as I leaned over and clicked his leash. The door swung open with only a thought from me and we strolled out into the chilled morning air. Los Angeles was already up and moving this time of day as I walked the dog halfway down the street, unable to help myself from monitoring for threats.

      Over a year had come and gone. Blair and I settled here, opening up a shop to hunt rogues and demons. To some it would be an exciting life, but after the one I’d lived, it was downright peaceful. Simple. After the Alpha’s death, Keyla struggled too much with her own kind, and while she loved her brother, Ash wasn’t truly equipped to help a young teenage girl dealing with grief. Just over eighteen, Blair and I took her on as an apprentice—training her to protect herself and teaching her to use her powers while simultaneously raising her as best we could.

      It wasn’t always easy. I’d learned a lot from raising my own sisters, though. Keyla was just as wild as Alexandra, but inquisitive like Lily. She swore like a sailor when Ash wasn’t around, and Blair and I let it go—choosing to pick our battles with her. Battles like getting a damn dog.

      I scowled at Roar as he tried to run into someone’s legs. He curbed last second as an invisible barrier rebuffed him without anyone noticing. The dog turned and gave me a look, like he knew. I snorted, turning and heading back for the shop.

      On the outside our windows were tinted black. The sign above read that we were a kickboxing school, though anytime someone came in to sign up for classes we were always ‘full’. Most passersby didn’t bother us, unless they were looking for it, and that suited our purposes well. I grabbed the handle and wrenched it open. Roar ran past me, and I let his leash drop as he bolted between the gap in the desks and up the stairs to our apartment loft. Sighing, I locked it behind me and followed after.

      The puppy pawed at the bathroom door while the shower ran. Instead of unleashing him upon her, I turned and opened Blair’s door next to it. The dog decided she was a decent consolation prize and launched himself onto her bed. Blair huffed, pulling her pillow over her head as she growled, “Whyyyyy would you do this to me?”

      “You woke the dog up. You can deal with him,” I said, closing her door with him in there.

      She groaned, and I heard as she shifted, making room for him. I snorted, knowing that she secretly liked him. Even if it was Keyla’s dog.

      I walked back to my room, humming to myself and stepping past the door, I blinked. In the middle of my room stood Ash, my signasti, and the current ruling Alpha.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked. “I was supposed to come to you this weekend—”

      He closed the gap between us and pulled me in for a kiss, slamming the door shut behind me with one hand.

      Both Blair and Keyla groaned loudly. Advanced hearing was a bitch sometimes.

      “Our apartment is too small for you and your shenanigans,” my cousin griped. “I can hear your damn heartbeats in sync. It’s disgustingly sweet.”

      “They’ll manage,” Ash murmured against my lips. I smiled.

      “What about that important meeting with the Council—”

      “Amber is representing the Shifters. As my second, she can handle it.”

      “The residence—”

      “Alexandra and Tori took a weekend off to come down from Montana and watch over it. They just finished the monuments honoring Liam and Scarlett’s families for their service and their lives. Johanna is overseeing some of the final reconstructions at Daizlei while they do that.”

      “But—”

      “Shhhh,” he whispered, pressing his lips to mine. I groaned, opening up for him as my back touched the door. “It’s all been sorted. Don’t worry so much.”

      “Mmhmm,” I muttered even though I really liked that he took Friday off early. “How’d you get in here anyways? That’s a safety hazard.”

      Ash started laughing under his breath, resting his forehead to mine. “You’re incorrigible.”

      “I’m a paid demon hunter. If my house isn’t secure—”

      “I climbed through the window. I was hoping to surprise you while you were still sleeping . . .” He trailed off. Blair loudly grumbled about people having to work around here.

      “Well, I’m awake now,” I said suggestively, twining my arms around his neck.

      “That you are,” he grinned. “What do you suggest we do now with all this free time you have?”

      I opened my mouth to tell him exactly what we could do when the phone rang downstairs. I froze.

      “Don’t answer it,” he said.

      “But I gotta.”

      “No, you don’t,” he said. “As your Alpha, I command it.”

      My head hit the door as I laughed.

      “She’s a demon,” Blair groaned, “and as her partner who was up dealing with a band of Made in south Los Angeles, I say she’s gotta answer it.”

      I leaned up and kissed his cheek. Ash sighed and stepped back.

      “Sorry, babe,” I said as I dressed in a hurry. The phone still rang but being demon fast had its perks. “Duty calls.”

      Ash flopped back on my bed. “I’ll be here when you finish up. Happy hunting,” he called after me as I threw the door open. Keyla walked by at that exact moment, and Ash lifted his head.

      “Hey sis, how’s it—” His words came up short, and I sensed it the second he saw her sweatpants. “What the hell are you wearing?”

      “Nothin’,” she called back, slamming the door of her room. My bed creaked as Ash got up, and I raced down the stairs. Two thumps sounded above me as Ash called out, “Why does your ass say booty call?”

      I chuckled and blocked out her response. I was going to hear all about it later.

      I grabbed the phone and the caller ID was unknown, but I answered anyways.

      “Hello?” I said, not revealing anything past that.

      “Street camera shows suspected demons. Took three hostages, appear to be human. Corner of Mason and 42nd,” my contact within the police force said.

      “On it.” The phone clicked as I hung up and started for the door.

      As I stepped out into the morning air all I could think was that it was going to be a good day, because it was. Every day I was still breathing was a good day, and I was grateful for each and every one of them.

      I’d yet to hear or see the ancients again since they’d unleashed me back upon the world. I had to think that meant I was doing a good job. I don’t know how, but something told me they were watching. Waiting to see what I would do.

      If I would succeed.

      The way I saw it, I spent too long fighting for this life.

      Nothing was going to stop me from living it now. Not failure. Not fear. Not even myself.

      I was given a second chance.

      And I was going to make the most of it.

      Even if that meant hunting demons and other evil for the rest of my days.

      I rounded the corner to the warehouse location, pulling a knife from my belt with each hand. I kicked down the front door in a single motion.

      It fell back, hitting the cement floor. A plume of dust shot up.

      Two demons jumped to their feet and behind them the hostages looked on with pleading eyes. I threw my daggers, and they landed true with a unified thud.

      “Hello, boys…”

      I winked as they burst into ash.

      “Damn,” I muttered. I didn’t even get to finish the introductions.

      

      
        
        The end.

      

        

      
        —This is the end of Selena’s story. If you loved this series and want to check out more from me, just flip to the next page for an exclusive sneak peek at the first chapter in my new series: The Grimm Brotherhood!—
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          Chapter One: Hostess Cupcakes

        

      

    

    
      My speedometer inched near one hundred twenty. I let out a low whistle under my breath as I beat my hands against the steering wheel like drums, Duran Duran drowning out my thoughts.

      The faded sign welcoming me to Farrow’s Square shrunk to the size of a pinprick in my rearview mirror. I whipped around a sharp curve with a quick stomp on the brakes and screech of my wheels. The sign disappeared entirely.

      Singing at the top of my lungs, a murder of crows scattered before me. I flipped them the bird as I floored it toward town. The Appalachian Mountains and roadkill were all I’d seen for the past few hours as I hightailed it back to the place I swore I’d never return to.

      I should have known better.

      Never say never.

      It’s a great way to tempt fate.

      And mine? She was a bitch.

      My right hand slipped from the wheel as I reached to my passenger seat, patting it until I found my purse. My eyes flicked between the road and the tattered multicolor monstrosity my best friend bought me for my eighteenth birthday four years ago.

      My hand latched onto something smooth. I pulled it out.

      Mascara.

      “Ugh,” I groaned under my breath as I tossed it in the back. Trying again, I pushed the crap aside, rummaging with half my attention until I felt the crinkle of smooth plastic.

      “Yes,” I purred, pulling it out.

      The golden wrapper of a condom was not what I was looking for.

      “Motherfucker,” I muttered, tossing that in the back too.

      Third time’s a charm. Isn’t that what everyone says? I rolled with it, cruising down the highway and going straight past the little town I’d grown up in. My house was still a half-hour out and the thick rain clouds overhead didn’t encourage me to stop when I had the top down on my convertible BMW.

      Resigned to carrying on, I reached for the purse again, feeling around for the pack of Hostess cupcakes I know I put in there. My hands just found purchase when something ran into the road.

      Large and furry. It skidded across my periphery, coming to stop in my lane.

      I dropped the cupcakes and slammed on the brakes. My hands moved on the wheel, trying to dodge, but it was too late.

      The last thing I saw before the car flipped were red eyes staring straight at me.

      I didn’t even have time to scream as my car went airborne. It careened to the side; the wheels unable to hold their grip any longer.

      My brain rattled, and my heart squeezed as the world turned over.

      Something crunched. Pain erupted everywhere. Stars exploded behind my eyes.

      And then, it all went black.

      All for some fucking Hostess cupcakes.
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        * * *

      

      When my eyes opened, I was not a Salem pancake as I’d expected. Not a crazy assumption given the open convertible doing somersaults down the highway. You know, that and the pain. I wasn’t even on the road anymore.

      Blinking a few times, I looked around at the scattered trees and clear night sky. I was standing in some kind of forest.

      “The fuck?” I asked, craning my neck as I tried to figure out where I was, let alone how I’d gotten there.

      “You can’t stay here,” a voice whispered behind me.

      I jumped and spun; arms already lifted to defend myself when I faltered. The girl was about twelve with an old-timey grace that felt way too out of place for Farrow’s Square. Her hair was a dark curtain that hung down her back, her dress some kind of antique black lace that covered her from neck to ankle. And she was pale, with black eyes that were far too old for her young face.

      There was no way I was going to let some kid from the Addams family know she’d just scared the ever-living crap out of me.

      “Listen, Morticia, you don’t just sneak up on people in the middle of the woods. That’s a good way to go and get yourself killed.”

      She blinked, a smile tilting up her lips. It was the creepiest fucking thing I’d ever seen. “That’s not my name.”

      I scowled at her, anger swiftly replacing my fear. “Like I give two shits, kid.”

      “You need to go back.”

      “Back where?”

      She lifted a hand, pointing in the direction of poor Bassy; my car was a mess of smoke and flame. “It’s not safe for you to stay here.”

      “And you think a pile of burning metal is safer?”

      She didn’t move, her body inhumanly still as she stared at me. “It’s not time for you to walk the in-between,” she tried again when I still hadn’t taken a step in the direction she pointed. “If you don’t go back, someone else will claim what you have abandoned.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” A normal person might have phrased that differently, but these days I had three modes: angry Salem, hungry Salem, and super angry Salem. Nowhere in there was there room for a filter.

      Not-Morticia scowled at me, taking two steps forward to shove me in the direction of the crumpled mess that used to be my car. “Go. Now!”

      I felt like someone had dumped a bucket of ice water over me. I gasped, struggling to catch my breath as my mind was suddenly filled with memories that weren’t mine. Before I had time to process anything, she pointed at something that lay prone beside the car.

      Not something. Someone.

      A body.

      My body.

      There was no missing the bubblegum pink hair matted with blood.

      “You need to go back,” Not-Morticia hissed. “They’re coming.”

      Had I been looking at anything other than what could only be called my corpse, I might have thought to ask her who was coming, but instead, I started walking toward my body, drawn to it like a magnet.

      Soon I was on my knees, looking up at the girl like she could tell me how it were possible that I was both dead and yet alive.

      “Go back,” she said again, her voice so much older than her face. “Your answers wait for you on the other side.”

      Not knowing what else to do, I lifted my hand and rested it on top of my shoulder.

      My chest constricted, and I gasped. My eyes flew open, and I was no longer staring down at myself, but up at the sky.

      Deep breaths, I thought to myself as I started to hyperventilate.

      I was dead. I was so dead. Then I wasn’t.

      I looked down at my body. Scratches tore through my clothes. Dried blood made the material cling to me uncomfortably. I peeled my shirt up, trying to get a look at the damage. Despite the amount of blood and dirt stuck to me, my skin was smooth and even.

      I let out a shaky breath.

      Was I hallucinating?

      I looked sideways at my car. My beautiful fucking car that was now totaled.

      Nope. I was not hallucinating.

      Slowly I moved to my feet, running through my options.

      I could call my aunt, assuming I could find my phone, and maybe she could come pick me up. The only problem with that was that I looked like a dead person because I had been—and now I wasn’t.

      Weird things did happen all the time, though. Miracles. They just didn’t usually happen to my family.

      I scratched my head, and my stomach chose that moment to rumble. I put a hand to it, thinking back on those Hostess cupcakes. They sounded really good right now, and I’d definitely missed dinner.

      I took a few slow steps toward the wreckage. Both sides of my car were slammed inwards. If not for the lack of a top it wouldn’t be accessible at all. However, if I climbed carefully over the sharp, jagged sides, there was a chance I would be able to rummage around to see if the cupcakes were still there.

      I patted my pockets to see if my phone was on me so I could use the flashlight.

      Being hungry and newly-not-dead called for desperate measures.

      Like eating before I decided how I planned to explain this.

      Luckily for me, my phone was still in my pocket. I pressed my thumb down to open it. The lack of signal had me unsure whether this was a good or bad thing. Either way, the flashlight worked.

      Cupcakes, here I come.

      I was just starting to maneuver over the edge of the wreckage when a voice behind me said, “What the hell are you doing?”

      A squeak left me as I jumped, falling sideways into the decrepit remainder of my car. I grunted, sitting up. Intense fluorescent light shined right in my face. I swatted it away, and the flashlight went flying.

      Without the blinding brightness, I could see clearly again. The stranger in front of me was quite a looker. Dark hair. High cheekbones and a strong jaw. Stubble and full lips. I blinked twice, questioning for a moment if it were somehow possible I was still dead.

      Then the blue eyes hardened.

      Definitely not dead, I decided again.

      “Who the fuck are you?” I demanded, pulling myself to my feet.

      “How about we start with what the fuck you’re doing trying to climb into a car that is on fire?” he snapped back.

      My spine straightened, and my eyes narrowed. This guy might be hot, but I was not in the mood. Dying had a way of doing that to a girl. Besides, no one talked to me that way. I was Salem Fucking Kaine. My family practically owned this town.

      Before I could fire off my own vitriol-fueled reply, his eyes flared wide and he looked me up and down. “Wait . . . were you in there?”

      Remembering the blood, I faltered. Lying wasn’t really my specialty, and with the way I looked right now, there really was no getting around it.

      “Yup,” I said, popping the p. Fuck it. It was the truth, after all.

      He blinked, glancing between me and the car like he could come up with a rational explanation for how I was still breathing. Finally, he lifted his icy eyes back to my face. His pupils flared, and his expression softened, just for a second. “Salem?”

      My jaw went slack, and I started to take a step back before I caught myself. I definitely didn’t know this guy, and I hadn’t lived here for over four years. There was no reason he should know my name. Crossing my arms, I cocked a hip and stared up at him, silently demanding an explanation. I wasn’t stupid enough to give him more information without gathering some of my own.

      “You’re Shep’s sister,” he said, his expression hardened once more. “You already missed the funeral. Why come back now?”

      And there it was. The reason I was back in this shithole. Okay, it wasn’t a shithole. Not even close. But I hated it all the same. Ever since I’d crossed the state line into North Carolina, I’d practically choked on the memories that had consumed me. Each one crystalizing my anger and fueling my rage. Damnit, Shep. I fucking told you this would happen.

      “I don’t think that’s any of your business,” I said.

      He glared at me. “Don’t be too sure about that. I mean, I was there, and you weren’t, so—”

      “Finish that sentence. I dare you.” The guy had a good six inches on me, maybe more. And his bicep was about the size of my thigh. Didn’t mean I would hesitate to kick him straight in the dick. He might be bigger than me, but a good nut shot was the world’s best equalizer.

      A muscle ticked in his jaw. He looked about as angry as I felt, but the anger wasn’t directed at me. He let out a sharp exhale and glanced away, staring hard at my car.

      “Do you need a ride?”

      “Uh . . .” I let out a shallow laugh. “I’m not about to get in a strange dude’s car.”

      “I’m hardly a stranger, Salem. Shepard was my best friend.” He said it like it should mean something to me.

      I blinked at him. What did he want? A medal? Or maybe a cookie . . . I got a little distracted at the thought of cookies, my growling stomach taking that moment to make itself known.

      “I might have a bag of M&M’s in my car . . .” he said slowly.

      I narrowed my eyes. “Really? Like that makes it any better?” I asked incredulously. “You’re literally the fucking candy man—”

      “Yeah, well, you totaled your car and you look dead on your feet. I can hear your stomach rumbling. Shepard said you were really into anything chocolate. Since you want to be a brat about this, I figured I could—”

      “What?” I threw both hands up. “Lure me away with candy? Hmm? Did it ever occur to you that I might be waiting on someone?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest once more.

      “In the woods? By yourself? While you’re doing god knows what in the car…” He lifted an eyebrow, giving me a condescending look.

      I growled under my breath. Of all the people to come across me on my first hour back, it had to be this dickwad.

      This was exactly what I meant about my family and miracles. Blessings didn’t come without a curse. It looked like my way out of here was sexy as all get out and apparently knew my brother. Then he opened his mouth, and all I could think about were better ways to put it to use.

      I ran a hand through my hair, already having forgotten the dried blood that made it stick together. My fingers snagged, and I cursed under my breath.

      “Look,” he said, letting out a sigh. “You’ve clearly had a rough night. I can just give you a ride back to your aunt’s if you want. It’s gotta be better than waiting out here all night until some rando trucker drives through and maybe gives you a ride back to town where you have enough service to actually make a call.” He lifted both hands in surrender and inclined his head.

      I pressed my lips together, debating it.

      Unfortunately for me, he wasn’t wrong.

      “Fine,” I said, moving away from what was left of my car. My black combat boots touched the forest floor and a pop from plastic exploding followed by a squish made my heart sink. Lifting my foot, I looked down where I’d just stepped.

      Two smushed Hostess cupcakes spilled out of their crappy plastic wrapping.

      “Ugh,” I growled under my breath, my fists clenching as I realized what I’d done.

      Stranger Danger beside me cocked his head. “You’re pissed about stepping on shitty processed junk food more than your car? Or, I don’t know—the injuries you likely have?”

      “Shelve the judgment, dude. I can’t control my totaled car. That ship has sailed. I can’t change that I look like I was in a car accident and thrown from the fucking car.” His eyes flashed with something, but I ignored it. “I can’t even control the fact that I’m hungry because I missed dinner. Or how shit my life is right now. All I could control was finding and eating those fucking cupcakes until I figured out what I was going to do.” I was shouting at a guy who looked like a god and that I did not know in the slightest, but I was at my wit’s end tonight. “And apparently—I can’t even fucking do that!”

      He studied me, and it felt like his eyes could see straight through me. I couldn’t recall a time I ever felt more exposed. “Come on; I think I have a jacket you can borrow in the car.”

      Something in his tone took away the fight in me. I was tired, and I really didn’t have a better choice.

      “Okay,” I grumbled. “But there better be some M&M’s.”

      He smirked.

      “Don’t even think about getting handsy,” I warned him, giving him the side-eye. Not that I would mind. The guy looked like he knew what to do with his hands. I just felt better saying it.

      He actually laughed at me. “In your dreams, Salem Kaine.”
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