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      For as long as I could remember, I’d been loathing the day we’d walk through the doors of Night Shade Academy, and now that day was upon us. Lycan, Vampires, Dark Witches, and Light Witches weren’t meant to mix, let alone spend the entire year locked away in a fortress, with no contact with the outside world. Yet, here we were, about to do just that, dressed in our formal uniform, which was a requirement for official occasions such as today.

      Kayla raised her hand, lifting our suitcases out of the trunk with nothing but a flick of her wrist. “This is going to be so much fun,” my twin sister said with a squeal.

      Mom handed us our identification cards to get through the protective wards and enter the prestigious school for the stuck-up, supernaturals. “Now, remember the rules. Stick—”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Kayla said. “Stick with our own kind. Don’t go near the dorms of the other factions. And stay the hell away from the Dark Witches, even if they have abs like a God, and we want to have their babies.”

      Mom’s eyes widened.

      “Kidding, Mom.” Kayla threw her arms around our mother’s petite body, strands of their platinum blonde hair mixing, making it almost impossible to see where Mom’s began and Kayla’s ended. They were almost identical in looks—something that was very common with the Light Witches.

      Me? I had no idea where my dark hair, olive skin, and grey eyes came from. Sure, Dad shared my hair color, but the rest of me was a throw back to our great grandmother, Lady Luanna.

      Mom’s arm shot out, wrapping around my neck and drawing me into a hug. “Zalia, I know I can trust you to do what’s right, but can you make sure my little terror stays where she should?” She placed a kiss on my cheek then one on Kayla’s before releasing us from her embrace.

      She stood back, tears in her eyes. “Be careful, and most importantly, have fun.”

      “We will,” I said. “Love you.”

      “Love you, Mom.” Kayla gave her a little wave then spun around and drew in a deep breath, as she stared up at the looming building before us, which probably resembled a palace to some, filled with hope and dreams.

      To me, it looked like death. Pristine gardens and sandstone steps led up to an old relic of a castle that was four stories high and filled with rival factions that up until five years ago, when they called a truce and signed the blood treaty, couldn’t be within a mile of each other without starting a war.

      Kayla always called me cynical, but I couldn’t help but feel peace between our factions wouldn’t last forever.

      A shiver ran down my spine as I glanced at the group of students walking up the stairs, their potent, doggy smell assaulting my senses.

      “Freaking mongrels.” Kayla linked her arm with mine. “They do that shit on purpose.”

      “They’re dogs. What can you expect?” To this day, I hadn’t had a single nice encounter with a werewolf. They hated our species, and we felt the same way about them.

      “Now, now, girls.” Mom put her hands on our shoulders, leaning in between us. “Remember the truce depends on you girls, as well as every other person in this place. We don’t want the alliance to fracture because you must never forget the war that occurred before you both drew your first breath.”

      “Don’t worry. We’ll do you proud.” I gave her an angelic smile as one of the werewolves turned around, her glowing amber eyes locking onto mine for a few moments before glancing away.

      Mom shook her head. “Get out of here before I drag you both back home.”

      “Later,” Kayla said.

      “Be careful,” Mom called after us, as we made our way up the stairs with our suitcases magically hovering beside us.

      At the top of the steps, a Light Witch in his early twenties met us. He held a scanner, ready to assign us to our correct House. “Welcome to Nightshade Academy. If you have attempted to smuggle in a phone, please know that it will be pulverised the moment you set foot through these doors,” he said in the blandest tone I’d ever heard, making me wonder if he was really a person or just a clone, created for this meaningless task. “Please swipe your card over the screen and proceed to your designated wing.”

      I glanced at Kayla, glad I had talked her out of trying to sneak her phone in then swiped my card over the screen.

      “Rozalia Moore, please proceed to the House of Light.”

      I cringed at the sound of my full name. I only heard it being used when I was getting in trouble, which seemed to be way too often, or during formal events. Everyone called me Zalia or Zali.

      Kayla quickly swiped her card and followed me without looking at her results.

      “So, Rozalia.” She grinned. “We’re here now, Rozalia. What do we do now, Rozalia?”

      I smirked. “Shut up before I give you a giant, oozing pimple between your eyebrows while you sleep.”

      She scrunched up her nose. “One day, I will surpass you, and I’ll turn you into a toad.”

      I barked out a laugh. “Good luck with that.” Even though we were twins, I far surpassed her in magical abilities. I had an affinity for magic, and well, she had an affinity for manipulating everyone around her without needing magic.

      My smile dropped the moment we stepped inside the building. “Holy Mother of Light,” I said, my gaze falling on the foyer before me. The outside of the building looked large, but on the inside, it was as if we’d stepped into another world. Well, another world may have been a little bit of an exaggeration, but this place was amazeballs. Instead of the four stories it appeared to be from the exterior, we looked up to at least ten stories on the inside. Four lifts resembling glass cylinders were located around the center of the foyer, each painted in their own house colors that would take us to our living quarters.

      To the side of each lift, positioned in front of double doors, were ten-foot high statues representing each faction: the Lights were symbolised by the angelic mother, who in no way was associated with the God humans worshiped, a half man, half Demon lord represented the Darks, the Vampires were depicted in their evil state by something straight out out of a “Dracula” movie, and a fully transformed beast denoted the Lycans.

      You would think Vampires were the worst of us all, considering they were the result of a very evil Witch striking a deal with the Demons, but it was actually the Darks, closely followed by the Lycans. The Vampires could control themselves. As long as they kept their blood intake up, they were fine—nice even. But the Darks… There was a reason why so many feared them. The magic they delved into was evil shit, thanks to their allegiance with the Demon world. It made my skin crawl just thinking about it. And the Lycans, they were nasty, feral animals that would bite you the first chance they got.

      The Light Witches were known as the do-gooders in the supernatural world, but too many of us carried an air of arrogance and superiority over the other factions for that to be true. At least the other factions didn’t hide behind false truths, pretending to be something they weren’t. They owned their superiority—even if I thought it was unwarranted.

      Strong arms wrapped around me from behind, lifting me up into the air and spinning me around, as lips pressed against my cheek. I squealed, instantly feeling embarrassed, as the gazes of the Vampires, Lycans, and Darks fell on me. Their judging eyes already labelled me a squealer; something I was going to have a hard time living down.

      Of course I wasn’t going to let my embarrassment show. I was going to hold my head high and own every action and squeal escaping my mouth.

      Brody set me down, curling his hands around my hips. “How’s my favorite girl?”

      I turned around in his arms and gave his chest a gentle slap. “Fair warning would’ve been nice.”

      He caught my hand and laced my fingers with his. “But then I’d miss out on that squeal of yours.”

      I bit down on my smile as I glared at him, but I was unable to stay mad at him for long when he stared at me with those big green eyes. He was a good foot taller than me, with broad shoulders, brown hair, and one killer of a smile that could get him out of anything.

      I sighed, grateful that I not only had my sister, but also my boyfriend starting at Night Shade Academy on the same day.

      “How’s it going, Kayla?” Brody asked, tucking me under his arm. “Manage to keep the fleas off you on the way here?”

      Kayla chuckled. “I wouldn’t say that too loud.” She cocked her head behind us.

      I glanced over my shoulder at the same time as Brody did, and was met with three pairs of yellow eyes glaring at us. The corner of their lips tipped up to expose their fangs, as they let out a low rumble in their throats, warning us not to continue talking smack about them if we didn’t want an all-out brawl.

      I elbowed Brody’s chest. “You are going to get us into so much trouble if you keep saying shit like that.”

      Brody shrugged, turning back to face Kayla. “They don’t scare me. They’re the scum of the night world.”

      I dared to sneak another quick peek over my shoulder, giving the Lycans an apologetic look. I hated the way the Lights treated the other factions. Then again, I was pretty sure the other factions spoke about us in the same way.

      “Maybe the Dean will scare you,” Kayla said. “They want this truce to work.”

      He glanced around then moved closer to Kayla. “From what I hear, the rivalry is alive and well within these walls, and we’ll get our chance to battle it out.”

      I drew my brows together, as Kayla’s nose scrunched up again. “What are you talking about?” Kayla and I asked in unison. It was a twin thing.

      He leaned in closer. “I heard that some are pitted against each other for what they call ‘the dog fight.’”

      I snorted. “Right. Like that’s going to be fair.” I knew both Brody and Kayla took what I’d said to mean we were going to crush the competition, but really, what hope did we have if the Darks were actually allowed to use their full magic? Most of the Lights my age weren’t equipped to combat a fully competent Dark Witch, even if they were just students yet to come into their full power.

      I may have been the only one.

      When most of the other Lights were off playing dolls or whatever it was that girls did, Kayla and I had our heads buried in books. Mom and Dad forced us to study, making sure our magical abilities were far beyond that of our peers. But I was the only one of us to truly succeed, being able to conduct magic far beyond my years.

      And I loved it.

      Brody squeezed my shoulder. “With you on our side, they won’t stand a chance.”

      I shrugged. “Who knows what the others are like? They could tear through us, as if we were babies.”

      Kayla snorted. “Oh so modest, aren’t you? What happened to the girl who was talking shit the other night about how you were going to fry their asses, if they so much as looked our way?”

      Biting down on my smile, I glared at her. “Keep talking. Oh, wait. Maybe you won’t be able to.”

      Her eyes widened with fear. “You wouldn’t.”

      I laughed. “Of course I wouldn’t do that to you again. Never, ever.” The memory of what I’d done to my sister still haunted me. She’d been trying to perform a spell she’d found in a book in our parents’ locked cabinet and was unsuccessful. Me on the other hand, I barely had to try and her mouth was gone, completely covered by skin.

      I’d shit myself, having no idea how to undo the spell and seeing the look in my sister’s eyes just about killed me. I had to come clean to our parents and ended up being grounded for three months. They needn’t have bothered, though, because I was never going to touch anything in that cabinet for the rest of my life.

      Didn’t mean that I wouldn’t joke about it.

      And Kayla used it as a guilt trip when it came to something she really needed to dig deep on to gain leverage on. Most of the time, I would do anything for my sister—yet another twin thing.

      A group of Dark Witches strode past us, snickering, and I prayed they hadn’t heard us talking. The last thing I needed was to give them ammunition. I preferred a surprise attack. Let everyone think I was less than what I was, then bam. I would cut them down where they stood.

      I sighed.

      “Ignore them,” Kayla said. “You’ll get your chance.”

      We made our way toward the House of Light’s entrance, ready to start our new life. The double doors loomed in front of us, shutting out those who didn’t belong.

      A group of Lights ahead of us walked through the doors. As in literally, they walked straight through the solid wooden doors.

      “Must be wards they have placed over our kind,” I said, curious as to what spell they’d used to pull this off. “Clever.”

      “Welcome to the House of Lights,” a woman in her late teens said, waving us in.

      We smiled and proceeded toward the door.

      I took a deep breath, ready to embrace whatever was on the other side and strode forward.

      Pain shot through my nose as I smacked into the wooden door, unable to pass, as both Kayla and Brody slipped right through.
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      Panic engulfed me as I stood outside the doors, alone, Brody and Kayla on the other side. I tried to go through for a second time, but was once again met with the thud of wood, blocking me from entering my realm.

      I glanced at the woman who’d welcomed us, and was about to ask her what was going on when I saw her point me out to a security group who walked briskly toward us.

      Turning back to the door, I thumped against it, trying desperately to get through, until the guards grabbed me by my arms and pulled me back. “You need to come with us.”

      My heart practically beat a hole through my chest as they led me away. “What’s going on? Why can’t I get through?”

      My questions went unanswered.

      “Zalia,” Kayla called from behind me.

      Peering over my shoulder, I saw my sister being held back by the Light Witch who’d been there to greet us, Kayla’s panic-stricken eyes locked onto mine. “I’ll be fine,” I said to her. “There’s just a little mix up.”

      Coming to a halt at the other end of the vast foyer, I was confronted by a man whose face I’d seen scrawled over many of the marketing materials for this school: Dean Bishop.

      “What seems to be the problem?” he asked, gesturing to “the muscles” to let me go.

      I shook them off, glad to be rid of them without having to resort to magic. That was one of the rules here. We could not use our abilities against the authorities, be it magic, compulsion or any other of the million things each faction could do. It would mean instant dismissal. And I wouldn’t risk leaving Kayla here by herself. We were a team. “There seems to be a problem with the door.” I cocked my thumb toward the House of Light’s entrance.

      “The wards don’t make mistakes,” a woman declared, striding over to us, her heels clipping against the marble tiles. She was an image to behold, perfectly styled red hair, pale skin, and one hell of a Dark energy radiating from her. If it weren’t for her energy, I would’ve thought she was a Light by the way she held herself.

      I choked on a laugh as my stomach churned, afraid of what was going to happen to me. “Well, then this is a first because if you haven’t noticed, my twin sister walked right through those doors without any issues. So, someone better fix this for me.” I tended to get a little bossy when I was nervous. And I was hella nervous.

      “Bethany is right. The wards don’t make mistakes.” Bishop shoved his hands inside the pocket of his pants as he stared at me, his mind ticking over his options. Eventually, he said, “Take her to the Darks.”

      I froze, icy tendrils snaking their way through my veins, choking me. I could not have heard that right. There was no way they were going to try and stick me in with the Darks. They wouldn’t do that to a Light. We were enemies, and there was no way I was one of those Demon-loving Darks.

      But they led me directly to the grand entrance of the Darks. The ebony wooden doors loomed over me, swallowing more of my soul the closer I got to it. If I had a choice, I would’ve run for the hills, but furthering our education through the Academy was mandatory if we wanted to live amongst the humans. You would think at eighteen we’d have enough experience blending with the human population by growing up, going to primary, then onto high school with them, but apparently not.

      Well, not since the truce between our factions. This new rule wasn’t fair to us.

      My chest constricted as Bishop’s mouth moved, his words muted by the rapid pulse in my ears, drowning out all other sounds.

      Bishop snapped his fingers in front of my eyes. “Rozalia. Focus.”

      It took me a few moments to get a grip on myself and put a plug on the emotions—namely terror—swirling inside of me.

      “You have nothing to fear,” he said. “You belong where the wards decide.”

      I glanced toward the doors, as a small group of Darks watched me with smirks spread across their faces.

      They couldn’t see me this way. I needed to be viewed as strong, not a hyperventilating Light Witch who’d get eaten alive by a bunch of Darks.

      I drew in a deep breath and expelled all the fear. Pushing back my shoulders, I strode toward the door, fully expecting to thump against the dark wood, just like I had with the Lights.

      I didn’t.

      I walked straight through, right into the hornet’s nest.

      I was seconds away from a full freak out, as I scanned the scene before me. Polished charcoal tiles lined the floors leading to an expansive room filled with buffets of welcome foods and drinks. Hundreds of students and a few teachers mingled amongst themselves, some noticing me, but the majority of them too caught up in their own world to realize there was someone in their territory who didn’t belong.

      Because I didn’t belong. I just couldn’t.

      Bethany stood on one side of me and Bishop on the other, the Dean somehow able to enter the room, even though he was a Light. Perk of being the Dean, I guessed.

      Bethany raised her brow, as if to say I told you so. “You need to come with us.”
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      Sitting on a padded leather seat, I glanced nervously between Bishop, who sat in his chair on the other side of his desk, and this Bethany lady, who stood next to him, staring down at my open file in her hands.

      She flipped the page. “I don’t understand how this could happen.” She placed the file in front of Bishop. “She’s born to the Lights. Her twin is a Light. But she is clearly a Dark.”

      I gripped the ends of the armrests. “Obviously, there’s an error with the wards. You should make sure they are correct, and in the meantime let me through because there is no way that I belong with the Darks.”

      Bishop folded his hands together, resting them on my file and sighing. “I know you want to believe there was an error, but there is nothing wrong with the wards. They have been in place since we opened, and they have never failed us in the past. So if the wards say you belong with the Darks, then that is where you will go.”

      My eyes flared with a mixture of anger and fear that I barely managed to control by digging my nails into the armrest. “You can’t put me with those… Darks. I don’t belong with them.”

      “They aren’t as bad as what you may believe. There’s good and bad in all of us, as I’m sure you’ve already seen.”

      I knew he referred to the Lights. And he was right. But even so, I would rather be surrounded by a hundred egotistical Lights that justify all their actions behind our faction than to be near one evil Dark. “You can’t do this. My parents will flip, and you can kiss goodbye any extra funding they promised.”

      “That’s going to be a sacrifice we must make.” He stood. “Your parents will be notified, and in the meantime you will need to acclimate to your House. I suggest you go in there with no preconceptions of what they are like.”

      “You’re going to get me killed.”

      “From what we hear of your skill level, that will be highly unlikely,” Bethany said, picking up a page that had just emerged from the printer, which she then handed to me. “This is your room number and your class schedule.”

      “Wait,” I said, confusion sweeping over me, as I scanned the page outlining my living arrangements for my time at NSA. “I’m supposed to be sharing with Kayla.”

      “Unfortunately, you won’t be,” she replied. “Darks cannot mix with Lights. Each house has their own dorm facilities, and you cannot get into the Lights, and your sister won’t be able to get into the Darks.”

      Nervous beads of sweat covered my forehead, as I left the Dean’s office and made my way toward my new room in the House of Darks. The whole way I hoped the wards had malfunctioned earlier, and I was going to be blocked from going through and could return to my rightful place amongst the Lights.

      My heart pounded against my chest as I approached the doors to the glass elevator waiting for me to step inside. But I couldn’t bring myself to enter. If I did… There was simply no returning. I could no longer tell myself that it was a mistake. I would be one of them.

      I didn’t have a choice. It was either step inside, or leave Kayla here on her own. Taking a deep breath, I prepared to take that first step.

      “Move it, Leach.” A girl my age with long, black hair, and a good half a foot taller than me, bumped my shoulder, knocking me inside the elevator, as she strode past me then pressed the button for the third floor—my floor.

      I never understood why they called us that. We weren’t leaches. Our power didn’t feed off the evil. We were…

      A sigh escaped my lips. We weren’t anything.

      If what this place was telling me was true, I didn’t belong to the Lights. I belonged with the Darks. And if this bitch standing next to me was anything to go by, I had to get my head in the game.

      “What. Are. You. Staring at, Leach.” Her eyes swept over me with disgust.

      Unpacking my lady-balls, I held her gaze, determined not to look away. “I’m still trying to work it out.”

      She stepped forward, getting all up in my shit. “I know what you are. And you better watch yourself. You no longer have any of your buddies around to protect you.”

      “See, that’s the funny thing. Most Darks talk the shit, but we all know who the superior House is when it comes down to it.”

      “We’ll see about that.” The doors pinged and she bumped my shoulder again as she strode past, then spun around to face me. “You may want to check yourself because in case you forgot, this is your house now.” She smirked then sauntered down the hall.

      I released a shuddered breath. If this was what was to come, I was doomed.

      I’m doing this for Kayla.

      Just as the doors began to close, I remembered this was my floor, too.

      Shit. I shoved my hand between the closing doors, stopping them. “Here goes nothing.”

      Commanding my bags to follow me, I stepped out of the elevator, onto the floors of the first year students’ dorms. I glanced at the information sheet one more time, confirming my room number: 309.

      My one and only hope, the elevator bitch was not my roommate.

      Making my way down the hall, I passed a common area to the right filled with couches, a large screen TV, and a pool table. I was surprised there wasn’t any burning skulls or animal sacrifices on display. It almost seemed… normal.

      Looks could be deceiving, and I had to remember that more now than ever.

      I found my room half a dozen doors down and swiped my card, opening the door before I had a chance to chicken out. I was relieved to find the room empty. I hoped I was lucky enough not to have a roommate.

      Wishful thinking.

      That bitch from the elevator was probably waiting outside, ready to rain on my parade.

      She could try because I was not one to shy away from a fight. That’s when all my studying came in handy. I was good with magic.

      The room was a decent size. There were two beds, one on either side of the room, and a large bay window complete with a window seat that I would no doubt use to cram as much studying in as possible. The bathroom was to the right of the entrance, and there was a small kitchenette to the left. Kitchenette was a little bit of an over-exaggeration. It was more like a two-foot bench, bar-fridge underneath, and a kettle and toaster on top. Not even a coffee maker.

      I groaned. I was not going to do well without a good coffee in the morning. I really did pity my roommate—if I had one.

      Moving farther into the room, I set my bag down beside my bed. Well, at least I presumed it was my side. There was nothing to say the other bed was taken, but I preferred the left. I always preferred the left. Kayla and I had joked I must’ve been on the left side in the womb, and had stuck with that preference ever since.

      With my hands on my hips, I turned around, taking in my new surroundings and working out where I could put my shit. There was a small wardrobe, a chest of draws, and no bookshelf in sight. There was, however, a desk against the wall at the end of my bed, which I planned on stacking all my books onto and topping it off with a spell that would shock the hell out of anyone who tried to touch them—literally.

      No one messed with my books.

      I was a geek by nature, but I was only interested in spells and legends of our past. There were always truths hidden in legends, and I found myself trapped in the pages of them, devouring every piece of information I could.

      With a flick of my wrist, I moved my bag onto my bed then unzipped it and grabbed a set of clothes. I carried them into the small bathroom and peeled off my uniform then changed into a pair of jeans and top before heading back into the room. I dumped my folded uniform into the hamper on my side, hoping I wouldn’t have to wear it again for the rest of the year.

      Feeling more like myself, I rummaged through the contents of my bag, and pulled out a small stack of books.

      Holding them against my chest as if I were cradling a baby, I spun around to place them on the desk when I just about jumped out of my skin—or shit myself, that definitely wasn’t off the cards. “Holy crap.”

      Sitting on the other bed and staring at me was a girl no older than I, with dark blue, almost black hair, and eyes to match. Various living, breathing tattoos covered her tanned skin, a stark reminder of what she was.

      A Dark Witch.

      The tattoos were her Familiars, a source of power the Darks drew on during times of need. Something the Lights deemed unnecessary and a weakness.

      “Rule number one,” she said. “Never let your guard down. Rule number two: don’t trust what you see. Rule number three: show no fear. And rule number four: always fight back.”
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      I frowned, trying to figure out what the hell she was talking about. What kind of rules were these?

      “Oh, and there’s one more rule. Get those judgy eyes out of this room because they don’t belong,” she said, absently petting the snake coiled around her wrist. “Because if we’re going to live together for the next year, then both you and I need to put aside our history and start fresh.”

      “Oh-kay,” I said, knowing damn well how impossible that was. I had been raised a Light. I would forever be a Light.

      She stood from her bed, her perfectly styled hair falling in waves against her pretty face. “I’m Nova. And I’m your best chance of surviving this House, so you need to wipe that superior look off your face, and stop being one of the judgy Leaches.”

      She didn’t seem half bad. And if this was my olive branch, I was taking it. Because the last thing I needed was to piss off the girl I was going to spend the entire year with and be afraid to sleep at night.

      Then again, she just said not to trust what I saw.

      Still, I had to start somewhere.

      “I’m Zalia, previously of House of Light and now House of Dark.”

      “I know who you are,” she said, sitting back on the edge of her bed. “Everyone knows who you are. You’re the girl who was banished from the House of Light. But what I don’t know, and no one else does either, is why?”

      I shrugged, placing my books on the desk. “I’m assuming it’s a glitch, and I’ll be out of here by the end of the week.”

      Nova laughed. “There are no glitches here. You either did something to piss off your hierarchy, or you never belonged with the Lights in the first place.”

      “Neither.”

      “I guess we’ll find out sooner or later.” She stroked the tattoo of the cat on her other arm, making my nerves go on edge when the tattoo moved, confirming my suspicion. It was a familiar. “So have you got your class list yet?”

      I nodded.

      “Let me see.” Nova was up on her feet, in front of me within a blink of an eye, making me jump once more.

      It wasn’t the speed she moved with that startled me because I could do the same. It was the fact that she was being… nice.

      Appearances could be deceiving.

      Weighing up my options, I decided what the hell. My timetable wasn’t a huge secret. She’d know it soon enough. I fetched it out of my bag and handed it to her.

      Nova strolled over to the kitchenette and leaned against the bench as she read through my class list. “Looks like we share all classes except for gym and spells.”

      “Yippee,” I said, accidentally letting out the sarcastic bitch in me.

      She glared at me over the top of the paper. “You know we’re not all as bad as the Leaches think we are, but it seems all Lights are as judgemental as they say.”

      I sighed. “I’m sorry,” I said, shocking the hell out of myself. I never thought I’d say those words to a Dark. But if I were truly a Dark, then what did that say about me? I always thought I was a good Witch, one that could be trusted, and one that would go to bat for those I cared about, yet according to the Lights, that would be impossible.

      Holy Mother of Light, I was confused.

      I sank onto my bed, collected a few items of clothing from my bag, and sat them on my lap, the whole time acutely aware of her watching me as she returned to her bed. “You’re right. I don’t know anything about you, and you don’t know anything about me. Well, apart from me being cast out of the Lights.”

      “That’s gotta suck.” She shuffled back and leaned against the wall, her legs bent at the knees. “Okay, a few things about me. I’m a Libra. I have three Familiars, Molly, Jasper, and Ed—two cats and a snake.” She pointed to the cat she’d been stroking on her arm, then to the other that apparently sat on her hip, and Ed curled around her wrist. “I like to change my hair, I don’t go to sleep until late, and I like to sleep in. I say what’s on my mind, no matter how insensitive it may seem. I’m a vegetarian, and I was raised by the Darks, even though my father was a Light.”

      My eyes practically popped out of their sockets. She couldn’t have led with that? “You’re a half?”

      She nodded. “My father succumbed to the Dark.”

      I’d never heard of that happening. Ever. Our factions didn’t like to mix and only recently made a truce, opening the school and shoving all of us kids together after spending years telling us how awful the other factions were.

      But it was where we got to learn how to do the really cool magic, in a controlled environment. Plus, there were also the normal university subjects—on a smaller scale—that would prepare us for the outside world, once we’d learned to fully control our abilities.

      For us Witches, it wasn’t so hard. We could blend in almost seamlessly. But for the vamps and the wolves, they had a lot of physical attributes that could lead to discovery, if they didn’t learn how to control their animalistic instincts.

      “So as you can imagine, I’m a bit of an outcast amongst the Darks, which is probably why they put you with me.”

      Great. They were sticking me with another loner girl. We were doomed.

      Nova chuckled. “By the look on your face, you think you’ve been stuck in the nerd group. Don’t worry. I’m not easily pushed around. By the end of the year, we’ll be the outcasts who rule this place.”

      “Is foretelling another one of your traits, or is it that you have no bearing on reality?”

      Nova laughed again. “Something tells me we’re going to get along just fine.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      She grinned, and I swore I saw the color of her hair change from midnight blue to purple before going back again. “Didn’t I?”

      There was a lot about this girl that made me wary, but if first impressions were anything to go by, Nova was probably the only friend I’d be able to make in this House, so I wasn’t about to mess that up.

      The cynical part of my upbringing told me not to trust a Dark, but I had to bury that thought at the back of my mind and try to survive my time at Night Shade—at least ‘til the end of the day.

      I stood and continued to unpack my belongings. “What’s everyone else like?”

      “Not like me. Which is why I explained the rules. Follow them and you’ll be…”

      When she didn’t continue, I shoved my clothes into the wardrobe and spun around to face her. “I’ll be what?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t know what you can do or if you’ll stand a chance against them.”

      “But I thought you said that we’ll rule the school by the end of the year,” I said, smugly.

      Nova grinned. “Who says it’s not because everyone’s afraid of me, and you’re just along for the ride?”

      I snorted. As much as I hated to admit it, I liked this girl.

      The bell rang, startling me.

      Nova dragged herself off the bed. “Guess it’s time for your meet and greet.”

      I groaned. “If the rest of them are anything like the bitch I met in the elevator, then I think I’ll just hide out here.”

      “Good idea. Show them your scared, and you’ll be fish-bate for the rest of eternity and damage my plan of supreme rulership.”

      I laughed as I grabbed my school bag and threw it over my shoulder. “Come on. Let’s get this over with.” I waved my hand toward my wardrobe and my suitcase, casting a spell over both to keep anyone other than me out of them.

      Making our way into the hallway, it was obvious we were both outcasts. Everyone stared, sneered, or purposely bumped into us, and it took everything in me not to give them all exploding diarrhea. Well, at least I wanted to. But the wards around this place made it impossible to do bad magic to other students, unless our lives were under immediate threat. It was one of the founding principles. Sneers counted as life threatening, right?

      Apparently, not. My spell went unfulfilled, just as I knew it would. But I would’ve been stupid not to try, and I was pretty sure every single person in the hallway had just tried a spell on me because the disappointment on their faces was a replica of mine.

      We made our way down to the first floor, shoving our way into the first available lift as per rule number three, never show fear.

      Crossing the small lobby, we headed toward the hall when I halted at the sound of my name.

      I spun around and locked eyes with my sister, my heart jumping into my throat when I saw the terror in her gaze.
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      Without Kayla having to speak a word, I knew what worried her so much. It wasn’t that anything was wrong with her; she was scared for me.

      Breaking away from the Dark pack, I raced over to Kayla and threw my arms around her.

      “Holy shit. I was so worried about you.” She pulled away as she ran her gaze over me, making sure I was still in one piece.

      “I’m fine,” I assured her. “At least physically.”

      She held onto my hands. “When you didn’t come through the Light’s doors, I tried to come back for you, but they wouldn’t let me. I don’t even understand what’s going on.”

      The second bell rang. “You better go before you get in trouble for being late.”

      “Fuck class,” she said, surprising the hell out of me. Kayla was the one who never wanted to go against authority, whereas I was… Well, I didn’t like being told what to do.

      “Okay, Miss Rebel. Not sure I want to be the reason you get kicked out of this place.”

      She shook my hands. “Be serious. This is serious. I’ve been going out of my mind worrying about you and what…” She leaned forward and whispered, “They’ve been doing to you. I mean, you know how bad my overactive imagination can get.”

      Sighing, I smiled at her, grateful she was there with me now. “I’ll be fine. They’re not all as bad as I thought they would be.” When she looked at me dubiously, I added, “I’ve even made a new friend.”

      I glanced over my shoulder, ready to introduce her to Nova, but she was nowhere to be seen. So much for my new friend.

      Kayla raised a brow. “Friends of the imaginary kind don’t count.”

      I rolled my eyes, as I bit down on my smile. “Very funny. But being reals for a moment, I have a nice enough roommate, Nova. She has three Familiars on her body, and get this, her mother is a Dark and her father is a Light.”

      Her brows shot up. “No way.”

      I nodded. “Can’t believe any Light would go there with a Dark.” As soon as the words left my mouth, I looked around for Brody.

      “Ah… Brody had to get to class. But he was really worried about you, and he’ll be stoked I saw you and pissed he didn’t stick around with me.”

      Biting my lip, I nodded again, turmoil building in the pit of my gut.

      “So, what’s your first class?” I asked, hoping we were together.

      “Arts,” she said. “What’s yours?”

      I groaned. “Faction education—Dark History. Like we haven’t already heard it all before.”

      Kayla hooked her arm with mine, as we began walking down the hall. “I don’t know. Maybe they have a different version of events than what Mom and Dad taught us growing up.”

      “Yeah, they’ll most likely paint us as the bad ones…” I sighed, realizing my error. “You, not us.”

      She scowled at me. “You are still one of us—even if the wards state otherwise.”

      I scoffed. “I’m not sure how welcoming the rest of the Lights will be toward me now that I’m the black sheep of the flock. Hell, I’m not even part of your flock. I’m the wolf… Okay, so maybe not a wolf—those things are disgusting—but you get my point. I’m now the bad guy waiting to devour you all.”

      Kayla laughed. “You? A bad guy? You are one of the kindest, most caring people I know.”

      “You have to say that because I’m your sister.”

      “Our shared DNA has no bearing on our relationship. You could be a real dick, and I’d still love you because you’re my sister, but that doesn’t mean I would have to like you.”

      I stopped and drew her into a hug. “Thanks. I needed to hear that I’m not a monstrous, evil Witch now I’m no longer a Light.”

      “You could never be.” She pulled back and smiled. “Catch up at lunch?”

      I nodded. “You better get to class before they mark you absent.” I smiled when I saw the fear in her eyes. She was so predictable.

      Before she had a chance to tell me she didn’t care about class and I was more important, I said, “See ya,” then strode down the hall and headed into the classroom, with a gigantic lump in my throat.

      Looking around the room, I was met with stares and hushed whispers, taking all my focus off my surroundings and putting me in defence mode. Rule number one: always be on guard.

      Spotting Nova on the far side of the room, I walked over to her and slid into the seat beside her. “Thanks for saving me a seat.”

      “I didn’t. No one wants to sit next to the freak.”

      “I think you may not be the freakiest anymore.”

      She scanned the faces of the other Darks in the room, shrugging. “There’s a whole lot of hate directed this way. Who knows which one of us is the lucky one?”

      We both knew.

      Thrumming my nails against the wooden desk, I nervously glanced around the room. “Where’s the teacher?”

      Nova shrugged. “Probably couldn’t be bothered showing up for such a stupid class that we’d all pass in our sleep. We all know the history of how the Lights stole our power and painted us as the evil side.”

      My eyes bugged out in a mixture of astonishment and confusion. “Lights stole your power? What the hell kind of crap is that?”

      The corner of her lips tipped. “Sounds like you were never told the full story.”

      “Of course she wasn’t told the truth,” the bitch from the lift said, interrupting our private conversation. “Those fucking Leaches wouldn’t know the truth if it hit them in their face.”

      I frowned. “Is that why you guys call us Leaches?”

      “You think we call you that because you’re bloodsuckers?” She barked out a laugh. “You’re not good enough to be vampires, but you do suck all the same.”

      “I hope so,” a boy sitting in the back of the class said.

      I screwed my face up in disgust and was about to give him an earful when another guy said, “Better rethink that. Looks like she would eat you alive.”

      I wasn’t sure if that was a compliment or not. “What makes you think you’d even stand a chance?”

      “You wish, bitch.” The first guy blew me a kiss.

      I shook my head, focusing my attention back on Nova and ignoring the rest. “So, what is the supposed real story?”

      “History,” the guy from the back said, making his way toward us.

      He stopped in front of the teacher’s desk and turned around to face me. “The Lights stole our source of power because we sided with the creatures of the dark—the wolves and the vampires—when the Lights wanted to destroy them all. The Lights stole a huge amount of our power from us, leaving us unable to protect them. So, we did what we needed to do. We sought magic from the parts of this world the Lights had been terrified of since the great massacre of 1897. We grew stronger, fought back, and now we’re the monsters of the Witch world, but it was them who started this all and forced our hand.” He leaned back against the desk. “But that’s just a legend. There’s no way the Lights would lie, right?”

      The look in his eyes as he returned to his seat revealed the Darks’ battle against the Lights was legendary, not a legend. And I felt sick to my stomach.

      The lift bitch snickered. “Of course they lie. You parasites do nothing but lie, then pretend you’re the do-gooders of the world.”

      “Now, now, class,” a man said, as he walked into the room. He was in his mid-twenties and definitely had a teacher vibe going on. “That’s not the way to treat a newcomer to our class.”

      The mean girl slid into her seat in the row in front of me. “We were just telling her the true history between our houses. Not the garbage the Lights have made up.”

      I frowned. “If what you’re saying is true, then why is this the first I’m hearing about it? I mean, if you and the other factions are buddies, then why not tell everyone what really happened?”

      “That’s an excellent question, Zalia,” the teacher said, placing his bag on top of the desk. “And you will find all the answers to the questions you seek in this class.”

      Great. He knew my name, and now every single person in the class did, too. I guessed that’s what you got for being the new kid.

      He moved in front of his desk. “Now, for those who don’t already know me, I’m Seth, your teacher for the year. And yeah, at first it might seem a little weird calling your teachers by their first name, but we’re all adults here, and it’s time you start getting used to being treated like one.” Leaning back against the desk, he asked, “Now, who can tell me where the origin of magic came from?”

      Already knowing the answer to that question, I tuned out, as I tried to wrap my head around what everyone had just told me. My mind was blown, but at the same time I wasn’t sure I could trust what they said was the truth. Even if the teacher agreed with them, I was pretty sure the history teacher for the Lights wouldn’t give the same story.

      No matter how much I tried to convince myself these Darks were lying to me, something rang true. Lights always saw themselves as the superior faction, above every other supernatural creature. We hadn’t socialized with the others until we were made to, when the council decided to open the school. And if the Darks version of history was the truth, then I didn’t understand why the Lights would agree to us attending Night Shade, if there was a chance the truth would come out.

      This was all blowing my mind.

      I snorted to myself.

      This was probably all some sick joke they were playing on me, the newly discredited Light they hated with a passion.

      Picking up my pen, I chewed on the end as I further contemplated everything I’d learned, trying to work out if there were any truths in what they said—and if I really wanted to know more.

      Before I knew it, the bell rang, signalling the end of class. Everyone filed out as fast as they could, heading to their next class. Or to talk about the girl who believed their lies.

      I groaned as I gathered up my things and was about to leave with Nova when Seth stopped me. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      I nodded.

      Once Nova left the room, he said, “I know you must be thinking that what we’re telling you is a load of shit, but I want you to know I’m not here to play with your mind. I’m here to teach history—the true history, even if it’s not what you were taught.” He picked his bag up from where he had placed it on the floor and put it on the desk. “I want you to know that if you have any questions or want to meet up outside of class to discuss everything in more detail, then I’m more than happy to go through this without all the other students being there to torment you.”

      “Thanks,” I said, unsure if I wanted to agree, but not sure if I really had a choice.

      “Well, the offer is always there. And I want you to think about what they told you in class today. After all, how many times do the human history books lie about what really happened.”

      All. The. Time.
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      Of course I didn’t take Seth up on his offer for tutoring. He may have appeared to be honest, but I didn’t trust anyone, anymore. Well, I still trusted my sister, Brody, and my family, but that was about it. Something was going on, and I was no longer sure I was on the right side of the fight.

      My stomach churned as I made my way toward the gym located at the end of the building. The distance I had to travel between classes was enough exercise. I didn’t need any more. However, it was part of the curriculum, and I had to suck it up and build up some sweat. That meant I was going to have to talk to the Darks and join whatever team sport we were going to play.

      The thought of being anywhere near the Darks made me feel sick, not just because I was brought up to be disgusted by them, but because I had a sneaking suspicion they weren’t entirely lying about their truth.

      So far, Nova was the exception.

      I opened the door to the gym and stopped in my tracks, trying to work out what I was seeing. Two guys stood in the middle of the gym floor, going blow for blow against each other with everything they had, including magic.

      Dark magic.

      Battle magic—against each other.

      That was the one thing we were banned from doing while we were at NSA. Yet, there they were, using it despite the wards that were supposedly up, protecting us from one another.

      At least forty people sat in the bleaches around them, cheering them on, roaring with excitement when the bigger guy sent a bolt of energy resembling lightening at the little guy, who ducked out of the way just in time to avoid a trip to the infirmary.

      I turned around to leave because I’d clearly walked into the wrong room when I came face to face with a guy who took my breath away. He was a good foot taller than me, with dark hair, blue eyes, broad shoulders, and one hell of an arrogant look about him. “Get out of my way,” I growled.

      “No can do.” He grabbed my wrist, pulling it toward him, turning my palm face up, and then slashing a blade across my skin before I noticed what he was doing.

      “Motherfucker,” I said, my eyes going wide with rage, as I tried to pull my hand away, but he was too strong.

      Lifting my other hand, I was about to punch him with magic that would put him through the wall behind him and also the next, but someone grabbed my other hand, twisting it behind me, making me incapable of performing the spell. “What the hell are you doing?” I asked, glancing over my shoulder at the burly guy who’d incapacitated me.

      “What’s necessary.” Blue Eyes pocketed the blade then smashed his already sliced hand against my bleeding palm. “Intra circulum ligare.”

      My heart stopped as his words registered in my mind. I had read that spell before. Never used it, but definitely read about it. Again, it was not something the Lights allowed. He’d just made it impossible for me to tell anyone outside the walls of this room what happened on the inside.

      It took pinky swear to a whole other level.

      The hulking guy behind me released his grip on my other wrist at the same time as Blue Eyes let me go.

      I yanked it against me, wiping the blood off on my top, grateful I’d worn black and wouldn’t have to explain how or why there was blood smeared across my clothes.

      Opening my palm, I stared down at the slice across my skin then muttered the spell that would close over the wound. Within seconds, it was no longer bleeding, but it still hurt like a bitch. I didn’t have any spell that would alleviate the pain. Apparently, that was something all Witches had to feel. There was no getting around it.

      At least it was no longer bleeding, and I could carry on without having to worry about it. And carry on I did.

      Raising my gaze to the pretty boy standing before me with a smirk on his face, I threw my hands toward him. He flew into the wall behind him, just hard enough to crack the plaster.

      Unfazed, he stood and brushed the plaster dust from him. “Okay, I deserved that.” He strode closer to me, his blue eyes locked on mine. “But if you ever do that again—”

      I took a step toward him. “You’ll do what?”

      A grin played on his lips. “I’m sure you can use your imagination.”

      I wasn’t sure if I wanted to kick him in the balls or ask him on a date. Because that grin…

      No.

      No date.

      I was in Dark territory, and he was a Dark.

      And I had a boyfriend.

      Who for the life of me, I couldn’t remember his name.

      There was something so alluring about this guy standing before me, his intoxicating scent tugging at a primal part of me that wanted to lay claim to something that was not mine.

      I released a shuddered breath, trying to get him out from under my skin.

      I was not primal. I was a Light, not a Dark.

      And I needed to remember how I was raised. I needed to be better than this. He couldn’t be trusted, and it seemed I couldn’t be trusted around him, either.

      He leaned down and whispered, “Are you going to move?”

      I scowled. “I’m not moving for you. Go around.”

      He chuckled then had the audacity to wrap his hands around my waist and physically move me. And once again, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to kick him in the balls or melt into a puddle. But I didn’t have time to contemplate my dilemma when I was reminded of why I wanted to get out of this gym in the first place.

      Standing in the middle of the gym were two new people, one guy and one girl, ready to fight. The blood drained from my face when the teacher blew the whistle, and the two of them attacked, using magic and their bodies to knock the shit out of each other.

      Blue Eyes looked over his shoulder. “Coming?”

      I turned around to leave again, but there was no longer a door, nor was there any windows. I was locked inside.

      The fight broke out, leaving me standing with my mouth ajar and fear coursing through my veins, as the girl delivered an orb of I had no idea what at the guy. He threw his hand out, casting it to the side then punched her face, knocking her to the ground.

      What kind of grown man did that to a woman?

      And what kind of woman took it like a man, barely flinching from his attack before sweeping her leg under his, bringing him down with a thud, then shooting another dark orb that landed just beside him, opening up like a spiderweb, and enfolding him into its sticky center.

      Okay, so I may have been sexist and all, but where I grew up, we didn’t do this sort of shit.

      “Zalia?” Blue Eyes, said, snapping my thoughts away from the fight.

      Eyes wide, I stared up at him, wondering how he’d gotten by my side without me noticing. Suddenly, he shoved me to the side as another orb barely missed us.

      “Snap out of it,” he whispered. “You’re going to encourage them and make them think they can eat you alive.”

      I gulped, unsure if he was talking about actual cannibalism or if it was metaphoric. I desperately hoped for the latter.

      As if reading my mind, he said, “I’m not seriously meaning they’re going to eat you, as in ‘yum yum.’ But you’re really going to have to up your game if you don’t want to get your ass handed to you.”

      I thought I was above everyone my age when it came to spells, but seeing these guys fight in the ring of sorts made me realize I didn’t know shit.

      Just another thing to look forward to.

      “Get your shit together.” He stood beside me, crossing his arms over his chest. “You’re up in three, so I suggest you use this time to study and look for weaknesses.”

      “I’m what?” I snapped my head in his direction.

      He looked down at me, locking his blue eyes onto my grey ones. “I said you’re up in three.”
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      “No, no, no,” I said, taking a step back and was about to take another when Blue Eyes grabbed my elbow, stopping me from going any farther.

      “You are, and there’s no way out of it,” he said, low enough so no one else could hear. “So, you need to stop trying to convince yourself that you won’t be up in three, and start using this time to learn.” He cocked his head toward the current fighters. “See how she favors magic over direct contact? That’s because it’s her stronger point and he knows it. That’s why he knocked her down, but she used that and was able to pull out more. It won’t do her much good because he is stronger than her magic, both physically and mentally.” Blue Eyes nodded toward another guy. “Now, you see him. He always gives away his next move if you watch closely. Try to pick up what I’m saying, and maybe you’ll stand a chance.”

      Shaking my head in astonishment, I turned to him. “Why are you helping me? And why are we even doing this?”

      “We’re doing this because it’s part of the first years’ initiation. It’s a tradition that started when the school opened and is mandatory for all students, except for the Lights.”

      “And why are you helping me?”

      “Because we’re not all the monsters you think we are.”

      Oh, but they were when they were in the ring, and I had to become one as well if I wanted to live to see another day.

      The problem was I was no monster. I was a good, magically intellectual, nerdy-at-best, Light.

      I tried to do as Blue Eyes said, attempting to figure out each fighter’s weak spot. I obviously wasn’t going to go up against the ones I was watching, but it was good practice for when it was my turn.

      My turn.

      I looked down at the clothes I wore: blue jeans, a sweater, and my trusty converse shoes. “I can’t fight. I’m not dressed for this.”

      My clothes were the least unprepared thing about me, but it was what I was going with.

      “It doesn’t matter. You need to fight. Kick off your shoes. Take off your top and jeans if you feel more comfortable.”

      Horrified, I scowled at him. “I’m not taking my clothes off.”

      The corner of his lips tipped up. “Of course not. So get out there and try to focus on the fight and not what you’re wearing.” He placed his hand on the small of my back and nudged me forward.

      My mouth was dry as I trudged toward my impending slaughter.

      A girl about my height and weight stepped into the ring, and I sighed with relief I wasn’t going up against a guy—or the bitch from the lift sitting in the front row, yelling out various ways she hoped my opponent would become acquainted with my insides.

      The girl hated me with a passion.

      The feeling was mutual.

      The teacher stood to the side, clipboard in hand. “Okay ladies, I want this to be a fair fight.” He snickered. “Who am I kidding? This is the time you’ve all been waiting for. Well, at least everyone here except you, Zalia.” He gave me an apologetic smile. “Good luck. And try not to kill each other.” He blew his whistle.

      Try not to kill each other? What the hell kind of crap was that?

      Remembering what Blue Eyes had told me to do, I watched my opponent, trying to pre-empt her next move.

      Or I could make mine.

      Just as I was about to perform a spell that would leave her momentarily glued to the ground, I was knocked off my feet as a dark orb came at me from nowhere.

      In a daze, I tried to get to my feet when a jolt of electricity passed through my body, contracting my muscles.

      Mentally pushing away the hold she had on me, I rolled to the side and onto my knee and flung an orb of light toward her, hitting her in the stomach.

      Clutching her stomach, she did a forward roll toward me then swung her foot under mine, knocking me to the floor. Then like some freaking ninja master, she somehow locked her legs around my neck, holding me in place.

      I latched my hands around her hips and released a volt of energy into her body, expecting her to release her grip on me because of the pain, but she only squeezed harder, slamming her fist into my face.

      Stars floated through my vision as another blow hit my cheek then she spun off me and stood beside me. “Give up.”

      “I give up,” I mumbled, thanking the Gods the humiliation was finally over.

      Blue eyes entered the ring and pulled me to my feet. He leaned in close. “Meet me back here tonight after dinner and I’ll train you.” Without waiting for a response, he turned around and walked away.
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      Every part of my body ached as I hobbled toward the cafeteria with my glamour spell intact, so none of the Lights would be able to tell I’d just gotten my ass handed to me by another girl. I wasn’t the only one donning a glamour. Even the victors wore them because there wasn’t a single person who came out of the fight without at least a scratch.

      My stomach rumbled as I made my way to the food line, ready to pile my plate so high I would look like I was six months pregnant by the end of my meal.

      I grabbed a tray and waited until it was my turn to be served, no longer caring that I had a pack of wolves in front of me and a couple of Darks behind.

      “There you are,” Nova said, cutting in line to stand beside me. “How was gym?”

      The look in her eyes told me she knew exactly what had happened in our supposed gym class. But of course I wasn’t able to say a word about that. I wasn’t sure if it was just when other factions were around, and we were allowed to let loose behind the Dark wards.

      I certainly hoped so.

      Keeping all of this to myself was doing my head in.

      I gave her an exaggerated sigh. “I would be happy if I never had to step foot inside that gym ever again.”

      She gave me an empathetic smile. “If only.” Nova held her tray against her chest. “I have gym straight after lunch.”

      “Are you…”

      “Sporty?” she offered. “A little.”

      While I’d believed I was good at spells, I clearly wasn’t good enough to go up against the Darks, when they not only used their battle magic, but also their fists and feet as well. I just hoped Nova would do a little better than I did.

      We loaded our trays with food, me mostly meat, and Nova had nothing but vegetable pasta dishes.

      Walking towards the tables, I scanned the room, warmth filling my soul when I spotted Brody sitting with a group of Lights in the their own section. “Come sit with me,” I said to Nova.

      She snorted. “Like hell I’m going to sit with them. I may like you, but not that much.” She quickly added, “No offense.”

      “None taken.” I knew exactly how deep the rivalry, or more so hatred, ran between the factions. And in all honesty, I never thought Nova would take me up on my offer. “I’ll see you after lunch.”

      I took off toward Brody, the uneasiness diminishing with every step closer to the Lights territory, until I finally felt at home.

      “Hey,” I said, placing my tray on the table beside Brody. I leaned over and gave him a kiss.

      “What are you doing, freak?” the lanky guy across the table from me said.

      I waited for Brody to stick up for me, but he remained silent, so with fury building in my chest, I turned my anger on the wrong person. “What did you just call me?” I planted my hands on the table and leaned toward the lanky guy, trying to show him I wasn’t afraid. Which strangely I wasn’t.

      These Lights had no idea what the Darks and the rest of the factions went through, and they thought they were all high and mighty, better than everyone else. What I’d learned in history was coming back to my mind, and I hated the feeling of truth in my heart.

      I’d grown up with these people. I was one of them. And the second I was forced to the other side, they turned on me.

      He stood, as did the two guys on either side of him. “I called you a freak, so get your Dark ass out of our area.”

      Anger boiled so close to the surface I couldn’t ignore it. With a flick of the hand, their plates quickly lifted into the air and flipped their food onto their chests.

      Gasps resonated through the room, as students waited for the epic fight that was about to break out between good and evil, and I knew in that moment they weren’t the good. I wanted to strangle the ever-loving life out of them.

      The Lights mouths were slightly open, their eyes filling with a mixture of rage and fear. Fear because I was a Dark, and they were scared of us.

      Brody stood and grabbed my arm, breaking my attention away from his assholes friends. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Finally, he was taking a stance. And as grateful as I was, I was pissed as hell that it had taken him that long.

      Taking my hand, he led me out of the cafeteria into the adjoining gardens and stopped beside a large cherry blossom tree in full bloom. “I’m sorry for what happened back there. It wasn’t right.”

      I raised a brow. “You think?” I shook my head, trying to contain the anger inside of me. “Thanks for having my back. I can’t believe you just sat there and let your friends say those things to me. Real asshole thing to do.”

      “About that.” He stuck his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “I think we should stop seeing each other.”
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      “What?” I asked, completely blown away. “You’re breaking up with me because I’m a Dark now? After almost two years together?”

      Like the coward he was, he wouldn't meet my eyes. His gaze drifted to the ground. “You’re a Dark now,” he said, as if that was all the explanation I needed.

      “And you’re an asshole.” I shook my head again, fire lighting up within my veins, ready to unleash hell on him. But I took a few deep breaths, calming myself down. “You know, I’m glad this happened because you’ve just confirmed everything I’ve learned today. I’m glad I’m a Dark. At least they’re real.”

      I wasn’t. Or maybe I was. Either way, I couldn’t think about it right now.

      I spun around to leave, halting when I saw Blue Eyes from the gym, sitting in the corner of the garden with his group of friends. His eyes locked with mine.

      “If you’re expecting me to change my mind, don’t,” Brody said, reminding me that I was supposed to be doing an epic, I-don’t-give-a-shit-about-you walk away, after a break up.

      I twisted around to face Brody, a look of disgust taking over my face. “I wouldn’t take you back even if you begged me.”

      He chuckled. “Whatever makes it easier for you.”

      “Don’t ever speak to me again.” I stormed back inside, not bothering to look back at my past, because it was just that.

      My past.

      My future was with the Darks, and by the looks everyone in the Dark section was giving me, I was going to be a loner for the next four years.

      So much for Nova’s prediction of us ruling the school.

      Finding Nova amongst the crowd, I made my way over to her, grateful she sat by herself. I felt mean for being happy that she was a loner, but after what just happened, I needed someone to talk to who wouldn’t judge me—too much.

      “Hey.” I slid into the seat across from her.

      “Decided not to sit with your friends?” Nova asked, finishing up her meal.

      I sighed, realizing I not only no longer had friends in the Lights, but I also had no lunch. “Turns out I don’t have any friends.” I gave her a tight-lipped smile.

      Her brows shot up in surprise. “They seriously stopped being your friend because you were put with the Darks? Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

      I scratched my head, as I stared at her empty plate, my tummy grumbling at the sight of her leftover scraps of pasta and pumpkin skin. “Not only do I not have any friends, I also no longer have a boyfriend.”

      “Fucking bastard. Damn Leaches.” Nova shook her head. “Want me to set Ed onto them?”

      My gaze dropped to the snake peeking out of her shirt near her neck and I laughed, imagining how much Brody would freak if he was set upon by Ed. Not that Familiars could actually leave their hosts body and take a physical form, but they could still cause havoc in their shadow form. “As much as I’d love to witness that, I think I’d rather be the bigger person here.”

      “Suit yourself,” she said, giving the little guy a pat with her pointer finger. “Besides, he’ll get his when he realizes he’s made the biggest mistake ever by dumping my gurl.”

      I grinned, not because I thought for a second Brody would consider breaking up with me a mistake, but because she called me her gurl.

      I had a friend.

      Damn, I was pathetic to be so happy to have made a friend.

      A little voice in the back of my head reminded me she couldn’t be trusted, and I had no idea if it was because of the way I was raised or if it was intuition.

      Blue Eyes suddenly appeared and placed a tray filled with food on our table and sat on the bench next to me. “Thought you might be hungry.” He slid the tray in front of me.

      My heart did a few palpitations when my eyes locked with his. Breaking contact, I returned my gaze to the tray in front of me, which was loaded with almost everything I had on my plate before.

      I scowled at him, trying to work out what his game was. “This isn’t poisoned, is it?”

      He chuckled. “I’m a Dark, not a Light.”

      I scrunched up my nose in confusion.

      Nova groaned. “What he’s saying is that Darks aren’t the type to be deceitful. If he wanted to kill you, you’d know about it. It’s the Lights you have to worry about—no offense.” She leaned over the table and held her hand out to Blue Eyes. “I’m Nova.”

      He smiled and shook her hand. “Hunter. The one trying to help the new girl who keeps slapping me in the face every chance she gets.”

      “I haven’t slapped you.”

      Hunter chuckled. “Metaphorically.” He swung his leg over the bench seat, so he was directly facing me and grabbed a chip off my plate. “Don’t be late tonight.” He popped it into his mouth then stood, heading back to his group of friends.

      As soon as he was out of earshot, Nova broke from her cool and collected attitude and almost bent halfway across the table, as she whispered, “Do you know who that is?”

      “Yeah, Hunter… no idea of his last name, from my gym class.”

      She looked at me, dumbfounded. “That isn’t any old guy—or Dark for that matter. He’s like royalty around here because of his umm… skills.”

      “Maybe that’s why he’s tutoring me,” I said, after giving it some careful thought. “I mean, they stuck me with you because of your uniqueness. They probably made him offer to help me in gym, so I don’t…” I gave her a ‘try and kill me’ look.

      Nova latched onto what I was trying to say and was quick to agree with me.

      “You’re probably right,” she said. “Admin feel sorry for you and are trying to give you a leg up in our world.”

      A day ago, I would’ve said it was the same world, but I was clearly wrong.

      The rest of the day went by without too much drama. The Darks still called me a Leach every chance they got, but there were a few who seemed to give me the benefit of the doubt. I was yet to run into a vampire or wolf, but I knew that day was coming.

      Tomorrow actually.

      As part of the curriculum, we were required to mingle with the other houses two days a week. For the remainder of classes, we were put with our own.

      The subjects on those two days were History, Potions, and Team Building Skills. Classes only ran from ten until two, with a forty-five minute break for lunch. The rest of the day was spent on whatever the hell we wanted. For me, it would’ve normally meant putting my head in the books, but now I was meeting up with Hunter, so he could teach me how not to get my ass kicked.

      Even though Kayla and I had planned to have lunch together, I still hadn’t seen my sister and was hoping I’d catch up with her at dinner. There was so much I wanted to tell her and so much I was forbidden to.

      If only our twin thing reached to telepathic lengths.

      Unfortunately it didn’t, and for the first time since we were born, I wouldn’t be able to confide in her my deepest, darkest secret I was dying to share.

      Opening the doors to the gym, I stepped inside, a shiver running down my spine, as I pictured the brutal ass-whooping I’d received a few hours ago.

      I scanned the room as I walked to the supply room, expecting to see Hunter already there, but alas he was not.

      “Typical,” I muttered.

      “Typical, what?” Hunter said from behind me. As in directly behind me, close enough for me to feel his breath against my neck.
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      I spun around to face him and took a quick step back, my heart practically breaking my rib cage because of how hard it beat. “Holy Lights. Don’t sneak up on me like that.”

      “I could’ve killed you without you even knowing I was here.” He strode toward the supplies. “Rule number one, never let your guard down.”

      “Did you swap notes with Nova? Or is that really some official rule?”

      He glanced over his shoulder, a grin playing on his lips. “It should be an official rule, but it’s just common sense.”

      “To you maybe,” I said, following him into the storage room where he was lifting some mats.

      “Don’t just stand there.”

      “Oh.” I raced over to him and grabbed a corner of the mat, ready to help. Only he let go, expecting me to pull the thing on my own, which of course I could.

      With a flick of my wrist, I dropped my corner and had it moving without me touching it.

      His hand shot out across my middle, stopping me from exiting the storage room. “Not like that.” He smirked.

      I gaped at him. “You can’t expect me to carry that thing out on my own. It must weigh like two-hundred pounds.”

      Hunter chuckled. “No, it doesn’t.” He grabbed a skipping rope from the cupboard and a massive rope off the floor. “You need the exercise.”

      My eyebrows shot up, as my mouth dropped open. “Are you calling me fat?”

      “Why do girls always assume that guys are calling them fat instead of unfit?”

      Releasing my magical hold on the mat, I let it fall back onto the floor. “Probably because guys always judge girls by their weight.”

      “Girls judge each other by weight. Guys judge by their personality.”

      I snickered. “Yeah, right. Maybe the personality of our lady bumps. No, you’re right. It’s our personality, the skankier the better, right?”

      He stopped beside me. “Obviously the Lights are shallow Leaches, but not all of us are like that.”

      “Are you trying to tell me that all male Darks go for personality over looks?”

      “I’m not saying that at all.” He strode out of the room, carrying the gigantic rope, as if it were a skipping rope he was lugging.

      I groaned as I grabbed the mat and followed him. “Then what are you saying?”

      He turned around to face me, a smug expression on his face. “I’m saying you don’t give yourself enough credit.” He gestured to the mat I’d somehow dragged out of the storage room without having a second thought about the weight.

      I released my grip, letting the corner hit the floor. “How?”

      “Distraction.” He walked a few yards away and dumped the things he carried onto the floor. “Let’s do five warmup laps around the court.”

      Laughter escaped me. “Five laps? A warm up? Are you serious?”

      “Yep. Deadly.”

      “You realize I’m not the athletic type? Five laps would probably put me into a coma. Or you’ll have to perform CPR.”

      “As delightful as that sounds, I think you might surprise yourself.”

      “You don’t know me, buddy,” I said. “You better get the ambulance on speed dial.”

      I was only half right about my fitness level. I completed the five laps then collapsed onto the ground, and to my disappointment, I didn’t need Hunter to perform CPR.

      Hunter walked over and sat beside me, placing the water bottle he had just collected between us. “Now, that wasn’t so bad, was it?”

      He looked as if he’d barely ran half a lap, with his steady breathing and lack of sweat.

      Pulling myself into a sitting position, I grabbed the bottle and took a sip, followed by another then another, until Hunter snatched it from me. “That’ll do,” he said, moving it out of my reach. “You don’t want to get a stitch.”

      “I have a spell for that.” I didn’t, but he didn’t know that. And I was thirsty as hell.

      Standing, he bent down and grabbed my hands, pulling my reluctant body into a standing position. “We need to keep moving.”

      “To my bed?”

      The corner of his lips twitched, as he shook his head. “Is that an invite?”

      My eyes widened in horror and I pushed him—hard. He barely budged. “That was so not an invitation. Do you really think I’m the kind of girl who would jump into bed with the first guy she sees after she breaks up with her boyfriend?” I was fuming, pissed off with myself for thinking that maybe he was different. A Dark I could trust. That maybe he cared enough about me to help me, not just try to get into my pants.

      He raised a brow. “Nothing like a rush of adrenaline to get you fired up again.”

      Did he just say all that to get me moving again?

      Hunter tilted his head to the side and sighed. “You can relax. I have absolutely no intentions of getting you into bed. I’m here to help you. That is all.”

      As nice as his promise was, a pang of rejection hit me hard.

      Did I really want him to hit on me? So soon after being dumped?

      The answer was clear. A big, fat yes.

      Wasn’t that what every girl needed after being rejected? Now, that made it twice in one day.

      “I know it’s not my place to ask.” He paused as he studied me, a sorrowful look in his eyes. “Are you okay after… Lunch?”

      I swallowed hard and nodded, embarrassment sweeping over me in the way of rosy cheeks. “I’ll be fine. He was an idiot, anyway.”

      His gaze drifted over me. “Clearly.”

      And if I thought my cheeks were flushed before, they now took heat to a whole other level.

      I looked away, unable to hold his gaze any longer. “So, what do I have to do now?”

      Taking my hint, he set up the gigantic rope into a circle around the mats. “We don’t have a cage, and I’m not putting up a ring of fire, so the rope will be our boundary. You need to try to stay inside and push me outside by any means necessary, as quickly as possible.”

      I stared at him blankly. “You do realize you’re like double my weight?”

      “And so will be many of your other opponents.” He made his way into the center of the mat. “What do you think it’s going to be like going up against a vampire or a wolf?”

      “I don’t think I’ll ever find out because there’s no way I’m going to get that far in this thing. I mean, this will probably be the last time you see me alive, and then you’ll have to attend my funeral and explain to my family what happened.”

      He shook his head in amusement. “Get your ass into the ring. There isn’t going to be a funeral or death.” He paused, adding, “If I can help it.”

      My face drained of blood. “Are you saying I could actually die?”

      “Relax,” he said. ‘It only happened once—and that was three years ago. And I don’t want your blood on my hands, so stop protesting, get in the ring, and fight me.”

      “I’m doomed,” I said, as I made my way into the center of the ring.

      “Nope. None of that talk while you’re here with me,” he said. “I don’t want to hear that you can’t do it, because I don’t believe you’re as bad as you appear.”

      I scoffed.

      “Again, I’m not talking about your appearance,” he quickly added. “You need to stop being so concerned about how you look to others and just get in there and fight. Give it everything you’ve got, because I can guarantee the other person won’t be holding back.”

      “Fine,” I conceded. “I’ll try my best.” I took off my jacket and threw it outside the circle.

      “That’s what I want to hear. Now, you’ve got a good range of spells under your belt, but none of them are battle magic. And you suck in physical combat. There’s no doubt about that.”

      I raised my an eyebrow. “Yet, you say I’m not doomed.”

      “Come on, little butterfly. Time to learn how to fly.”

      My eyes bugged out. “You’re going to teach me to fly? I didn’t even know we could do that.”

      He chuckled. “Not actual flying. I was referring to your past as a leech, now you’re transformed into a butterfly, where the true beauty of our species lies.”

      These Darks truly believed they were the better faction. There wasn’t a doubt in their minds.

      “Right.” I wasn’t going to bother bringing up the fact that leeches never turned into butterflies, only caterpillars.

      “Now, I don’t think I’ll be able to teach you much in the way of physical combat by tomorrow, so I think we should focus on the skills you already have, and just fine tune them a little.”

      I nodded. Magic I could do.

      “I want you to watch me, and I mean really watch me. See if you can predict my next move before I make it. See if you can stop me.”

      I’d already seen him fight today, and I didn’t stand a chance if he was going to come at me with everything he had. He’d even put his opponent down faster than I’d been beaten. And that was saying something.

      I frowned. “Why didn’t you score any points today, even though you won?”

      “Because I’m not a first year. I’ve already done my time and won.”

      “Show off.”

      He smiled. “Hardly. I’m just stating a fact, so you might take this a little more seriously. I’m willing to put in the work, now you just need to.”

      “I’m willing,” I said, throwing my hands up in frustration. “How much more enthusiasm do you want?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t want your enthusiasm. I want to see balls of fire shooting from your fingertips.”

      Okay. He’d asked for it. Moving one foot back, I placed one hand over the other and was about to shoot a fireball, just like he wanted, when a voltage of electricity shot through the sole of my foot, right up to my knees before receding.

      “Holy hell,” I said, trying to catch my breath.

      “You not only took too long, you showed me you were preparing. You were too focused on what you were doing to pay attention to what I was doing. You need to be at one with your magic, let it flow through you, be a part of you. And you don’t need to get into the position you took when you first learned how to do magic. That shit may have worked in the Lights, but it won’t fly here in the land of the Darks.”

      “If the Darks are so much better at combat than the Lights, why are the Lights the superior faction?”

      Hunter’s shoulders slumped, as he shook his head. “You still don’t get it. The Lights stole our magic. They rely on magic. We’ve had to learn new skills, better our old skills, and rely on the support of the other houses.”

      Yeah, the new skills he referred to was the Dark magic obtained through the Demons. “Do you have a familiar?”

      He nodded. “We all do.”

      “Can I see it?”

      “That’s a bit personal, don’t you think?” When I opened my mouth to apologize, he laughed. “People don’t usually go around asking to see someone’s familiar, but I don’t have any problems showing you her.” He lifted up his shirt, revealing perfectly sculptured abs that would’ve taken countless hours to achieve.

      Once I got past the abs, I focused on the little wolf-like creature scurrying farther up his chest to hide under his shirt.

      “She’s a little shy.” Hunter dropped his shirt back over his stomach.

      “I thought they were supposed to be badasses?”

      “Oh, believe me, she is. But that doesn’t mean to say she likes to be objectified.”

      I barked out a laugh. “I wasn’t objectifying her. I was just curious.” Taking the opportunity, I shot my own volt of electricity his way and smiled when I saw his face light up in surprise.

      A smile spread across his face as he sauntered over to me, making my heart skip a beat. “Better.”

      The next thing I knew, his foot came under my legs, and I was flat on my back, staring up at his smug face. “But don’t get cocky. It’ll be your downfall.”

      I rolled my eyes, as a laugh bubbled up my throat. “Oh, my God. Where do you come up with this shit?”

      “You should smile more often.”

      “I don’t know if you noticed, but I don’t have much to smile about lately.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. You lost about a hundred and eighty pounds that were weighing you down, you learned the truth about the houses, you have a roommate who doesn’t want to kill you, and best of all, you met me.”

      I pulled myself up into a sitting position, leaning against my hands, which were firmly planted behind me. “You think you top the list?”

      “I know I do.” He held his hand out to me and pulled me to my feet. “I’m your best bet of surviving this place.”

      We spent the following hour focusing on predicting my opponent’s next move. Hunter knocked me down way too many times to count and even went so far as to shoot me with fire that licked my skin before he pulled it back.

      The guy was good. I had to give him that.

      Having just enough time to clean up before dinner, I rushed back to my room and jumped in the shower, my mind reeling with everything I’d learned today, but mostly tonight with Hunter. I pulled on a pair of jeans and a shirt then slipped on my Converses before rushing out the door where I almost ran into Nova.

      “There you are,” she said, stopping in the hall a few yards away. “Thought I would see if you were back before I headed for dinner.”

      I caught up to her then we continued in the direction of the cafeteria, as I took a few sideways glances at her now blue hair. “When did you get a chance to…?” I gestured to her hair.

      She ran her fingers through the ends. “Oh this? It’s just a spell. I change my hair with my mood.”

      I frowned. “So does that mean you’re feeling down?” When she drew her brows together, I added, “You know, feeling blue—down?”

      She laughed. “No. I’m actually feeling great now that I’ve got a friend to get through this hell-hole with. I just like the color.”

      “Right,” I said, as we entered the cafeteria.

      As soon as I stepped inside, I could feel Kayla, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

      Spotting her, I grabbed Nova’s arm without thinking and was glad she didn’t rip it away from me, or one of her little pets decided to bite me. “Come sit with us.”

      Nova pulled me back. “Are you forgetting what happened at lunch?”

      “My sister won’t be like that. I mean, she’s my sister.”

      “That might be true, but what about all her friends?”

      I hadn’t thought of that. And now that I did, I wasn’t sure I would be welcomed at her table.

      It appeared we had a problem because I was positive Kayla wouldn’t be welcomed at one of the Darks’ tables either. “Looks like we’ll be sitting outside, in neutral territory.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      We had barely collected our food when I heard a familiar squeal as Kayla came rushing over to us. Pre-empting what was about to go down, I levitated my tray to the side and waited for the impending tackle.

      It was a twin thing. We hadn’t been away from each other for this long in our entire lives.

      Kayla threw her arms around me, squeezing me with everything she had then sighed in my arms. “He’s such a doosh-bag,” she whispered against my ear before pulling away, releasing me from her grip.

      She slid her hand down to mine. “Come sit with us.”

      “Yeah. I don’t think that would be wise,” I said, gesturing to the Lights at her table who gave me the death glare. “We should sit outside.”

      “Sure,” she said. “Why not?”

      Nova cleared her throat, reminding me what a terrible friend I was. “Oh, this is Nova. My roommate.”

      “And one of two friends,” Nova added with a little wave.

      “Nice to meet you,” Kayla said. “I hope Zali hasn’t been too difficult to live with so far. I mean, I get it. The mumbling as she reads can drive you up the wall. And she swears she’s not making a sound.”

      Nova laughed. “Yeah, I’ve never met someone with quite so many books.”

      Kayla slung her arm around my shoulders as we headed outside. “That’s my sister—the nerd of the family. Me, on the other hand, I’m your regular, rebellious teenage girl.” Who all the authoritative figures thought was an angel.

      As soon as we stepped outdoors, my gaze darted to the spot where Hunter had been during lunch. I was visually disappointed when he was nowhere to be seen.

      “What’s wrong?” Kayla asked.

      “Nothing,” I said, quickly brushing it off.

      I set my tray onto the table near the blooming cherry blossom tree and took a seat. Kayla sat beside me, and Nova slipped into the seat opposite us.

      Kayla put her elbows on the table, propping her head up with her hands. “So, what’s been happening in team Dark?”

      What could I say? Not a whole lot with Nova around or that I was physically able to.

      I shrugged, as I picked up my fork and knife. “Not much.”

      “Gurl, please,” Nova said. “She’s your sister. You can tell her the truth about what you learned in history today.”

      I raised a questioning brow at Nova. When she nodded, I whipped my head around to face Kayla. “Okay, so I found out why they call Lights, Leaches.”

      Her eyes bugged out. “You did? Tell me. Why?”

      Ever since we’d first heard it, we’d come up with a million reasons, and none of them were remotely close. “It’s because the Lights supposedly stole the Darks’ magic. So the Darks had to resort to forbidden magic and form an allegiance with the wolves and vampires for support, and that’s how they got their Familiars. And how they’ve gained their power.”

      Kayla’s mouth dropped, clearly stunned by my revelation. Then a moment later, she chuckled. “That’s a good one.” She shook her head. “Like you believed that.” Her smile faded when she saw the look in my eyes. “Tell me you don’t believe that shit.” She glanced at Nova. “No offense.”

      Nova held up her hands. “None taken. Remember, I’m half Light, so I get the inconsistencies. But it’s the truth—no matter how hard it is to believe.”

      “I think Nova’s right,” I said. “We’ve always joked about the Lights having such superiority complexes.”

      “If that were true, then why would they form this school and force us all to get along?”

      I shrugged. “I have no idea. Maybe it’s that thing where ‘you keep your friends close and your enemies closer.’ Or maybe they’re trying to repair the damage the older generations caused.”

      “Or maybe there’s something bigger at play,” Nova said, raising a brow. She opened her mouth to add something but quickly shut it as her gaze lifted over my right shoulder.

      I took a peep at what she was looking at, my stomach turning to moosh when I spotted Hunter striding toward us with my jacket in his hand.

      “You left this behind.” He handed me my jacket, his fingers brushing against mine and bringing a deep sense of longing to be back on that mat with him.

      Who would’ve thought? Me wanting to train?

      “Thanks,” I said, laying the jacket over my legs.

      “Same time tomorrow?”

      I nodded.

      Hunter gave me one of his devilish grins. “Ladies,” he said before retreating back inside.

      “Who the hell was that?” Kayla asked, practically drooling.

      “No one.”

      “No one, my ass. And do tell why he has your jacket. Is my baby sister finally being a tramp?”

      Nova screwed up her face in confusion. “Wait. I thought you two were twins?”

      “We are,” I said, stabbing a roast potato with my fork. “She was born a whole two minutes earlier than I was.”

      “Oh, right,” Nova said with a laugh. “The age old twin smackdown.”

      Kayla snatched my fork from me. “Don’t think you’re getting out of telling me who that hottie is.”

      I grabbed my fork back and shoved the potato into my mouth, making her wait until I’d finished chewing before she got her answer, and it frustrated the hell out of her, as I knew it would. “His name is Hunter, and he’s in my gym class. He’s been helping me catch up to speed with their drills.”

      Her eyebrows rose. “As intriguing as it sounds to have that gorgeous man-candy helping you with your moves, I have to ask why you even need help.”

      That was the million-dollar question I couldn’t tell her. “The Darks are pretty damn competitive, and I’m a little out of shape to keep up with them.”

      “So, he’s like your personal trainer of sorts?”

      I nodded. “Of sorts.”

      She leaned in closer to me. “I know what moves I’d get him to show me.”

      Nova snickered. “I like this girl.”

      Kayla’s smile dropped. “How are you doing after Brody?”

      Anger swirled through my veins at the mention of his name. “You know, I thought I’d be devastated if we ever broke up, but I’m not. I’m pissed he could throw me away so easily because it means that what we had meant shit to him. And if he felt that way, then why should I allow myself to feel anything for him?” I stabbed a piece of meat with my fork. “I refuse to waste another second of my time on him.”

      Kayla wrapped her arms around me just as I was about to bring the piece of beef up to my mouth. “You deserve so much better than jerk-face.”

      “You deserve someone like Hunter,” Nova said.

      Kayla released her grip on me. “Exactly. Someone who doesn’t seem to care that you come from Light and are now a Dark. I mean, I saw the way he looked at you. The tension…” She fanned herself.

      Laughing, I shoved her arm. “I can’t take you anywhere.”

      The night ended way too soon, as we were all ordered to go back to our dorms for the rest of the evening until lights out.

      Most of the first year Darks hung out in the communal lounge area, but of course Nova and I headed back to our room, where I continued to unpack then hit the books, including one Dark spell book Nova had found for me.

      I didn’t ask where she’d gotten it from, and she never offered the information up.

      The next day came all too quickly, and after a full day of easy subjects, I was in gym class again. Ready for my next fight.
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      Mock fire ripped in a circle around me, locking me inside with my opponent, who was none other than the bitch from the elevator—Reagan.

      My stomach sank as I watched her predatory display, stalking me, toying with me, waiting for me to make the first move, so she could put me down like the newbie I was.

      If my fight yesterday was anything to go by, she had this in the bag. But after my training with Hunter…

      Who was I kidding? She probably still had it in the bag.

      But I was going to make it a little more difficult for her.

      Making sure I didn’t give my first move away, I shot a current of electricity through the ground, connecting with her feet. It was only a small voltage, slightly more than I’d used in training, but it was enough to get her going.

      Shock momentarily marred her face before she threw an orb of fire toward me. I saw it coming and dodged to the side, but not quite fast enough. The fire caught onto my clothing, singeing my skin before it was put out by the magic contained in this room.

      Turning toward her, I threw my hands out, sending a blast of energy at her and knocking her into the air. Her body landed against an invisible wall around the ring.

      She screamed out in pain as fire momentarily engulfed her feet before, once again, the magic in the room extinguished it.

      Landing onto the floor, her gaze locked onto mine, and I swore I could see steam rising off her head just before she launched a dark orb twice the size of any I’d seen in this class before.

      I threw my hand out, casting the demonic orb to the side. It narrowly missed me before it fizzling  against the invisible wall. But I didn’t see the ball of fire that had been hiding behind it, and it hit me in the stomach, sending an electric shock radiating through me. She’d hidden one spell inside another, and had sent the dark orb as a distraction.

      This bitch played dirty.

      Anger coursed through me as I looked up, ready to bring hell down on this bitch when her fist connected with my face, knocking me to the ground, where she proceeded to kick me in the stomach.

      I tried to get up, but her boot came down on my face, and I wasn’t sure if that was what caused me to become paralyzed, or she’d cast a spell on me. Either way, I was consumed by absolute fear. This may have been the way of life for the Darks, but I had never been put in a position where I’d had to fight for my life. And it made me second guess everything I’d started to believe about the Darks. Because no one came to save me from my ass kicking. She was going to kill me, and not even Hunter stepped in to stop her.

      Rage engulfed my soul then I noticed a whirlwind of fire connecting with the mock fire surrounding us. It started spinning, taking on a life of its own, the heat of the flames turning the ring into an oven.

      Reagan was going to kill me. I was going to go out in agony, burning to death, my skin melting away.

      The beating stopped, and for a second I thought someone had tackled the bitch, but when I looked up, Reagan’s eyes were wide with fear. “What are you doing? You’re going to get us both killed!”

      It took me a second to realize Reagan wasn’t causing the fire.

      It was me.

      Clambering to my feet, I looked around, trying to work out what I had done, and why I was able to bypass the magic in this room that was supposed to contain the spells to a bare minimum. This fire was quickly turning into an inferno, as it crackled higher then crashed over the top of us like a wave.

      My head snapped back as Reagan smashed her fist into my jaw. “Stop it,” she screamed. Then she sent a massive wave of air blasting under me, propelling me into the fire above us.

      I waited for the fire to melt my skin, but all I felt was the warmth enveloping me as I clung to the—

      I whipped my head toward the ceiling, trying to see what I was holding onto as gasps and screams filled the air. My breath caught in my throat when I realized I was somehow sticking to the ceiling with nothing but my hands and feet.

      In a panic, I crawled across the surface, away from the fire, pushed off, and landed outside the flames surrounding Reagan.

      My body shook with a mixture of fear and rage, as I stared at the scene before me. It was straight out of the Lights’ textbooks, documenting the evil the Darks possessed.

      And if it wasn’t Reagan producing this fireball, then than meant it was me. I could walk on the ceiling and break down the spells of the most elite magic users in the school.

      Arms wrapped around me from behind, lifting me off the ground. I expected to be carried into a jail of some sort, but I was spun around and planted on the floor. Then my assailant moved in front of me, still holding me tightly in his arms. It was Hunter.

      He pulled me against his chest, his warm breath blowing against my ear, as he whispered, “Just breathe. Everything is going to be all right. Just let it go.”

      The problem was I couldn’t. I was so scared and angry I’d been even put in this position.

      “Pull it back,” the coach yelled, grabbing my shoulder and tugging me away from Hunter’s grasp.

      “I don’t know how to,” I said, my voice coming out as a whimper, as tears pooled in my eyes. “I don’t even know it’s me doing this.”

      “Of course it’s you. You’re a Shadow Walker.” The look of fear in his eyes hit my core. “Pull the magic back before you kill her.”

      Tears streamed down my face, as I shook my head in denial. I couldn’t be a Shadow Walker. There was no way I could wield so much Dark magic when I was born to the Lights. Someone was playing a trick on me, and it was getting out of control. There was no way I had an ounce of evil within my soul. I was a good person. I did good things. I couldn’t possibly be a Shadow Walker.

      Hunter twirled me back toward him and planted his lips against mine, drawing me into a deep, searing kiss that made my knees weaken. All of the anger and fear quickly diminished as my mind caught up with the fact that he was kissing me, the way our mouths moved against one another, and the realization that even though I had just broken up with my boyfriend, this kiss felt so right. As if Brody was just a placeholder, nothing more.

      Audible sighs filled the air, and for a second I thought they were as relieved as I was that the feelings I had toward Hunter were not just one sided. Then I realized how stupid that was, and the real reason for their relief—as well as the kiss—when Hunter pulled away, and his gaze darted behind me before returning to mine.

      I peered over my shoulder and saw the fire was finally gone. Standing in the middle of the circle was one very pissed off Reagan, who looked as if she wanted to tear me a new one, but was too afraid to move.

      The coach stood with his hands on his hips. “Hunter, take Zalia to see Bishop immediately.”

      Hunter nodded, took my hand in his, and led me out of the gym toward the dean’s office.

      Once we were halfway down the hall, Hunter gently shoved me against a wall. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done? Or even what you are?”

      Nodding, I swallowed hard. “I’m an evil monster they’re going to kill.”

      He shook his head and cupped my face in his hand, his face softening as he stared down at me. “They’re not going to kill you. But you’re certainly too dangerous for any first years to work with.” He caressed my cheek with his thumb. “You’re way above this rivalry between our factions, but you’re also the possibility of releasing Orson Reeves back into this world.”

      “Who’s Orson Reeves?”

      “I forgot, the Lights don’t use his name. He’s the original Shadow Walker, but I’ll leave Bishop to tell you more about him. All I want is to make sure you’re not afraid—”

      “So I don’t accidentally kill Bishop and every other person here?”

      “Partly, yes, but mostly because what you’re going to hear will make you doubt everything you ever believed yourself to be, and I want you to know that just because Shadow Walker blood runs within you, you still have a choice about how you use that power. Don’t let anyone change who you are at your very core, which is a good person. Trust in yourself and your heart. Don’t be easily fooled. Question everything and everybody.”

      “Even you?”

      “Even me.”

      A nervous laugh bubbled up my throat. “That’s comforting.”

      “It’s the truth. And you never know who might do something to sway your mind. There are people on both sides of the factions—especially the Lights—who will want to use you to unleash Reeves from his prison, bringing him back to our world.”

      “How do you know so much about this?”

      “Because I’m not a student here anymore. I work for the Council and I was brought back when you first set off the alarm when you tried to get into the Lights’ dorm.”
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      Hunter’s hand moved to the back of my neck, his thumb caressing the skin below my ear, and I couldn’t help but wonder if he was touching me so I didn’t do anything reckless with my newly discovered magic. “You’ll need someone to teach you how to manifest and use your power for good. I will be one of them, but you will also require others that are specialists in their field,” he said in a soothing tone.

      I nodded. “Will I have to leave Night Shade?”

      He shook his head. “So far your existence is contained within the school. We’d like to keep it that way for as long as possible.” Hunter dropped his hand to mine. “Come on. We better get you to Bishop.”

      He held my hand the entire way there, which I was pretty sure so I didn’t try to make a run for it. I’d be lying if the thought hadn’t crossed my mind. I mean, I was a freaking evil monster.

      Hunter gave a light tap on Bishop’s door then entered without an invitation. As soon as we were inside, he let go of my hand. I guess I was right; he was making sure I didn’t do a runner.

      Bishop stood from the chair behind his desk, his wary gaze locking onto me, letting me know he already knew what had happened in gym class. “Take a seat, Zalia.” He gestured to the leather chairs in front of his desk.

      Taking the one on the left, I expected Hunter to sit on the other one, but he stood to the side with his arms folded across his chest, leaning against a bookcase filled with leather bound books that piqued my curiosity.

      Refocusing back on Bishop, I waited for him to say something—anything. But he continued to stare at me. It took everything in me not to sink into the chair. “Am I in trouble?” I eventually asked. “Are you waiting for someone to take me away?”

      He shook his head and sat back in his seat. “Why would you think that?”

      “Because you’re not saying anything. You’re just staring at me.”

      Bishop picked up a pen and ran his fingers down the length of it then turned it over and continued with the same motion. “I’m trying to figure out how this has happened. You were born a twin, were you not?”

      I nodded as Bethany entered the room, and I could instantly see the energy surrounding Bishop lift by her presence. It was as if he were lost without her assistance, which was strange, considering he was a Light and she was a Dark.

      “So, Miss Moore, we meet again.” She strode across the room and stopped next to Bishop, placing a file on his desk. “All records show you were born a Light, but what we’ve witnessed today tells me you’re not even close.”

      “Maybe I’m a throwback?” I offered.

      “As in a genetic throwback?” Bishop asked.

      I nodded.

      “That’s the most likely scenario at this stage,” Bishop said. “Now, I’m sure Hunter has filled you in on a few things on your way to see me.” He placed his pen with care on top of the file. “When you tried going through the Lights’ door and didn’t succeed, it set off the alarms, so we suspected something had gone astray. At first we wondered if there was an issue with the wards, but then it was confirmed they were working just fine.” He proceeded to tell me everything that Hunter had divulged to me on our way here. Only Bishop left out the parts about whom I should trust.

      Bethany opened the file, grabbed a piece of paper from it, walked around to the front of the desk, and handed it to me. “This is your new schedule. You are no longer required to attend gym class, and your other classes will be limited, so we can spend more time teaching you on a more personal level.”

      I looked over my new schedule and couldn’t believe what I saw. I had almost no classes with the other students, only art of potions, history, and defense magic, leaving the majority of my class time to be spent in combat training with Hunter.

      “What’s this? Are you expecting me to be some kind of weapon in some war?”

      “That’s not what we’re trying to do.”

      I dropped the paper back onto the desk. “I’m not doing combat training.”

      “You don’t have a choice.”

      “Oh, I think I do, and I have no plans of becoming a killing machine.”

      Bethany scowled at me. “Do you understand what you are? You’re a Shadow Walker. You can’t be around others until you’ve learned to control your abilities.”

      “I think I can control myself just fine, as long as no one tries to kill me. I mean, that’s the only reason why I did whatever I did, which helped you figure out what I am. You should kick Reagan out for what she did to me. She almost killed me! Do you even know what goes on in gym?”

      “Of course we do,” Bishop said. “It is all part of the process. We let the students believe they are battling for supremacy while we sift the Darks through a fine sieve, praying we never come across a Shadow Walker. And on the off chance we do, then we pray to the Gods they don’t wipe us all out in some fit of rage.”

      Feeling ashamed of what I’d done, I lowered my gaze to my hands resting on my lap. Reagan may have deserved an ass-whooping, but she didn’t deserve to die. And if it weren’t for Hunter’s kiss, her family would’ve probably had to plan her funeral. “I’ll do it.” I lifted my gaze up to Bethany. “But once I’ve gained control, I’d like to be able to return to normal classes.”

      “I think we can arrange that.” She turned and picked up another paper. “We’ve also taken the liberty of organizing a new room for you.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because I don’t think Nova will feel safe having a Shadow Walker in her room while she sleeps.”

      “I would never do anything to hurt her…” I sighed. “But you’re right. It’s not about me; it’s about her.”

      Bethany nodded. “You can collect your things as soon as we finish here then make your way to your new room.” She handed me a second piece of paper.

      Studying my new room’s location, I realized it wasn’t on the same floor as the first years. I was in a completely different area. “Where is this?”

      “You’ll be staying within the faculty section, where you will be safe from the other students and them from you.”

      My time at Night Shade just kept going from bad to worse. I hated hearing I was a danger to others. It was soul crushing. “Will I be sharing with anyone?”

      “You’ll be sharing with your sister, as long as Kayla agrees. We believe having someone who grounds you will be paramount to you learning control. But we must inform her of the risks and let her make her own decision.”

      Hope soared in my heart, knowing full well Kayla would never say no to staying with me, and for the first time since those damn ward alarms went off, I was looking forward to staying in this school—barely.

      “Now, I’m sure you’d like to get settled in. You’ve been through a lot today,” Bethany said. “You should get some rest, and we can discuss this some more tomorrow, once you’ve had time for everything to sink in.”

      “Hunter?” Bishop said, getting his attention. “Could you please help Zalia with her transition?”

      Hunter gave him a nod. “I’ll drop by later, so we can tailor her programs.”

      I stood and walked out the door, not bothering to look back. What could I say? I felt defeated but also uplifted, knowing I was going to have my sister with me again. I felt awful about leaving Nova so soon in our friendship, but Bishop and Bethany were right; it wasn’t about what I wanted. It wasn’t fair for me to put that kind of pressure on Nova. She deserved to feel safe. And right now, I was a ticking time bomb.

      Okay, so maybe I wasn’t, but not everyone knew that.

      Push me hard enough and I’d push back.

      Or at least that’s what I thought it was. After all, I hadn’t displayed a single part of my Dark side up until today.

      Hunter caught up with me in the hall. “You understand why we’re doing this, don’t you?”

      “Which part? Me moving out on Nova? Or the part about training me to be some killing machine in some war?”

      “It may seem that way, but I can assure you it is not.”

      “Why do you think your assurance means anything to me? You’ve lied to me since the very first time we met.”

      “No, I haven’t. I never once said I was still a student at this school and you never asked.”

      “Omittance is just as bad as lying.”

      “Only it’s not,” he said, as we entered the elevator. “What would you have me do? Tell you we thought you might be a Shadow Walker? Then how would you have reacted? And what if you were completely innocent?”

      I spun around to face him. “I am innocent. I never asked to be an evil monster. And I probably would never have known if Night Shade hadn’t decided to let their students beat the shit out of each other for some bullshit prize. I’m not a bad person. I’ve never hurt anyone in my life.”

      “Until tonight,” he said, his words cutting me to my core. “And I don’t think you’re an evil person. I don’t think you would ever intentionally hurt someone. The girl I saw out there today was terrified of what she was doing. That doesn’t make for murderous tendencies, but there are people that will try to use you, and you need to be prepared for whatever will come our way.”

      “Our way?”

      “Your way,” he corrected. “You must’ve heard the stories?”

      “No. I haven’t,” I said, getting a little exasperated. “I don’t know anything about the Shadow Walkers other than what the Lights have told me.”

      The elevator door opened, and three students piled inside before letting us off, one of my pet peeves. Didn’t people know it was polite to let others off before they entered? There was an unspoken rule about it, and they weren’t following it.

      Hunter trailed me into my apartment, where I hoped to find Nova, so I could fill her in and not just leave without any explanation. I wasn’t a dog to my friends. And as strange as it was considering I’d only just met her, Nova was a friend.

      I flipped my suitcases onto my bed and began packing, not bothering to be neat. I wanted to get in and get out, so I could go to my new room and escape from Hunter and his manipulative ways.

      Maybe I was being harsh, and maybe I was taking my frustrations and fears out on him, but it was what I needed to do at the moment.

      I sighed. What I needed was my sister. And maybe a Valium. Not that I’d ever taken one, but I’d heard they were good for anxiety, and I was pretty sure my anxiety was going through the roof. That wasn’t a good sign, considering what I was.

      Hunter curled his hands over my shoulders. “Just breathe. Everything will be fine. You’ll see.”

      I whirled around, breaking his hold on me. “How can you be sure? Are you a clairvoyant or something?”

      “No,” he said.

      “But I am,” Nova said, making me jump. She closed the door behind her and made her way over to me. “Well, at least I think I might be because I felt as if I had to come back here for a reason. And I know something is different about you. I can feel it in my skin, and I have since we first met. I was being serious about us ruling the school. Or more so, you ruling the school.” She slipped her hands into the pocket of her jeans. “So, what is it?”

      “Shit,” Hunter murmured to himself. “You’re a Seer.”

      “A what?” Nova and I asked in unison.

      “A Seer. Someone who can see things that haven’t happened yet, and has an insight into the supernatural world the rest of us don’t.”

      Nova stumbled back and sat on her bed. “I thought it was just a coincidence at first, but then…”

      Hunter strode over to the door and peered outside then closed it behind him. “Does anyone else know about this?”

      Nova shook her head. “It only started when I saw Zali. Before then, I just thought it was a lucky guess or never really paid much attention to any coincidences. But with Zali it’s… stronger.”

      Hunter’s gaze shot to mine. “You brought the Seer out in her.”

      “Me?” I asked, getting more than a little defensive. “She was telling me this stuff before I even knew what I was.”

      “Doesn’t matter. You were and always have been a… Dark. You’ve just never had a reason to bring that part of you out.”

      I sneered. “Until you guys decided to play your little game.”

      “What game?” Nova asked.

      “It’s a necessary evil and if you knew—” Hunter clamped his mouth shut.

      “Knew what?” I asked.

      “Never mind.” He opened my closet and grabbed a bunch of clothes off the rack, taking the hangers with them.

      “You can’t just say that.” I snatched my clothes from him. “And you can’t just touch my stuff without asking.”

      Ignoring me, he grabbed the remaining clothes out of the closet and handed them to me before turning his attention to Nova. “You mustn’t tell anyone about these visions.”

      “I’m not agreeing to anything unless you tell me what’s going on and why I’m starting to think me being a Seer is worse than it should be.”

      Hunter partially opened the top draw of my dresser. “Is this yours?”

      Nova shook her head.

      I stormed over to Hunter and pushed him out of the way. “What part of leave my shit alone did you not understand?” I hissed, grabbing my underwear out and dumping them in the bag, then turning and collecting my pajamas from the drawer below, ignoring the look he gave me when he saw the sparkly pink unicorns on them.

      “You haven’t answered me,” Nova said, her impatience growing thicker by the second.

      Hunter crossed his arms over his chest, his gaze remaining on me rather than Nova. “Because Zalia is a Shadow Walker.”

      The moment his words left his mouth, Nova gasped, her face turning pale. Her hair changed from blue to grey, as she registered exactly what that meant.

      Nova shook her head, clearing her thoughts. “Is that why you’re moving out?”

      Nodding, I zipped up the larger bag. “Bishop thinks I’m a danger to those around me.”

      “Until you learn how to handle your power,” Hunter clarified.

      “They’re still allowing you here, knowing full well what you’re capable of?” Nova quickly added, “No offense.”

      Hunter grabbed my bag and stood it up on the floor. “That’s what I’m here for, to help Zalia learn to control her new abilities.”

      I grabbed my books off the shelf and shoved them into the other bag. “He wants to make me into an assassin.”

      “That’s not what we’re trying to do.” He sighed. “But there will be others that will. And your best line of defense against them is to make yourself not easily manipulated.”

      “How do I know you’re not trying to manipulate me?”

      “Because he’s not,” Nova said, without an ounce of doubt in her tone. “I think you should listen to him and do what he says.”

      I grabbed my pillow and shoved it on top of the books then zipped up the bag. “Shit.” I raced into the bathroom and grabbed my belongings, returning to partially unzip the bag and tuck them inside before doing it back up.

      Nova hopped up off her bed and stood in front of me, as I was about to do a once over to make sure I had everything. “You can trust him because there’s darkness around, and I don’t just mean our House. Something’s shifting, and I can feel it in my bones. And I know that sounds ludicrous, but it’s true. I can’t shake the feeling something bad is going to happen, and you’re going to need to trust those you never imagined you would.”

      A shiver ran down my spine as her warning sank in, and no matter how hard I tried to pay attention to the details, not much of it made sense. “I trust you.”

      “Good,” she said, with a smile on her face. “Now trust him.” She cocked her head toward Hunter.
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      Right now, I had no choice but to trust Hunter. He was all I had protecting me against myself. I couldn’t bear to unintentionally hurt anyone because I lacked control of my curse.

      And as much as I wanted to learn everything about Shadow Walkers, all I wanted to do was curl up in bed and go to sleep while watching something mind-numbingly boring. I was exhausted and desperately needed to give my mind a break.

      My suitcases floated beside me, as Hunter led me to the faculty elevator located near Bishop’s office that took us to the top floor and my new room. I expected it to be set up similarly to the one Nova and I shared, but it was a two bedroom, plus study nook. It was still a very small apartment, with a slightly bigger kitchenette than the one in Nova’s room.

      Each bedroom was fitted with a double bed, a small closet, and our own tiny bathroom, but at least we had our privacy. Not that I cared so much when I was sharing with my sister.

      Choosing the room on the left with a large window over the bed, I set my suitcase down on the bed. “Has anyone spoken with Kayla yet about moving in with me?”

      Hunter rested his shoulder against the doorframe of my room. “I’m assuming so, but don’t be too upset if she decides not to share with you. It’ll be a shock to her. And she’ll probably be wondering why she’s not a Shadow Walker and you are.”

      “One, she absolutely will be moving in with me. And two, why is it just me stuck with this? I mean, don’t get me wrong, I wouldn’t wish this upon her, but wouldn’t all my family be cursed, not just me?”

      “I’m not sure it works that way. We have no idea how it works, only that a descendant can appear in the most unlikely of people.”

      The thought of unpacking was exhausting, so I just pulled out my pillow and set it on the bed, putting my suitcases to the side to deal with tomorrow. “What is a likely candidate if not someone like me?”

      “Someone born to the Darks, who has displayed exceptional abilities with a pull towards the darkness of this world. Not a preppy, little Light-born Witch who has never been in a fight in her entire life.”

      Nervous laughter escaped me. “Well, didn’t you all get it wrong.”

      “We didn’t have a lot to go on.

      I strode past Hunter, brushing against him as I made my way to the tiny bar fridge and opened it. The shelves were empty. “How many Shadow Walkers are there?” I closed the fridge, making my way over to the lounge and collapsing onto it.

      Hunter moved my legs to the side, as he took a seat beside me. “In this world?”

      I snapped my gaze up to him. “What do you mean, in this world?”

      “Are you sure you want to do this now? We can wait until tomorrow.”

      “Of course I want to know now,” I said. “I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t want to know.”

      He lifted his knee onto the couch as he twisted around to face me, one arm resting on the back. “You’ve heard the stories, but most of them have been adapted. You know how the original Shadow Walker came to be, right?”

      Remembering the fairy tales I’d heard growing up, I said, “There were a sequence of sacrifices aligning with the moons, coupled with an allegiance with the Demons, giving him access to draw on their strengths.”

      “Correct,” he said. “Now, most stories say the Shadow Walker was destroyed, never to walk or breathe again. But what they don’t say is how a Shadow Walker who has done a deal with death can’t die.”

      “Are you saying he’s not…?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      A shiver ran down my spine. “If he’s not dead, then where is he?”

      “Locked away in a prison in another realm. He cannot get out, but that doesn’t mean to say he wouldn’t be trying.”

      “That’s why you said I need to learn to control my powers.”

      Hunter nodded. “To be able to—”

      “To help him get out.” When I saw the horrified look on his face, I said, “I’m kidding.”

      “This is not a joking matter.”

      I shrugged. “I can’t help it. I make dumb jokes when the pressure is on. And in case you haven’t noticed, the pressure is on. Because if what you say is true, then the original Shadow Walker will be trying to get out, and he won’t be the only one trying. He had followers in the stories, and I’m assuming that part wasn’t fictional either.”

      “No, it was not,” he said. “But we can’t be sure he still has them today. He’s been locked in the realm for more than two hundred years. That’s a long time for his following to remain what it once was.”

      My stomach growled as I leaned the side of my head against the back of the couch. “So, there may not even be a threat.”

      “If you were to believe some, but others believe there still is. And if Nova is what I think she is, then we already know the answer to that question. Plus, we don’t know if there are any more Shadow Walkers out there in this world. It’s one of the reasons why the council built these schools.”

      “And the dog fight to flush them out.”

      “Exactly.” He gave me a small smile. “Don’t worry, we’re going to do everything we can to make sure nothing bad happens.”

      I hoped he was right.

      Hunter stood. “I’m going to get something for us to eat. Did you want to come with me? Or wait here until I get back?”

      There was something very comforting about his presence, but I couldn’t bear to go anywhere near the other students and listen to their snide, hurtful comments about me. “I’ll stay here.”

      He nodded. “Any preferences or allergies?”

      I shook my head. “I’ll eat anything except organs and any other weird animal parts. Oh, and I hate mushrooms, so don’t get me anything with them on it.”

      “Duly noted. I’ll be back soon.”

      A strange coldness descended the moment he walked out of the apartment, and I almost jumped up and went with him, but told myself that whatever this feeling was, it was in my mind. It was just me being me, hating being alone.

      Sliding farther down the couch, I rested my head on a cushion and switched on the TV to some random documentary about the hierarchy of the animal kingdom. My eyes were drooping by the time Hunter returned with seven boxes of food, piled high in his arms.

      He placed them on the coffee table in front of me. “I wasn’t sure what you liked, so I thought I’d get a bit of everything.”

      I pulled myself into a sitting position, my stomach growling when I caught sight of the lasagna and creamy linguini in a box he’d just opened. “You have no idea how much I love pasta. You’d think I was Italian.” I grabbed the box with one hand, as Hunter passed me a fork. “I used to drive Mom nuts when I was little, and pasta was all I used to eat.” I dug my fork in and got a mixture of lasagna and linguini on the fork, shoving it into my mouth.

      “Is Bishop going to tell my mom?” I asked, shovelling another chunk of combined meals onto my fork then popping it into my mouth.

      “No,” he said, as if there was no negotiation on the matter. “We need to contain your existence within these walls for as long as we can. If word gets out about you…” His eyes grew concerned, as if he actually cared about me, and I wasn’t just his charge. “We can’t let that happen.”

      I stabbed at my food, suddenly not so hungry. “What would happen if word does get out?”

      He scratched the side of his face then grabbed a box and opened it, balancing it on his lap, the smell of teriyaki chicken wafting through the air. “We can’t be sure you’d be safe. People will come after you. That’s why its imperative you learn as much as you can before word gets out when everyone goes home at the end of the year.”

      I frowned. “The end of the year? What about Easter?” We may have been supernatural beings, but we still celebrated certain human traditions that appealed to us. And chocolate appealed to almost everyone—human or not.

      “We will have to figure something out because there’s no way Bishop and the powers that be will allow you to be compromised.”

      “So, you’re just going to deny everyone from seeing or speaking with their family for a whole year?”

      “Pretty much.”

      No longer hungry, I placed my food on the coffee table. “You can’t do that. It’s not fair.”

      “What’s not fair is what will happen if people find out what you are. It won’t just be your life that will be in danger, it will be everyone who surrounds you.”

      “Send me somewhere else where no one can be harmed.”

      “No can do.”

      “Why not?”

      “We already told you. The safest place for you is right here within the wards of the school. No one can get in, and no one can get out.”

      Defeated, I picked up my box of food and began to move the pasta around with my fork. No matter how much I hated putting anyone else in danger, I understood what they were trying to do. It made sense, but that didn’t mean I had to like it. Or not feel guilty that I would be the reason why so many families would go without seeing each other for such a long time.

      “Don’t suppose you got any dessert?”

      Hunter leaned over and grabbed a box off the table. “Apple pie and chocolate brownie.”

      “Now you’re talking.” I snatched the box off him and dug into the desserts. I may not have been hungry for food, but dessert wasn’t food, right?

      We spent the rest of the night talking about anything and everything. I learned a bit about the Darks and more about the Lights and their involvement with the infamous war. And we unfortunately kept coming back to Shadow Walkers.

      I was one in a million or more. Part of a species within our species that were able to do things we shouldn’t be able. And it brought fear into my soul that I was one of them.

      Eventually, we talked ourselves to sleep, and I woke the next morning, my sister holding my nose. Gasping, it wasn’t a very pretty moment when my hands and legs flailed, as I lashed out at her. Of course all Kayla could do was laugh, but poor Hunter copped a foot to the head.
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      “You are such a bitch,” I said, holding a napkin against Hunter’s bloody nose.

      Kayla grinned. “Yeah, but you love me.”

      Hunter took the napkin from me as I got up, a smile spreading across my face when I saw Kayla’s bags already in her room. “So, you’re not scared I’m going to try to kill you in your sleep?”

      Hunter raised his brows, as he glanced down at the bloody tissue before returning it to his nose. “Zali, I think you’re the one who needs to sleep with an eye open with this one around.” There wasn’t an ounce of seriousness to his tone, which I was grateful for. The last thing I needed was for him to think Kayla would actually try to kill me in my sleep and make her go back to the Lights.

      Kayla grabbed two cups of coffee off the table and handed me one. “Sorry, Hunter, I didn’t know you’d be sleeping with my sister.”

      I almost blew my coffee through my nose. “You are so evil.”

      She shoved herself between the two of us and put her feet up on the table in front of us. “Really? ‘Cause I’m pretty sure you’re the evil one.” When she saw the horrified look on my face, she said, “Jokes.”

      “I think it’s a little too early for humour.”

      Hunter stood. “As much as I’d love to stay and hear more of your sisterly love, I should go see Bishop.”

      He made his way toward the door and opened it. “I’ll come by before class starts if there’s any amendments to your schedule.”

      I nodded. “Thanks for last night.”

      Hunter smiled, giving me a slight nod. “Have fun, girls.”

      As soon as he left the apartment, Kayla bounced to the other end of the couch and put her legs up, knees bent. “So, what happened last night?” She wiggled her brows.

      I picked up the empty desert container and threw it at her. “Get your mind out of the gutter.”

      She shrugged. “A girl can dream.”

      With a smile on my face, I shook my head. Nothing like having your twin to pick up your mood.

      Kayla sighed. “All jokes aside, how are you doing?

      “As good as can be expected.” I took a long sip of coffee, letting the chocolaty undertones warm my soul. There was nothing like a good coffee to wake me up in the morning, or to settle my nerves, or any other excuse I could find. I was a coffee lover, through and through. One of the many things I shared with my sister.

      “I can’t believe they let me stay here with you.”

      “They think you’ll ground me, so I don’t freak out and kill everyone.”

      She snorted out a laugh. “You? Kill everyone, let alone anyone? I mean, what do they expect you’re going to do? Bore everyone to death with your spells?”

      I chuckled. We both knew I could do far worse with my knowledge of spells, but Kayla always thought there were better things to do with her time than stick her nose in a million books.

      “I’m serious,” she said. “What happened?”

      I frowned. “Didn’t they tell you? Didn’t anyone in the school tell you?” I couldn’t believe I wasn’t the talk of the whole school yet. I mean, people had to know what went down. That type of thing couldn’t stay a secret for long.

      She shook her head. “Nope. They just said that you tested positive for some DNA throwback making you a Shadow Walker. Then they offered me to move in with you, and of course I jumped at the chance. There was no way I was going to tell them they had the wrong girl, and you could never be what they’re claiming you to be when they were offering to let us live together.”

      I bit the lip of the coffee cup, as I tried to find the courage to shatter all her preconceived beliefs about me. Eventually, I said, “The Darks are a little different to the Lights.”

      “Yeah, no shit. They’re a little evil.”

      “Well, yeah.” I paused for a few moments to gather my thoughts before continuing. “Remember how I told you about the Lights not being what they pretend to be, and the Darks had to turn to evil to regain some kind of power after the Lights stole it from them? Well, the Darks also have this weird game or tournament where they fight against themselves to establish hierarchy within their House. Then they pit them against the other two houses to establish the dominant house each year.” I could barely believe I was able to break the spell forbidding me from talking about the dogfights. I guess it was a perk of being a Shadow Walker.

      Kayla’s brows shot up. “Are you serious? Brody was right?”

      I nodded, as I swallowed another mouthful of coffee. “They put me in the ring on my very first day, and as you can guess, I got my ass kicked. Or more accurately, ass handed to me within the first few seconds. Anyway, fast forward to yesterday and I was going up against a girl who’s been a bitch to me ever since my first day. She was kicking my ass more so than the others. I mean, she was stomping on my face and kicking the shit out of me when I was already down…” I stopped when I saw the look of anger take over Kayla’s face.

      “I’m going to kill the bitch.”

      “Relax. I doubt she’d ever try that again because while I was getting my ass kicked, the Shadow Walker in me emerged, and I almost incinerated the bitch. It was only thanks to Hunter that I reined in the wall of fire closing down on her.”

      She frowned. “How does that make you a Shadow Walker? You’re not the only Witch who can control fire.”

      “When there’s a spell cast on the school that doesn’t allow us students to perform such spells, then yeah, it kinda does.” I then added, “Oh, and the fact that I can also crawl across the ceiling was a bit of a giveaway.”

      Her eyes bugged out. “You couldn’t lead with that?”

      I shrugged. “I thought you’d appreciate a nice, steady build up.”

      She shook her head in disbelief. “That’s some freaky demonic shit.”

      “I know, which is why everyone is freaking out. It’s why Hunter was brought in. And it’s why they’ve stuck me up here away from the other students.”

      Kayla swallowed hard and stared at me for the longest moment, making me wonder if I’d been wrong, and she was going to hightail it out of here—twin sister or not.

      Eventually, she breathed, the softness in her eyes returning again. She leaned forward and grabbed my free hand. “Whatever happens, we’ll face it together. Nothing has changed between us, you got that?”

      I nodded, a sigh escaping my lips, grateful she still had my back like I’d originally thought. “I’m afraid,” I admitted for the first time since I’d found out. “There are going to be people who will try to use me.”

      Squeezing my hand, she said, “We won’t let them.”

      My eyes pooled with tears that were threatening to spill. “That’s what Hunter and Nova said. Speaking of Nova, Hunter thinks she’s a Seer.”

      Kayla drew her brows together.

      “Apparently, they’re pretty rare but they do exist,” I explained. “Nova gets these snippets of visions and has these feelings about things or people. Anyway, as I said, it’s pretty rare but might also be helpful.”

      “I knew I liked that girl.”

      I smiled. She wasn’t like so many of the Lights, who would’ve turned their back on me the second I was cast to the other side like Brody did. I was beyond grateful I had a twin sister to share this burden with.

      Kayla went as far as to open a suitcase and get out one pair of shoes before we headed to our first class. And if I knew anything about her, I knew she probably never fully unpacked in her last room. The girl was always so messy, a stark contrast to me, the neat freak.

      But that was us: Light and Dark. Blonde and black. Good and bad.

      We evened each other out.

      Although Kayla was allowed to live with me, she wasn’t allowed to amend her schedule to mirror mine. She still had to follow the timetable given to her on her first day, which left us heading in two different directions, Kayla to Light’s history, and me to the art of potions where I found myself in a room filled with Vampires and Wolves.
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      Spotting the teacher crouched down in front of a cupboard filled with bottles of herbs and various other liquids, I strode up to him, trying to ignore the whispers of the other students. “Um, excuse me Mr…” I paused as I scrambled through my paperwork, trying to find out what his name was.

      “Jefferson,” he said, not bothering to look up at me.

      “Mr. Jefferson—”

      “No, not mister, my name is Jefferson, or Jeff for short.” He stopped what he was doing then peered up at me. The moment he realized who I was, he stood. “Zalia…”

      “I don’t know if I’m in the right class. I mean…” I looked at the other students. “There’s no Witches in here,” I whispered.

      The corner of his lips tipped up. “I can assure you, you are in the right class.”

      A vampire from the back row called out, “Do you think only Witches are entitled to do magic?”

      I furrowed my brow. “I think we’re the only ones who should.”

      Various forms of laughter and sneers filled the air, and a Werewolf from the front row snapped, “Typical Leech. You think you’re above all the rest of us when you don’t know shit.” She had a pack mate on one side of her and a vampire on the other, who gave her a fist bump, confusing the hell out of me.

      “Oh what? Didn’t you know we’re all friends?”

      “And we can do spells?” another guy said.

      “Potions,” Jefferson corrected. “You can do potions. Conducting spells without any source other than yourself is still out of reach for anyone but the Witches.”

      “But we both have teeth, something the Witches don’t,” the wolf girl said, baring her canines for me to see.

      “And this Witch has something none of you have,” a vampire girl said, kicking out the empty chair beside her, then cocking her head for me to take a seat beside her.

      “Oh yeah?” Wolf-girl said. “A stick up her ass?”

      The rest of the class burst out laughing, except for the vampire girl and those sitting close to her.

      “That’s enough, Emma,” Jefferson said. “Zalia, please take a seat.”

      Yeah, he could’ve asked the class to shut up before it reached that stage, which made me wonder if he got something out of watching me being made fun of. I thought the teachers were supposed to support me and try to keep me from doing something stupid. This teacher was failing miserably.

      When they quietened down, the vampire girl said, “She could burn this whole place up before you’d get a chance to sink your fangs into her.”

      Could I?

      “Holy shit,” Emma said. “She’s the Shadow Walker.” Her voice was barely a whisper, but it echoed through the silent room.

      No matter how much I wanted to hide, I had to own this shit. “The one and only.” I did a stupid little curtsy and all.

      “Please take a seat, Zalia,” Jefferson said.

      I scanned the room, stopping on the empty chair next to the vampire girl. It was either her or between the wolf girl and the vamp boys at the back.

      I opted for the vamp girl who didn’t appear to want to kill me. Then again, there was the old saying, “keep your friends close and your enemies closer.”

      That was something I had to remember. I could no longer take anyone at face value.

      Slipping into the seat, I gave vamp-girl a friendly smile before turning my attention to Jefferson, who was gathering the ingredients for a spell I knew all too well. I’d learned it when I was seven. If learning how to make a basic sleeping potion was the level these guys were at, I had nothing to worry about.

      Vamp-girl leaned across and whispered, “Don’t pay any attention to Emma and her friends. She tries to act tough, but we all know her bark is worse than her bite.”

      I chuckled at her little wolf joke.

      “I’m Leila,” she said.

      I smiled. “Zalia.”

      The rest of the lesson didn’t improve. I was beyond bored by what Jefferson was teaching, and to think that Bishop had changed me to this class was mind-boggling. There was nothing I would learn that I hadn’t already learned.

      But as Hunter had said last night, they needed me to focus on the supernatural stuff before I attempted to get back to the human world.

      Something told me I would never fit in—even with the human world.

      The bell rang and we all stood, ready to leave after having already packed up. “I heard you were born a Light,” Leila said, in a tone that was anything but snide.

      I nodded, as I slung my bag over my shoulder.

      “It must’ve been a bit of a shock. And then to be shoved into the world of the Darks after being raised with certain beliefs must’ve been extremely hard.”

      “Leaving my sister was the worst,” I said, heading toward the door with Leila walking beside me. “But they’re letting us stay together now, so that’s a plus.” I always tried to look on the bright side, but damn it was getting hard these days. These little snippets of good were what I had to hold onto in the darkness I’d been thrust into.

      Damn, I was being melodramatic.

      “That must make it a little easier for you.” She stopped in the hallway. “Well, I have to head this way.” She cocked her thumb in the other direction. “If you ever need a friend, someone to sit with, or to drain the blood from a certain blonde wolf, then come find me.”

      I chuckled. “Thanks. I might just need to take you up on that.”

      Leila grinned. “Later, Zalia.” She spun around and headed down the hall.

      I pulled out my schedule and looked for my next class. Defense Magic.

      This was more my style.

      Turned out, it wasn’t much better than potions. It didn’t cover anything I didn’t already know, and by the end of the day, I was livid.

      I stormed into Bishop’s office without an invitation, catching him off guard. “You can’t expect me to perfect my skills if you keep sticking me in classes for seven year olds.”

      He put down his pen and leaned back in his seat, clearly comfortable with my presence, a stark contrast to the night before. “You need to learn to mix with the other Houses and strip down all the preconceived ideas you have about them.”

      “What’s that got to do with me learning how to control my Shadow Walker side?”

      “Everything.”
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      “What exactly does that mean?” I said, lowering myself onto the seat on the opposite side of Bishop’s desk.

      “It means exactly what I said. More than likely, there will come a time when you need the support of the other factions, and where you stand with them right now will leave you without a hope in getting any form of allegiance with them,” Bishop explained. “Whereas if you can see the other factions for what they really are, and they can see you for what you really are, then you will have friends in places you will need.”

      “So, you put me in classes with them so I’m not actually learning the subject they are there for, but to learn to fit in and see them as people rather than their labels?”

      He smiled. “Now you’re getting it.”

      “It actually makes a lot of sense, but don’t you think I should also learn a bit about what I am and how to harness my… darker side?”

      “And you will. That is why Hunter is here. He’s one of the best that’s gone through this school, and will easily fit in and adapt to life alongside you. He will teach you as well as any teacher at this school could.”

      I folded my hands over the end of the leather armrest on the seat. “How long before Hunter trains me properly?”

      “That will depend on you.”

      I hated nothing more than not having all the information at hand. Well, actually, there was one thing I hated more—the fact that I had evil DNA running through my veins. Nothing topped that one. But not knowing? That was a close second.

      “Is there anything else I can help you with?” he asked, clearly done with my questions.

      “No.” I stood and strode out of the room without saying goodbye.

      Heading to the dining hall, I did my best to ignore the stares and whispers directed at me, and tried to remember what Bishop had said about fitting in. It was going to be an impossible task, but I wasn’t one to shy away from a challenge.

      I would have to put aside virtually everything I’d been taught. So far I liked both Nova and Leila. And Hunter was kinda growing on me again. Surely, the rest of them wouldn’t be that bad once I broke down their walls. Plus, all I needed was a few allies at first then the rest would follow.

      Yeah, right.

      The fact I was being called the Demon Girl was evidence enough I was going to be in for one seriously challenging objective.

      Lining up with my food tray, it became painfully obvious everyone around me feared me when they left a five-yard radius between us. Even the ladies serving the dishes were steering clear.

      Everyone except for Leila, who gave me a reassuring smile, as she finished serving herself.

      “See this,” a guy said from behind me. “Not even the scum want to be anywhere near this parasite.”

      I spun around to give him a mouthful or oral thrush, when I fell silent, completely speechless when I saw Brody standing next to the asshole who’d just spoken. After everything we’d been through, all the time we’d spent together, the fact I’d lost my virginity to him, or the endless nights we’d stayed on the phone talking to one another, he not only remained silent, his lips were curled up into a smile.

      I felt sucker punched.

      Tears of anger welled in my eyes. I had to get out of there. I couldn’t let them see me cry. Me, the Shadow Walker, could not be seen as weak. I would become prey for anyone with a hidden agenda. But damn, it was so hard to control myself.

      Just as I was about to high tale it out of there, Leila walked past me and tripped, the food on her tray hitting Brody’s chest, and the plate of chocolate moose she carried in her hand went straight into the other asshole’s face as she tried to recover from her fall.

      “Whoops,” she said. “Sorry about that.” Leila winked at me, then grabbed another tray, and left the guys standing there, mouths wide open. About to get all up in our shit, they hesitated when they spotted a group of vampires and wolves stand from their chairs, their gazes warning the boys that if they so much as touched Leila, all hell was going to break loose.

      For a second. I thought they were going to bring it on. After all the Lights thought they were the superior faction, but I guessed they were either unsure how I would now come into the equation, or more likely they didn’t want to get kicked out of the school for starting a fight.

      Either way, I was grateful Brodie and his asshole friend decided to stand down.

      “We’re watching you, Demon,” the guy said, striding away with his posse in tail.

      Damn, I hated that jerk. And I didn’t mean the asshole who spoke. I meant Brody.

      What he did was unforgivable.

      “Jerk-face,” I muttered then continued to collect my food.

      “They’re saying those things because they’re afraid of you,” Leila said, catching up to me in the line.

      I shook my head. “I doubt it. They probably think the stories about me are a load of shit.”

      She grabbed another bowl of moose. “They’re afraid. I can smell it on them.”

      I narrowed my brows. “You can smell fear?”

      She nodded. “They reeked of it.”

      I shook my head again then grabbed a roll. “They wouldn’t have done that if they were afraid.”

      “It’s exactly why they did that. People do stupid things when they’re afraid, and you kind of scare the crap out of people when they know what you can do.”

      “I scare the crap out of myself,” I said under my breath.

      She went around me and grabbed a bottle of blood from a special fridge just for the vamps. “Believe it or not, but that’s a good thing.”

      “How so?”

      “Because it shows that you’re in control of the evil within you, not the evil controlling you. I’d be more worried if you flaunted your newfound power.” She gave me a smile. “Later, dude.” Leila headed over to the table her group were sitting at.

      Sighing, I thought about what she said as I headed outside. It was the only place I truly felt content.

      I didn’t fit in with the Lights, nor the Darks.

      Making my way to my favorite little spot under the cherry blossom tree, the hairs on my arms and neck pricked up, and my skin crawled with unease as I narrowed my eyes to focus on the charcoal flowers that had replaced the pretty pink ones there yesterday.

      I placed my tray onto the table then reached up to carefully touch a delicate petal. But the moment my finger brushed the fibers, the flower burst into ash.
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      Staring down at the soot on the tip of my finger, my skin crawled with fear. Cherry blossoms didn’t just turn into ash. No flower did.

      I reached up and grabbed another; the same thing happened the moment I came in contact with the bloom.

      Scanning the area, I searched for other plants with charcoal flowers, but the cherry blossom tree was the only one.

      An uneasy feeling settled over my heart, as I pieced together information in my mind. It couldn’t have been a coincidence that I had created that wave of fire, and now my favourite tree had turned to charcoal. Well, maybe not the whole tree, but the prettiest part at least.

      I climbed onto the table, grabbed a small green branch with a couple of dead flowers on it, and snapped it off. Then I jumped off the table and cast a ball of light, acutely aware that I shouldn’t have been able to do any form of magic in the common areas.

      The flower was in perfect structural condition.

      “What are you looking at?” Nova asked.

      I looked up, a warm, fuzzy feeling eating away at the uneasiness residing inside of me when I saw her with Kayla, hanging out as if it were completely normal for a Dark and Light to mix.

      Kayla narrowed her eyes at the flower. “Is that…”

      Returning my gaze to the cherry blossom tree, I said, “It’s turned to ash. They all have.”

      Their eyes darted up to look at the tree branches looming above them. “What have you done?” Kayla whispered.

      My eyebrows shot up. “Me?”

      “Well, yeah. Who else has the power to do this when the wards are so strong here?” She held her hand up and a little pop of light formed before quickly extinguishing. “See. I can’t even form an orb.” She cocked her head up.

      Following her gaze, I saw at least a hundred orbs floating in the air surrounding the tree. “Okay, so maybe I’m responsible for the orbs, but I swear I didn’t torch the tree.” I scrunched my free hand up, extinguishing the light.

      “Are you sure about that?” Kayla asked, coming for a closer look at the flower I was holding. “Because you were able to do that fire thing.”

      “Yeah, but this tree was like this when I came out just now.”

      “She’s telling the truth,” Nova said. “I don’t know how I know, I just feel it.” She held her hands up, gesturing to the tree. “This isn’t Zali.”

      No matter how hard I tried to grab onto the fact that Nova was a Seer, and knowing things was her jam, I couldn’t convince myself that I didn’t have anything to do with this phenomenon. And the longer I stood there, the more convinced I was—even if I wasn’t the one who actually torched the flowers. “I have to get out of here.”

      The girls nodded, and we made our retreat back to Kayla’s and my room, where I put the burned flower in a vase. “We need to figure out what this means.”

      “I’m pretty sure a dead flower doesn’t need water.” Nova turned off the tap that I had running to fill up the vase.

      “But it’s not all dead. Only partially.” I carefully shoved the vase toward her. “See, the stem is still alive. It’s just the flowers.”

      “My bad.” She turned the tap back on.

      I finished filling the vase then placed it on the corner of the small bench. I sat on the couch between Kayla and Nova. “What do you know about the Shadow Walkers?”

      “That they’re scary as shit—no offense,” Kayla said.

      I glared at her. “I was talking to Nova. I already know what you know. We were given the exact same schooling.”

      She scowled at me. “For all you know, I could’ve learned something since we’ve been here.”

      I raised a brow. “Did you?”

      Her nose crinkled. “No. But that’s not the point.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. I loved my sister more than anything, and she always knew how to keep me grounded. “Nova?”

      “Only what we learned at home and Dark classes.”

      “What?” Kayla and I said in unison.

      “It’s just classes all Dark kids attend to learn the history of our kind, as well as all the others.”

      We kind of had something like that, but I was positive it wasn’t as informative as the Darks. “What did you learn?” I asked.

      “That the original Shadow Walker did a deal with the devil or Demons, or whatever you want to call them, giving him power like no other. He was able to control and manipulate those around him and brought chaos to this world. Eventually, he was imprisoned in a supernatural prism solely built for him and him alone, and he has remained there for over two-hundred years.”

      “That’s all we know as well,” Kayla said.

      “Do you know how he brought chaos and destruction to the world?”

      “Beats me,” she said with a shrug. “They were always vague about those details. They probably didn’t even know themselves. I mean, this was over two hundred years ago. No one is still alive from then.”

      We sat there in silence for a few minutes then Nova jumped up. “We need to go to the library.”

      Kayla and I got to our feet, me clearly way more excited about the idea of searching through mounds of books. Books were my thing, not Kayla’s.

      We headed downstairs to the library, which to my surprise was still busy with students cramming information into their minds, and a few just looking for a quiet place to hang out and read their latest fiction novel.

      I wasn’t one for fiction. We already lived in a fantasy world; what I enjoyed was information. But as it turned out, some fiction held more truths than the supposed documented stories of the Shadow Walkers.

      Each having gathered a pile of books, we checked them out then carried them back to my room where we planned to pull an all-nighter.

      Snuggled in my fuzzy unicorn pyjamas and socks, I sat, curled up on a beanbag, flipping through a book on my lap and drinking a hot cocoa with a little something extra to help me stay awake all night.

      “Are you sure this is safe?” Nova asked.

      I peered up at her sitting on the couch, sniffing her mug of hot chocolate. “It’s not a narcotic. It’s a completely harmless pick-me-up I found in a book a couple years ago. I’ve been using it when I need to stay focused.”

      Kayla burst out laughing. “She uses it all the time. How do you think she got so smart? Me on the other hand? I need my beauty sleep.”

      I shrugged. “And I’m just lucky enough to be this cute without it.”

      “Ha, ha. Very amusing,” she said. “I don’t think luck has anything to do with it. It’s probably the extra mojo running through your veins but somehow skipped me. I mean, how is that even possible?”

      “It shouldn’t be,” Nova said. “But then again, normal human rules don’t apply to Shadow Walkers who can bend reality to their whim.”

      A knock sounded at the door, and Kayla jumped up from the couch and opened it. “Well, hello there,” she purred. She pushed the door open, revealing Hunter standing there with his arms crossed over his chest, not looking the least bit happy by her flirtatious behaviour.

      He strode through the open doorway, his gaze locked on mine. “Where have you been?”

      I gestured to the book in my lap. “Reading.”

      “You were supposed to meet me for training.”

      “Uh, no I wasn’t. My last class finished a few hours ago.” Pulling myself up out of the beanbag, I put down my mug and book then went into my room and grabbed my timetable out of my bag before returning to him.

      Hunter grinned, as he looked me up and down in my unicorn get-up. “Cute.” He took the paper from me and scanned the page.

      I rolled my eyes. “You got a problem with unicorns?”

      Biting down on his smile, he shook his head. “Not at all. I just didn’t take you for one of those girls.”

      I glared at him. “One of what girls?”

      Nova chuckled, clearly amused by where this conversation was heading.

      “The ones who have Shadow Walker DNA running through them,” Kayla said, as she got up. “You know, now that I think about it, maybe you’ve got the wrong twin, and I’m just projecting my darkness onto her, so she can be my scapegoat. Because you know, I do fit the profile more than she does.”

      “Nice try,” he said to Kayla as he handed me back the timetable. “This is the wrong schedule. Didn’t Bishop or Bethany deliver your new one?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. He didn’t give me anything when I saw him earlier today.”

      He took a seat on the armrest of the couch. “Well, go get ready.”

      “You’re kidding me?”

      He raised a brow. “Do I look like I’m kidding?”

      “You look like you’re about two seconds away from changing her yourself,” Kayla said with a smirk.

      “Kayla!” I glared at her, trying to refrain from killing my sister. “No wonder you’re single.”

      She shrugged. “I’m single because I choose to be.” She grabbed a bag of chips off the table and returned to her seat beside Nova, who was just watching us all with amusement.

      “Put it there, single sister,” Nova said then fist bumped Kayla for added effect.

      “Looks like the two of you living together is either going to be the greatest training for your control, or it’ll kill us all,” Hunter said.

      I grinned. “We’re always like this. It’s the Moore sister charm.”

      “So are you going to get changed?”

      I looked down at my clothes, wishing I could stay in the magical warmth they encompassed me in. But the last thing I needed was another student to see me as a unicorn loving nerd rather than the woman to be reckoned with.

      Sighing, I headed into my room and changed into leggings and a top, threw on a jacket, and headed out into the lounge room with my sneakers in hand. I slipped on my shoes and grabbed my bag and a bottle of water. “Ready.”
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      Ten minutes later, we were outside, heading to the far corner of the estate, where there was a clearing between the trees. “Why are we out here?”

      “Because there isn’t a building filled with people you could kill if you let your anger get out of control.”

      “Fair point.” I dumped my bag on the ground. “But what’s to protect you from me?”

      He raised a brow. “Something tells me I’ll be just fine.”

      I shot him a playful grin. “Will you now?”

      His dreamy gaze fell on me, as he sauntered toward me. “Well, for one, I have better control than you do.”

      Moving to the side, I stalked him. “And two?”

      “I see the way you look at me. I may have to watch my back, but not because I think you’ll kill me.”

      I snickered. “You are so dead.”

      We spent the next hour learning how to control the fire within me, as he hit me with just enough battle magic to rile me up, but not enough to set me over the edge. Which resulted with me mostly getting my ass kicked, and Hunter enjoying every second of it. There was something about him that was both calming and freeing to my soul.

      He wasn’t afraid of me like so many others at this school. He also had a sense of humour, and I could banter with him for hours. He brought light to an otherwise dark night.

      Hunter came at me with an actual ball of fire the size of my head, propelling it toward me on a frigid gust of air that encompassed my skin seconds before the fireball was about to hit.

      Without thinking, I threw my hands out in front of me, sending the fire orb spinning back toward him, hitting him in the stomach and setting his clothes on fire.

      Fear engulfed his eyes as he ripped his shirt off and threw it on the ground, proceeding to stomp the flames out.

      Panic rippled through me, and I prayed I hadn’t just burned the one guy here who believed in me. “Oh my gods,” I said. “I’m so sorry.” I rushed over to him but halted when he spread his hands out, palms down, then slowly spun toward me, fire ripping from his hands, scorching the earth around him. The fire formed a mini tornado, which he then thrust toward me.

      I raised my hands once again then pushed them to the side, forming a circle of fire around me, the warmth of it heating my cold soul. Tucking my hands to my chest, I pulled the flames in closer, relishing the heat the fire encompassed me in until the flames licked my skin.

      “Zalia!” Hunter yelled, as wind hit the fire dome, splitting it open.

      Realizing what I’d done, I threw my hands out to my sides and banished the fire, allowing it to slowly dissipate until it was completely gone and no longer a threat to anyone around me.

      Hunter rushed over. “What the hell was that?” His gaze swept over me, but not in the way that a concerned friend would. This was different. I could taste the fear in his soul, as well as the heat rising from his attraction to me.

      He was really worried about me.

      “I’m okay,” I said, trying to brush off what just happened.

      He cupped my face in his hand and swept his thumb across my cheek before pulling away. “You were covered in fire. I hardly call that okay.”

      “I’m fine. Really,” I said. “I didn’t even burn.”

      He cocked his head toward my chest. “Well, your clothes did.”

      Eyes wide, panic overtook me as I snapped my gaze down, relief quickly following when I realized all my girly bits were still covered, and it wasn’t as bad as I initially feared. My jacket was singed beyond repair, and the first thought I had was how glad I was I hadn’t worn and ruined my unicorn pyjamas. Good ones were hard to find.

      “Let’s take a break for a few,” he said, his gaze still hovering over me in that overly concerned way.

      I headed over to my bag and grabbed my bottle, taking a sip as I joined Hunter, who sat on a wooden bench.

      “What happened out there?” Hunter asked. “Did you mean to throw the fireball back at me?”

      Playing with the lid of the bottle, I said, “No. And I’m sorry.”

      “I know you didn’t mean to hurt me, but we need to figure out what your triggers are, so I need more details.”

      “The fireball I hurled at you was just a reaction. I didn’t mean it. It just came out.” I twisted around to face him. “But what the hell were you thinking, throwing that fireball at me in the first place? Because I’m pretty sure you have complete control over what you can do.”

      “I do and that was why I wanted to see what would happen if I threw it back at you.”

      I snorted. “You didn’t throw it back at me. You sent a freaking fire tornado at me.”

      He raised a brow. “And you stopped it then decided to let it engulf you like any normal, sane person would.”

      If it were any other supernatural, I would’ve thought he was accusing me of being crazy. But there wasn’t an ounce of sarcasm in his tone. I shrugged. “It felt warm. And damn, I’ve been cold lately, so it felt really good.”

      “Interesting.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Turning toward me, his knee brushed against mine, causing that fire to ignite inside of me. “I don’t know…” He tipped his head back and glanced up, a scowl forming on his face. “What did you just do?”

      I pulled my leg away from his. “Nothing. I didn’t…”

      He gently took hold of my chin and tipped it up toward the sky, and that’s when I saw it. Sparks of amber glowed on the leaves of the tree above.

      This was new.

      He released his hold on me, the fire above dimming with his movement.

      I frowned, trying to work out what was happening. “Are you making the fire?”

      He slowly shook his head. “I have a theory.” He shuffled closer to me. “Keep looking above.” His hand closed over mine that were wrapped around the bottle. The fire grew, spreading down the small twigs.

      Then he leaned closer until his lips brushed against my neck, sending a shiver of desire through me, and the fire spread down the branches, growing in size.

      He pulled away, the fire instantly diminishing and returning to a soft glow. “I make you do that.”

      “Why on earth would you have that kind of power over me?”

      “Because you like me.”
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      Me liking Hunter wasn’t a big revelation. But the fact I was setting things on fire whenever he was close was a big revelation. “That doesn’t even make sense.”

      “Well, it sure looks that way to me.” He swept my hair away from my face, running his fingers down my neck and over my collarbone. Sure enough, the burning embers above grew then shrank the moment he removed his hand. When he moved to the other end of the seat, they fizzled out.

      “This is not good—and a little embarrassing.” There was no use denying it. I liked the guy. And if I wanted any chance of having another boyfriend, whether it be Hunter or any other male, then I needed to learn to control myself.

      “Actually, it’s kind of perfect.”

      “How do you figure that?”

      He slid down the seat toward me. “Because now we have another thing we can use to practice with.”

      “And humiliate me in the process,” I muttered.

      “Nope. You’re not going to feel humiliated or ashamed. This is good.”

      “Maybe for you.”

      He shook his head, as his gaze dropped to my lips. “No, because now you have all the motivation you need, so I can do more than just look at you.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath, and oh my lords, I was positive my face had flushed the brightest shade of red, and I was too afraid to look up because I was sure the whole sky was burning. Because I hadn’t just imagined what he said… “Is this some kind of unattainable promise you’re waving in front of me to get me to run faster—so to speak?”

      “What do you think?”

      “I think you’d be crazy to fall for a girl who could wipe your existence off the face of this earth. And that it makes more sense to use my attraction as a tool for an unattainable goal.”

      His lips closed over mine so fast I barely saw him coming, but when he kissed me, my whole world lit on fire. But soon, he pulled away and slid as far away from me as he could. “Would I risk that if your feelings were just a tool?”

      Needing to get away from him, I stood and paced until the trees were no longer burning, and goosebumps spread across the parts of my skin exposed to the elements from my burned jacket.

      I swallowed hard, trying to get my shit together and figure out what all this meant. Why was I finding it so hard to believe this guy would actually be into me? He was a Dark, after all, but then so was I. Maybe it was the fact he’d been brought in to teach me that I had a problem with, because I sure as hell didn’t have a problem when we’d been training before I knew what I was, and also when he’d kissed me that first time to control the fire from killing bitch-face.

      Drawing my brows together, I halted and turned around to face Hunter. “Why were you able to calm me in the gym that day? Yet now, your touch makes me torch everything around us?”

      Hunter gazed up as a small branch fell from the tree, embers barely glowing in the burned out wood. “That I don’t know.” He stood and picked up the branch. “The first time I caught you by surprise. You had no time or inclination to realize it was going to happen. It was enough to pull your thoughts and emotions away from Reagan and onto me.”

      “So my emotions are tied to my power.”

      He held up the torched branch. “It looks like it.”

      I strode over to him, being careful to make sure I didn’t do anything stupid. “I guess we’re lucky you decided to train out here.” I held my hand up and formed a small orb of light, so I could get a better look at the branch, because there was always the possibility that someone had set me up, and I wasn’t some freak who couldn’t touch or be touched by the guy I had a crush on.

      No matter how much I tried to find a break or a clear cut in the branch that would offer another explanation besides my freakish curse, I couldn’t see anything. Just as I threw it onto the ground, loud cracks sounded from above. Branches rained down everywhere, as if there was a monumental storm blowing the trees to bits.

      “Go,” I yelled.

      Hunter grabbed my hand and snatched my bag up as we raced across the grass until we were back on the field, with nothing above us but the moon shining down. He released my hand and spun around to look at the carnage we’d fled, his mouth ajar in shock.

      Afraid of what I was going to see, I slowly turned around and realized what he was looking at. It wasn’t the trees in the distance or the mess of fallen branches below. It was the scorched trail of grass we’d just crossed, making a path to the trees. And it just so happened to stop right where we were standing, or more so where Hunter had stopped holding my hand.

      “They’re going to notice that,” I said, dread building inside of me. It was one thing for Hunter to know I had a crush on him, but it was entirely something else for Bishop, Bethany, and any other person that was working on my case to know.

      “We’ll just tell them it was part of the training.” He handed me my bag.

      “You’re not going to tell them about—”

      “Whatever is happening between us is none of their business. A few burned trees and lawn is expected when we’re training someone like you.”

      Someone like me.

      My shoulders slumped, as a sigh escaped my mouth.

      “Hey,” he said, tilting his head down until his eyes were level with mine. “It’s up to you whether that’s a good thing or not. You have the ability to be the greatest power in this world.”

      “Or I could be the greatest downfall and wind up stuck in some supernatural prison with the original Shadow Walker.”

      “You could,” he agreed. “But the fact that you don’t want this power makes me believe that you won’t.”

      “I don’t,” I said, as if he needed my declaration. “I wish I could go back to being a Li—” I shook my head. “No, I don’t wish I could go back to being a Light because then I wouldn’t know the truth. And I wouldn’t have you and Nova. And maybe even Leila.” I frowned. “Not that I really know her. But she stuck up for me in class and again with Brody, which is a pretty good…” I released a loud breath. “I guess what I’m trying to say, and failing miserably, is that I’m glad I know the truth about the factions, and I’ve met some really nice people along the way.”

      “See,” he said. “An evil monster’s first thoughts wouldn’t be about friendships and truth. They’d be about world domination.”

      I laughed. “I’ll let you know if my thoughts ever go there.”

      “No, you won’t. I’d probably be dead, and you’d be well on your way to ruling the world.”

      Something Nova had said made me pause, wondering if her vision or whatever about us ruling the school was true, and if so was it in a good way, or had I turned into the most evil of them all? I made a mental note to ask her more about that.

      “I’m kidding,” he said, a worried expression on his face. “You know that, right?”

      I forced a smile. “Don’t worry, I’m not a snowflake.”

      He chuckled then his expression turned serious. “Will you be okay tonight?”

      “Yeah, of course. It’ll take a little more than me almost torching the estate to bring me down.”

      “Good.” Hunter ran his hand up and down my arm, in a comforting motion. When nothing around us ignited, he grinned. “Maybe it won’t take that long, after all.” He stepped back. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” He jogged off toward the side of the building to who knew where, to do who knew what.

      I made my way up to my apartment, expecting to find Kayla and Nova still hitting the books and trying to find information on what was happening to me, but when I opened the door, they were both sound asleep. Not even me slamming my bottle against the glass table made them stir.

      At least I didn’t have to explain why I wore partially burned clothing—and the humiliating reason behind it.

      I headed to my room, had a quick shower, and changed back into my unicorn pyjamas, calling it a night.

      The next few days went by without any hitches. We didn’t find any information we didn’t already know, and Hunter and I were careful not to touch each other for too long, or let our gazes connect in a way that lit my soul—and everything around me—on fire.

      I attended my classes, became closer with Leila, but still had issues finding common ground with the wolves. Other than those who were Leila’s friends, the other wolves wouldn’t even give me a chance.

      And that was where Hunter got the stupid idea I must attend a party with him.
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      Tugging the sleeves of my jacket farther down my hands, I eyed the wolves in the distance, near where I’d torched the trees, drinking and doing who knew what, while thinking the faculty didn’t know about their party. They knew.

      I rubbed my hands together, trying to calm my nerves. “Why are we doing this again?”

      “You need to blend in. Learn to become accepted. And what better way than when they’re all happy and drunk.”

      “Until they see me.”

      Hunter pulled on my elbow, stopping me from going any farther. “Then let them see you for who you are, not just what they know of you. You’d be surprised how likeable you are.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. He had that effect on me.

      Feeling the heat rise inside of me, I took a step away from him, knowing I must’ve looked like a weirdo to anyone else besides Hunter, but also not giving a shit what they thought. It was either that or let them see just how much Hunter affected me.

      I’d hoped we would’ve been able to slip in without being noticed, giving me a chance to slowly ease my way into the setting, pick out someone who didn’t look as if they wanted to rip my head off, and then put on my charm, but the moment I got within a certain distance, I seemed to set off their wolfdar. Their heads snapped our way, and silence enveloped the land—apart from the music, which was now deafening without anyone talking.

      “This is a private party,” some guy called out. “No freaks allowed.”

      Ignoring my need for space, Hunter stepped closer to me and whispered. “Ignore them.”

      Yeah, that was easier said than done. It was hard to ignore at least fifty wolves all staring at me, wishing I would set myself on fire.

      Respecting my space, Hunter stepped away then headed toward the fire pit.

      Seriously? The fire pit?

      Hunter was asking for trouble.

      Much to the dismay of every single person around us, we sat on a log, next to a couple of wolves who glared at us.

      “How’s it going, guys?” Hunter asked, trying to break the ice.

      “Good. Until you brought her here,” a lady wolf next to him said. “You know you’re always welcome here, but her…” She looked at me with disdain. She hated me, and she didn’t even know me. “You shouldn’t have brought her.” She took a sip of her drink, not taking her glowing amber eyes off me.

      I wanted to crawl inside of myself, but Hunter had other ideas. And if he was right, then I needed to do as he said. “Why not?” I asked, already knowing I was going to regret my question.

      “Why not?” She took another swig. “Because you are not natural. You can’t be trusted. You’re like a plague that is going to get us all killed.” She took another drink of beer. “If I had my way, I would’ve left this shit-hole the moment I heard about you.”

      “Right,” I said. “And are you a Seer or something?”

      She scoffed. “No. I’m a wolf, dumbass.”

      “So, then you can’t know what I’ll be if you don’t know who I am.”

      “We don’t need to know who you are,” the guy on the seat next to me said, a bottle of bourbon in his hand. “You’re not one of us, so I think we’re all still trying to figure out why you’re here.”

      I glanced at Hunter. It was because of him, but of course he wasn’t going to help me out. It was up to me to show them who I was. And as far as I could tell, it was completely pointless. They’d already made up their minds, and it was going to take a lot more than me popping in for a chat to make them trust me—or even like me, for that matter.

      “Now, are we done here?” the she-wolf said. “Because we’d all like to not have to watch our backs or call it an early night.”

      I rolled my eyes and stood. “We’re done.”

      Hunter grabbed my elbow and yanked me back down. “No, we’re not. Because while you all focus on what she is rather than who she is, you could very well be signing your own death certificate.”

      Their mouths dropped open then a second later they bared their fangs, as snarls ripped from their throats.

      Freaking wolves. No sense of humour.

      “Kidding,” Hunter said. “Zalia is not a monster.”

      “Tell that to Reagan.”

      “You almost killed the bitch,” another wolf said.

      “Only because she was trying to kill me,” I argued. “The bitch has major anger issues.”

      “That she does,” one of Leila’s male wolf friends said, taking a seat beside me. “Thought you could use a drink.” He handed a bottle of pre-mixed vodka to me and leaned in, whispering, “And another friend.”

      Smiling, I said, “Thanks.”

      “I don’t think giving a Shadow Walker alcohol is a good idea,” one of the other wolves said.

      “I have to agree,” Hunter said, making a grab for the bottle.

      I pulled it away from him and took a long sip. I desperately needed a drink if I was going to stay there with a bunch of wolves who wanted to make a meal of my insides.

      The night was going to be a long one.

      I ended up being a lightweight. I had never been a big drinker. Actually, I had barely ever finished a bottle because I always had to share it with Kayla. Plus, Lights were raised better than to get drunk. They preferred to get their highs by using stimulants of the magical kind.

      Moving onto my second bottle, I could feel the warmth spreading through my veins, and I realized just how much I enjoyed the sensation. It heated my otherwise freezing soul, which was kind of ironic, considering the fire burning inside of me.

      “Want another one?” Leila’s friend asked.

      I shook my head slowly, as I squinted my eyes at him. “I don’t even know your name,” I slurred, surprising myself.

      “I’m Thomas. The sane one of the wolf pack.”

      I held my hand out, which he graciously shook. “I’m Zalia, and this is Hunter.” I leaned back into Hunter.

      Hunter curled his arm around me, once again lighting the fire within my soul.

      A very dangerous fire.

      But almost as soon as he touched me, he pulled away.

      My face slumped, which didn’t go unnoticed by Thomas. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” I said, trying to come up with an explanation for my weirdness while my brain had gone to slush. “I guess I’m just a little cold.” That wasn’t a total lie.

      He looked toward the fire that was barely staying alight. “Yeah, whoever lit this thing did a shit job.”

      “They should’ve gotten a Witch to do it.”

      “But then that would’ve gone against the whole no-go zone,” he said.

      I frowned. “I thought you guys were all friends with the Darks.”

      “Most of us. But there are still some who prefer the old way, and that’s not just the older generation.” He eyed a group of wolves off to the side, sitting near some overgrown shrubs, hiding most of their features.

      I shivered, not so much because of the cold, but because of the way one of them looked at me.

      Hunter leaned closer to me. “Do you want my jacket?”

      My heart melted. The guy wasn’t just looks, he had charm, as well. Either that or he was afraid of what I might do.

      “I think I need a jacket,” Thomas said. “Tonight is freezing.”

      I ran my hands up and down my arms glad I wasn’t the only one to feel the cold, as I stared at the pathetic fire that was once raging. I glanced around at everyone; no one really made an effort to get to know me, and no one really cared. There was nothing I could do to make them change their minds, so I may as well just be me.

      “I can fix this.” I raised my hands, and the fire pit roared to life, the flames shooting a good eight feet into the air, lighting up the woods. And that’s when I saw it.
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      Ten-inch long icicles hung like knives from the trees above, ready to drop any moment.

      “Move out!” I dove into Hunter, pushing him out of the way and falling on top of him in the process. No matter how much I wanted to stay in that position, I jumped up as quickly as I could. “Everyone get on the field—now!”

      Of course no one moved.

      They all just looked at me, as if I’d lost my mind then went back to their conversations.

      “What are you doing?” Hunter asked, getting to his feet.

      I looked up, wondering if I had the ability to melt every single one of the icy daggers before they fell and killed someone.

      Hunter followed my gaze, as did Thomas, their eyes going wide when they saw the icicles moving in the wind.

      “Run!” both Thomas and Hunter said in unison.

      Of course everyone listened to them, not the demonic nut job.

      A moment later, hundreds, if not thousands, of icy daggers fell from the trees, about to pierce the wolves who weren’t quick enough to make it.

      I threw my hands out to my sides, releasing a wave of flames that shot up into the trees, melting the ice before it reached the wolves.

      Flames ripped through the trees tops, spreading like wildfire, uncontrollable and menacing to watch.

      “Pull it back,” Hunter yelled at me.

      I whipped my head around to face him, fear coursing through me. “Don’t you think I already would’ve if I knew how?”

      He curled his hands over my shoulders. “Just breathe. If you can produce it, you can extinguish it.”

      I barely heard what he was saying because the moment he touched me, heat rose within me, and I was terrified what might happen.

      “You’re not helping,” I said, stepping away from him.

      Hunter slipped his hands inside his pockets, almost as if he didn’t trust himself not to touch me.

      Closing my eyes, I tried to ground myself, blocking out all the noises around me and focusing on the magic I’d released into the world. I’d been damn good at spells before I came to Night Shade and nothing had changed. Or so I kept telling myself.

      Ignoring the cynical voice in my head, I once again zeroed in on the magic, feeling my print on it then commanding it to retreat.

      Sensing the shift in the magical fire, I opened my eyes just in time to see a ball of flames hurtle toward me.

      Time seemed to slow, as I watched Hunter race toward me, trying to save me from myself.

      Lifting my hand, I shoved a wall of energy at him, throwing him back as the fire crashed into me, engulfing me in heat.

      But I wasn’t burning.

      In fact I felt a rush of warmth flow through me, power consuming my soul. I could’ve stayed that way forever, engulfed in the flames, if I hadn’t heard Hunter and Thomas yelling out to me, fear reverberating through their voices.

      Releasing a shuddered breath, I drew the flames inside of me, extinguishing them from the earth. The rush that followed was indescribable. And it took me a few moments to realize the ramifications of what I’d just done.

      And I freaked.

      Fire may not have burned me, but it sure as hell burned my clothing.

      I was standing naked, next to two guys I’d only recently met, and a whole crowd of onlooking werewolves.

      I could’ve died from embarrassment.

      Hunter stripped off his jacket and slipped it over my shoulders. Thanks to our height difference, it came to the top of my thighs, covering all the important bits.

      I pulled it tighter against me, as I slowly turned around, my cheeks flushing with embarrassment knowing that every single person there had seen my backside.

      Thomas came up beside me. “Were you always this good with fire?”

      I could’ve hugged him for breaking the ice and not mentioning my inappropriate attire. I smiled and shook my head. “Fire’s a relatively a new thing.”

      A moment later, howls ripped through the air, making my nerves set on edge. “What are they doing?”

      “Thanking you for saving their asses.”

      I screwed up my face in confusion. “By howling?”

      “It’s the highest form of gratitude for the wolves, breaking away from their human form, and thanking you in their supernatural form,” Hunter explained.

      The corner of my lips tipped up, but I couldn’t get the full smile out because I couldn’t help but wonder if I had caused the ice in the first place. Ice didn’t form here in spring. Nor did it any other day of the year.

      The howling stopped, as if someone had pressed mute. A few moments later, I saw Bishop rushing across the oval, coming toward us. By the time he reached us, everyone except Hunter, Thomas, and me had taken off, afraid they’d get in trouble for the party that Bishop already knew about.

      “What the hell happened here?” he asked, a little out of breath.

      “I think we should talk inside.” Hunter gestured to me. “After she gets dressed.”

      Bishop looked me over then nodded. “Ten minutes.” He took off, back to the building.

      Pulling the jacket tighter again, I waited until Bishop was far enough away before I said, “I’m going to be in so much trouble.”

      “He doesn’t expect me to come as well, does he?” Thomas asked. “Because you’re my friend and all, but…”

      He was my friend? I wanted to squeal but kept what little dignity I had. I was on a role.

      “Relax,” Hunter said. “He just wants to talk to Zali and me. You’re free to go back to your room and not worry about the consequences of tonight.”

      Thomas gave me a tight-lipped smile. “Good luck.”

      “Thanks.” I was going to need it.

      He broke into a jog, heading back into the building, leaving Hunter and me alone in the burned out woods.

      The long walk to my apartment gave me plenty of time to think about what had happened. But the reality was no matter how many theories I tried to come up with, I kept coming back to the fact that I couldn’t control myself.

      Walking down the hall toward my room, Hunter gripped my elbow, stopping me. “We’re going to figure this out, okay?”

      Not really believing him, I nodded anyway, trying to ease his conscious because I was his responsibility, and I didn’t want him to know I was beyond help. I liked having him around, and he did his best to make me feel normal in an otherwise completely insane situation. “Are you going to come inside and wait?”

      “You’re not one of those girls who takes a gazillion years to put on a pair of jeans and top, are you?”

      I chuckled. “Nope. I’ll be even quicker once I figure out the true glamour spell.” I’d only heard rumors of the spell’s existence, but I wasn’t giving up hope that a spell to actually dress myself by a click of the fingers was out there, and not just giving off the appearance of altered clothing or changes to my body.

      He looked at me with amusement. “And take away the tedious task of having to dress yourself?”

      “Not having to wash my clothes or go shopping, as well.”

      “Okay, you give a convincing argument,” he joked. “Let me know if you ever figure it out.”

      Smiling, I opened the door to my apartment and went inside with Hunter a close step behind. “I’ll just be a sec,” I whispered, hoping I wouldn’t wake Kayla, who’d fallen asleep on the couch.

      Five minutes later, we were sitting in Bishop’s office. Me in my usual seat, and Hunter sitting in the seat beside me.

      Bishop sat behind his desk, elbows resting on the arms of his leather chair, hands clasped together. “Tell me exactly what happened, and don’t leave out any details.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t really know. I was giving the fire a little heat then the next thing I saw was hundreds of icicles hanging from the trees. And before you ask, I have absolutely no idea how to make ice—and if it was me, I have no idea how to stop myself from doing it again.”

      “These parts of the country don’t experience such extreme temperature drops, and it appears that it was isolated to the far south of the estate, so we can only assume it was something you did. Some emotion you may have experienced that may have caused this phenomenon.”

      Rolling my eyes to my right, I glared at Hunter, knowing just how Bishop had found out that my emotions controlled my magic.

      He gave me a slight shake of the head, as if he wasn’t guilty. But how else could Bishop know?

      Bishop appeared lost in thought then a moment later, he said, “We have a bit of a dilemma. On one hand, you being here is causing a greater risk to the other students. And on the other, you leaving will cause a greater risk to the world.”

      Hating where this conversation seemed to be going, I sunk back into my seat.

      “I don’t think we need to go to such drastic lengths right now,” Hunter said, sticking up for me and probably trying to redeem himself. “I’ll keep working with Zalia. And maybe we can look into finding something that could help bind her magic while she’s here.”

      “The only thing strong enough would be a spell created and cast by someone just as powerful as Zalia. And I don’t know about you, but I’m fresh out of Shadow Walker friends I can call in a favor with.”

      Snarky. Bishop must’ve been really pissed off with me, and was only just holding it together.

      “No. But there might be something she could use. Something we haven’t thought of…”

      Hunter was obviously dropping hints about something they didn’t want me to know.

      Bishop held his gaze, as if they were having a private, telepathic conversation that so wasn’t possible for Witches—let alone any other supernatural creatures. Wolves had an intuition, Vampires could take on snippets of information about the lives of those they drank from, and we Witches were all out of luck. Then again, we also had the ability of forcing others to tell us what we wanted to know. It wasn’t as easy as it was for a vampire, but it still worked if we could be bothered creating the elixir.

      Eventually, Bishop broke his silence. “I’ll see what we can find.”

      Hunter nodded. “Until then, I will keep a closer eye on her, and maybe we should think about holding off from classes with other students and—”

      “Do not say my sister,” I said, nervous energy quickly building inside of me.

      Hunter twisted slightly to face me. “I would never recommend separating you two until you’ve mastered your control. I’ve seen first hand the way you two are with each other… There’s something about a bond between twins that not even magic can replicate.”

      I sighed, relieved they weren’t going to try and tear us apart again.

      “I was going to say you should stay out of the common areas while other students are around,” Hunter continued. “At least until we know they’ll be safe.”

      I cringed, hating that I was a danger to so many people. I wasn’t a bad person—was I?

      “I think that’s a good idea,” Bishop said. “I’ll have Bethany draw up a new schedule that will still include time with those you’ve recently befriended. We want to maintain what relationships you’ve built so far.”

      “Does that mean I can still see Nova?”

      “Of course,” he replied. “As well as those of the other Houses you’ve made progress with.” He shoved a pen and paper toward me. “Give me their names, and we’ll make accommodations for your continued interactions.”

      I picked up the pen and began scribbling down the few names of those I thought I’d connected with: Nova, Leila, and Thomas. They all had a few friends I was sure weren’t hating on me, but I didn’t feel right putting their names down when I’d barely said two words to them. Pushing the pen and paper back to him, I had to remind myself that I’d rather have a few trusted friends than a hundred acquaintances.

      He briefly scanned the paper. “I want you to go straight back to your room and don’t leave unless Hunter, Bethany, or myself comes to see you.”

      “Okay,” I promised. I was happy to stay confined in the safety of my room for the remainder of my time at Night Shade if it meant everyone else would be safe.

      See? I wasn’t a bad person.

      Hunter walked me back to my apartment, making sure I didn’t deviate from Bishop’s request.

      “’Night.” I opened the door and was about to close it when Hunter put his hand on the door, stopping it.

      “I didn’t tell Bishop about… us.”

      “Yeah, right,” I said, trying to shut the door again.

      He shoved the door, forcing it open. “I promised I wouldn’t, and I don’t break my promises.”

      “So you say.”

      “Fair point. You don’t really know me. I could be lying but I’m not. But how do you know that Bishop was actually referring to us when he talked about your emotions? All Witches are swayed by their emotions. It’s not a new concept. It’s just that your emotions can cause greater consequences because of your power.”

      I just stared at him, not sure what to say or what to believe. “Goodnight.”

      He stepped closer to me. “I’m serious, Zali. I would never betray your trust.”

      “Why? Because that’s your job?”

      “And because I care about you.” He reached his hand toward my face, stopping when his fingers were just shy of connecting with my cheek, then he recoiled.

      My heart hammered against my chest, wishing he hadn’t stopped, but knowing he didn’t have a choice. I wanted nothing more than to drag him inside and find out where this thing between us would go. But I couldn’t.

      I forced a smile. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      He nodded. “’Night.”

      I closed the door behind me and sank against it, wishing that my life weren’t so screwed up, and I could have a normal relationship like any other girl.

      But I had to get it through my thick head: I wasn’t any other girl. I was a Shadow Walker. And the sooner I accepted it, the sooner I could hold my own.

      Or at least I hoped.

      It took forever to fall asleep that night. I kept thinking about what happened at the party, what Bishop said, and the way my stomach turned to mush whenever Hunter got too close to me. Eventually, I fell asleep in the early hours of the morning after dissecting everything without getting any clear idea of what to do.

      “Zalia!” Bishop yelled, his voice seeping into my unconsciousness, waking me from my sleep. “What the hell have you done?”
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      Jolting awake, I snapped my eyes open and found Bishop kneeling beside me, gingerly picking up an open antique bronze canister, leaving the lid lying amongst the ashes on the floor.

      Icy tendrils spread through my veins, as it became painfully obvious that whatever the canister had contained wasn’t meant to be released.

      Pulling myself into a sitting position, I looked around at my unfamiliar surroundings, trying to work out where I was. There were no windows, only a long hallway and a gigantic metal door the size of two normal ones put together. It stood ajar, carved into the stone wall of the hallway.

      “Where am I?” I asked, unsure if I were dreaming or if this was real.

      Bethany came rushing up the hall toward us, her heels clapping against the industrial tiles. “No, no, no. Please tell me she didn’t…”

      “Didn’t what?” I asked, wishing someone would answer me.

      Bishop held up the canister, the intricate carvings stirring a primitive part inside of me. “Any idea what this one was?”

      Bethany’s hand shook as she reached for the canister, the smell of fear lingering in the air. Taking it, she turned it over, a gasp escaping her mouth and her pupils dilating as she stared at the base.

      Her gaze shot up to Bishop’s, a knowing look passing between them.

      Those icy tendrils wrapped around my heart, squeezing it as I stood. Adrenaline pumped through my veins, as I waited with baited breath for someone to speak. To say the words I’d feared ever since I’d found out I was a Shadow Walker.

      I was a living, breathing monster who couldn’t be trusted.

      My nails dug into my palms, as I clenched my hands by my sides. “Would someone please tell me what the hell is going on?” When no one answered me, I strode toward the open door.

      Bishop moved so fast I almost didn’t see him coming. He shoved his arm in front of me, positioning himself between me and the partially open door. “This room is not for students.”

      “For students? Or for me?”

      The glance in Bethany’s direction told me everything I needed to know. A surge of adrenaline flowed through me, begging to be released, and I wished he would just tell me what I’d supposedly done, so I could deal with the facts.

      The unknown was killing me.

      “What is this place?” I asked, trying to get a better look, about two seconds away from throwing his ass to the side and storming through.

      Bethany’s hand clamped on my shoulder, pulling me back a little too forcefully.

      And that was when I lost it.

      All the rage, fear, and uncertainty came out in one cosmic-sized blast of air, throwing them a good few yards away from me—Bethany against the wall and Bishop inside the… whatever was behind the door.

      Not missing the opportunity to find out, I said, “Sorry,” then raced inside and around Bishop, who was now clambering to his feet.

      Scanning the room, I took in all the artifacts and books—lots of books. “What is this place?”

      Bishop stood by my side, hands on his hips and sighed. “This is our vault. It contains some of the most dangerous entities known to our kind. And you’ve just released one of the class D Demons.”

      “Please tell me class A are the worst, or they go all the way to Z.”

      He shook his head. “Apart from Orson Reeves, D is as bad as they get.”
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      I hated being referred to as worse than a class D, but I got why. Plus, I’d just released a Demon into this world, and who knew what kind of repercussions were going to take place.

      “You shouldn’t be telling her this,” Bethany said, stretching out a kink in her waist as she came into the room.

      “I think we’re beyond protocol,” Bishop said. “Zalia has released a class D Demon. And if I’m right, she didn’t do it on her own, which means we need to figure out who Zalia has been helping.”

      I frowned, pissed off at his assumption. “I haven’t helped anyone.”

      He raised a brown. “So, you did this on your own?”

      “No—I didn’t say that.”

      “Relax,” Bishop said. “We don’t think you did this willingly.”

      “Oh, don’t we?” Bethany said, waving that damn canister around, as if we needed reminding. “Because it sure as hell looks like Zalia is responsible.”

      “I’ve never even seen that thing until I woke up here—wherever here is,” I said, getting more than a little worked up. “How do I know that someone didn’t drug me and set me up to take the fall? I could give you a hundred names of people who have it in for me and wouldn’t be sorry to see the back of me.” I couldn’t actually name everyone who hated me at the school. The sheer number was far too much. And I didn’t make a habit of getting to know everyone who hated me. I had enough trouble trying to find those who would actually speak to me.

      Bethany crossed her arms over her chest. “In most cases, the simplest explanation usually turns out to be the correct one.”

      “There’s nothing simple about me,” I said, getting more exasperated. “I didn’t even know this place existed. I thought I was an ordinary Light Witch. When would I possibly have had time to find out all of this? And if either of your theories is correct, then someone here at the school isn’t who they’re pretending to be. How many people know about this vault?”

      They looked at each other, refusing to answer me.

      “Fine,” I said. “How about you two sort it out and come find me when you’re willing to include me.”

      I took one last look at my surroundings and headed out into the hall. Looking to the left then the right, unsure of which direction I should go in, and what I’d find if I went the wrong way.

      Ducking my head back into the room, I asked, “Which way do I go?”

      Bishop looked at Bethany, as if to say “See? She has no idea.”

      “Turn right, follow it all the way to the end, then go up the stairs, and you’ll come out in my office.”

      I screwed up my face. “Your office?”

      He nodded.

      “Fine. Whatever.”

      Following his minimal directions, I ended up hitting a dead end. Or so it appeared.

      Casting a small orb, I set it just above my head, giving me adequate light to see that what seemed to be a wall was indeed a door.

      A door with no handle, no keypad, and absolutely no way of getting out. I pushed every inch of the cement, tried propelling air at it, and almost let loose a explosion that would bring down his entire office and anything adjoining it, but quickly decided against it. I’d already caused enough problems; I didn’t want to give them any more fuel for the fire.

      Feeling defeated, I slumped against the wall, knees bent and arms resting on them, as I hung my head, wishing I could go back to the start of the year and refuse to go to school. Even though it was mandatory, I could’ve run away. I could’ve still been a Light and never found out about this side of me.

      I snapped my head up as Bishop came into view. “Could’ve told me how to get out.”

      “We could have,” he agreed. “But then I wouldn’t have known for sure that you came down here on your own.”

      “This was a test?”

      “Of sorts.” He held his hands together, a blue orb forming in his palms. He threw it toward the wall. With his fingers, he spread the orb into the shape of a pentagon, thrusting the glowing blue light into the door.

      A second later, the door popped open, revealing the inside of Bishop’s office.

      “What the…” I stared in awe at the hidden door that was a part of the bookcase in his office. In all the times I’d been in that room, I’d never once guessed there was a whole other part of the building behind a secret passageway.

      It made me wonder what else I didn’t know about this place.

      Hell, I really knew nothing about the world I grew up in. And to think that when I walked up those steps on my first day of school, I thought I was going to be one of the smartest students here.

      I didn’t know shit.

      Once I’d gotten my head around the whole idea of secret passageways and tunnels, I decided to press the impending issue. “So, now I’ve passed the test, does that mean you’re going to tell me what I released?”

      “It means that you’ll be notified when we figure out what was in that canister.” He went and sat behind his desk. “Until then, I would like you to stay in your room, and only leave if myself or Hunter comes for you.”

      I nodded. “Can I get something for breakfast, though?”

      “Your sister can come and go as she pleases. Ask her to get you something before she heads off to class.”

      “And Nova?” I asked, looking at my watch. It was seven-thirty.

      He opened the laptop on his desk. “It appears you’ve formed a good relationship with her.”

      “As you expected,” I said. “We’re both outcasts amongst our factions. What’s not to love about each other?”

      Bishop gave me a look, telling me that was exactly why he’d put us together in the first place.

      Kayla had already left the apartment by the time I’d arrived without so much as a note asking me if I was okay. What happened to her not respecting my privacy?

      I grabbed what little food we had left in the fridge, which consisted of a half eaten slice of apple pie and an almost empty packet of crisps that had gone stale after being left open on the coffee table all night. There wasn’t even enough milk to make a coffee. And as much as I loved coffee, there was no way I was drinking it black.

      It was after midday before Hunter popped in, bringing with him a pizza, garlic bread, and two large coffees, and it took everything in me not to jump on him and squeeze the crap out of him.

      I guzzled half the coffee on our walk between the door and the couch. “You have no idea how much I’ve been hanging for a coffee.”

      He chuckled as he sat on one end, placing his coffee on the table as far away from me as possible. “I might have an idea.”

      I took another sip, savouring the taste as he opened the pizza box and picked up a slice of pepperoni. “Bishop told me what happened,” he said.

      “I’m still standing by my theory that someone drugged me, kidnapped me, and left me there to take the rap.” I grabbed a slice and took a bite.

      “If your theory is correct, then it would mean that one of the faculty was responsible.”

      “And no one is going to believe that,” I said, more to myself than him.

      The door burst open and Nova and Kayla came in, relief washing over them when they saw me. “Holy mother of Light,” Kayla said, placing her hand over her heart. “You’re here.”

      “Where else would I be?” I asked. “I might be confined to this room for the rest of my life.”

      Nova took a seat on a cushion on the floor beside the coffee table and grabbed a slice of pizza. “There are so many rumours going around about you that we didn’t know what to believe. We both came as soon as class finished.”

      I frowned. “You guys have classes together?”

      Kayla sat between me and Hunter. “Yep. They do like us to mingle here. You know, part of the reason they built this place.” She grabbed the garlic bread and tore off a piece. “So what happened to you this morning? I’m guessing you didn’t run away with the mother of Dark or sacrifice Bishop to the Gods.”

      I chuckled. “No, I didn’t do any of that.”

      “Then what was it? And it better be good, because I almost had a nervous breakdown waiting until I could come find you.”

      I raised a brow. “You? Have a breakdown?”

      Popping another bit of garlic bread into her mouth, she shrugged. “It could happen.”

      There was nothing like having my sister around to lighten the mood. She was always the one with the careless attitude, carefree spirit, making a molehill out of a mountain. But she would never skip class.

      Giving them a run down on what had happened since I woke up in a secret part of the building, I waited for them to freak, get up, and walk out of my life, but both Kayla and Nova’s eyes lit up with rage.

      “Someone’s using you,” Nova said, jumping to the only explanation I could come up with on my own, and I hadn’t even told them my theory.

      “I’m gonna kill them.” Kayla ground her teeth together, her eyes taking on that look of rage that told me I should run. “Whoever is playing you for a puppet is going to get a wire around their neck, tightening ever so slowly until their head pops off.”

      “I’m not so sure we got the right sister after all,” Hunter said.

      Kayla chuckled. “Out of the two of us, I should’ve been the pick. Zali might have the skills, but I have the temper.” She frowned. “Have they worked out why only one of us is a SW?”

      “Not yet,” Hunter replied. “And we may never find out.”

      “So, this place,” Nova said, “what did it have in it again?”

      I shrugged, trying to remember the details. “Artifacts, statues, books, Demons, and about a million other things.”

      “And by a million, she probably means about fifty,” Kayla said.

      I rolled my eyes. “More like a hundred.”

      Nova shook her head. “What kind of books?”

      I shrugged again. “I don’t know. They were old and tacky.”

      “You mean original.”

      I stilled, wondering why I hadn’t thought about that when I saw them. After all, I was the bookworm of the family. Something had really messed me up down there this morning. “We need to get our hands on them.” Leaning forward, I looked at Hunter. “Don’t suppose you have access to the vault?”

      “I didn’t even know we had a vault until Bishop told me what happened this morning.”

      “So, does that mean you can or can’t get them?” Nova asked, staying on point.

      Kayla narrowed her eyes at him. “How do we know we can trust you, and you’re not going to go running off and telling Bishop?”

      His gaze swept over to mine. “Because as far as I’m concerned, the only people I trust are those in this room. And even then…”

      “Hey,” Kayla said, getting salty. “Maybe we shouldn’t trust you, buddy.”

      “I think he was talking about me,” Nova said. “And you’re right. I could be the one who is pulling her strings. And I could be trying to manipulate you into getting those books, so I can do something that will wreak havoc on Zalia. But I’m not.”

      “Okay, so now I don’t trust you.” Kayla scrunched up her nose. “Why would you do that?”

      “Because she’s trying to make a point,” Hunter said. “None of us should fully trust anyone.”

      “And we should always question each other’s motives and not just take everything at face value.” Nova grabbed another slice of pizza. “Which is why I have this idea.”

      “Do tell,” Kayla said, leaning forward with a gleam in her eyes.

      “Right now, Zalia has all this magic that she barely knows what to do with. She’s open to manipulation, and there’s one thing the Darks have learned that will help ground us…” She trailed off when Hunter shook his head.

      I glanced between them. “What is it?”

      “Nothing,” Hunter said.

      Kayla scoffed. “Yeah, right, it’s nothing. Tell us.”

      Nova lifted her arm and peeled back the sleeve of her shirt, revealing one of her kitties. “Get a familiar.”

      “What the what?” Kayla said.

      My face drained of blood. The thought of having a living creature buried into my skin made me want to puke. “There is no way I am getting a familiar.”

      “You might not have a choice.”
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      Turns out I did have a choice, and I made the right one.

      A month had passed without the world ending. I’d fallen into a somewhat normal routine without anything going wrong—no more strange phenomenons—and I was starting to gain a little more control of my power. I could now stand the brush of Hunter’s skin against mine without feeling as if I had a raging inferno on the inside.

      Every bit of contact between us still gave me a rush of giddiness and burning desire, but we still had to refrain from getting too close—no matter how much we wanted to.

      I’d returned to classes with other students. I was no longer the topic of every conversation—just every other—and I especially looked forward to my one-on-one classes with Hunter, who still hadn’t managed to get any books from the vault.

      “What’s your excuse this time?” I asked, trying to avoid the repetitive offensive magic he had me doing.

      “I don’t make excuses,” he retorted, throwing a ball of flames at me. “But breaking into the vault isn’t going to do either of us any good.”

      Seeing the fireball zooming toward me, I decided to let it enter me instead of pushing it to the side like he’d wanted. I’d done it a few times, and each time he chastised me for doing it wrong. I didn’t think the rules applied when it came to me. “Bishop wouldn’t take you away from me. He’d be worried I’d flip and kill everyone.”

      Hunter chuckled, his smile warming my heart. And he didn’t have a go at me, so that was a plus.

      I had to look away. Too much of a good thing wasn’t good for my evil, possessive soul that I was trying to tame.

      “Again,” he commanded then hurtled another fireball toward me.

      This time, I threw my hands up into the air, sending the flames shooting into the sky to never be seen again. Or more likely, hit the wards surrounding the place and fizzling the flames before they reached the human world. “When can we try something harder? This is too easy.”

      A few moments passed, then Hunter sauntered over to me, a devilish look in his eyes that made my breath hitch. “How about we try it the other way.”

      I swallowed hard, trying to maintain my breathing at a slow and steady level, when my heart pounded faster with every step closer he took.

      Holy mother of Light, I had it bad.

      “What did you have in mind?” I asked, my voice coming out with a husky treble that made me want to shoot myself.

      “Well,” he said, as he took a few more steps closer, stopping barely a foot in front of me. “We’ve spent so much time trying to work on your outside control, so maybe we should try spending some time learning your inner control.”

      I was afraid I knew exactly what he was going to do, and it wasn’t because I didn’t want him to touch me. I wanted it more than anything in that moment, but I was terrified of what I might do.

      He reached for me, and I took a step back, trying to put some distance between us. “I’m not sure that is such a good idea.”

      “We need to work on your control at some point, and what better way then what we already know strips all control you have over yourself.” Hunter took a step closer.

      I mirrored his steps until my back hit a tree, the tips of his fingers hovering over my cheek.

      A blaze raged inside of me. I could almost feel his skin against mine and just the thought of it had me barely reigning in my fire. “I’ll burn you.”

      “No, you won’t.”

      A whimper left my mouth, as my emotions went into turmoil. I ached to be touched but at the same time was terrified by what I would do. I didn’t trust myself, and I couldn’t bear hurting him. “Please don’t.”

      My heart practically pounded through my chest as he pushed his luck in a way that only an insane person would.

      “Breathe,” he said, my mind turning his words into a seductive whisper.

      I was done for.

      This was way worse than an accidental brush against one another or a friendly touch. This was going to be my undoing. They were going to kick me out of Night Shade for sure.

      “Close your eyes.”

      “Oh, hell no,” I said with that same husky tone.

      The corner of his lips tipped up, and I snapped my eyes shut, squeezing them tightly.

      “Relax,” he whispered, his voice sounding even closer than before, throwing gasoline on my fire.

      I held my breath in anticipation, hoping that I would learn to control myself in the next two seconds because I couldn’t bear the thought of never being able to touch him—or any future crushes for that matter.

      The tips of his fingers brushed across my cheek, making my knees go weak. My eyes shot open.
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      Fire consumed me and Hunter jumped back, flapping his arm around as flame snaked its way up toward his shoulder.

      “Shit,” he yelled.

      I quickly grabbed hold of the flames and drew them back inside of me, as I stumbled to the side, trying to distance myself from him, but at the same time trying to see if he was okay, and how badly I’d hurt him.

      I felt sick to my stomach. “How bad is it?” I asked, barely able to form the words.

      He twisted to the side, moving so I couldn’t see his arm. “It’ll heal.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      “Don’t worry. It’ll heal.”

      Fear ripped through me, my mind going crazy imagining the damage I’d done. “Please tell me you have skin.”

      He choked on a laugh. “I don’t know how you do it.”

      “The fire?”

      He shook his head. “Make me laugh when I’m hurting so bad.”

      “See. You are hurting.” I scuttled closer to him, aching to heal his wounds but halting when I saw the panic in his eyes.

      I was gutted. But this wasn’t about me. He was hurt, and he needed medical attention. Either that or one hell of a spell, and I wasn't aware of one.

      “Can you walk with me? Or do you want to stay here while I get some help?”

      He raised a brow and gestured to the fact that he was still standing and able to move. Then his gaze drifted down my body. “But you might want to cover up before we head back.”

      Looking down, my eyes widened, and my cheeks flushed when I saw what little was left of my clothing. My shirt and pants were in tatters, giving Hunter a sneak peek of what I hoped would one day come.

      “I brought an extra shirt for you just in case.” Hunter pointed to his bag.

      “Thanks.” I raced over and grabbed it. Not bothering to peel off what was left of my clothing, I slipped on his shirt that came halfway down my thighs, my chest swelling with desire when his lingering smell assaulted my senses.

      I breathed in deeply, allowing myself to go where I shouldn’t then shoved the thoughts to the back of my mind, where they would remain until it was safe. I picked up the bag and slung it over my shoulder, jogging over to him. “Let’s go.”

      The walk back was painstaking. With every one of his breaths, a wince followed. I’d done more damage to him than just his arm. “This is why you need to get me more advanced spells.”

      “So you can set me on fire then fix me?” he joked.

      I glared at him. “Too soon.”

      We walked in silence, and it wasn’t until we’d almost reached the building that I stopped. “I think we should look into Familiars.”

      He turned around to face me, and I caught a glimpse of his arm, skin peeled back, and clothing stuck to his flesh. How he was able to maintain his sanity was beyond me. I was sure I would’ve been screaming this whole place down if I had an injury like that.

      And I’d caused it.

      I was responsible.

      Realizing what I was looking at, he repositioned himself. “It’ll heal. And about the Familiar, we’ll discuss that later.”

      Unable to talk for fear I was going to be sick, I nodded.

      “How about you come over to my place for dinner tonight? Might do you some good for a change of scenery.”

      I still wasn’t allowed into the dining area because it wasn’t a controlled environment. Without teachers and small classes, he was afraid what might happen if the other students tried anything to get me worked up.

      As much as I wanted to see Hunter’s place, I said, “I don’t think that’s such a good idea.” I gestured to his arm.

      “I promise I won’t push our boundaries.”

      I smiled. “Shouldn’t I be making something for you, considering…”

      “How many times do I have to tell you that I’ll be fine? Bishop will have this fixed in no time.”

      “And probably put me on lockdown again.”

      “I’ll tell him it’s my fault. I pushed too hard. I got reckless.”

      A sigh escaped my lips. “Okay. But stick to the rules.”

      He nodded.

      Just like Hunter had said, he was almost completely healed by the time I arrived at his place for dinner.

      I walked inside, expecting to find him still burned. But true to his word, his arm was almost completely back to normal. The skin was still pink, but there was now a covering of new skin, not the raw flesh it had been earlier.

      Noticing my stare, he held up his arm. “Told you I’d heal.” He closed the door behind me, bringing me farther into his home. It was almost identical to mine, but he had twin couches, whereas Kayla and I had a single. “Don’t suppose you want to let us have one of those?” I gestured to the couches.

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      Something told me he had absolutely no plans on giving it to me. And the more I thought about it, the better the idea of it remaining here was. After all at my place, we were almost never alone, but here… Here we needed distance, so I could attempt to control my hormones.

      He took a seat on the sofa facing the TV, not bothering with the dining table, a guy true to my heart. I hated eating in formal settings. My idea of a good night was sitting on the couch, eating food, and watching TV.

      Okay, so maybe I wasn’t being totally honest. Hell, I wasn’t being honest at all.

      Taking a seat on the other sofa, I tried to convince myself that it was my truth—at least until I learned to control myself.

      Dinner consisted of risotto, cannelloni, salad, and a big chunk of apple pie for desert. By the time I’d finished, I was completely stuffed, content, and ready for sleep.

      I was just about to call it a night when Hunter said, “I’ve got something for you.”

      Vaguely intrigued, I asked, “What is it?”

      He reached behind the couch and picked up a thick, leather bound book, then handed it to me. “I finally took a chance.”

      My eyes lit up with excitement. “Is this from the vault?”

      Hunter nodded, a worried look in his eyes. “This book needs to stay with me. It is not to leave my apartment, understand?”

      “Understood.” I ran my fingers over the edges of the book, hope of what it might contain building inside of me.
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      Hunter shifted closer to the couch I occupied  but still remained far enough away that it didn’t send my insides into a hot mess. “I didn’t have much time, but I tried to find the most relevant book for you. It contains information on Shadow Walkers, most of it unknown to us.”

      I opened the front cover, my breath hitching when I saw the drawing of a Shadow Walker: half Demon, half Witch, with the face of a wolf, and horns of a Demon, his legs morphing into shadows from the thighs down.

      Without thinking, I touched the top of my head.

      “You don’t have horns,” Hunter said. “It’s an artist’s rendition of the Shadow Walker, showing his many faces.” When I looked at him, confusion written all over my face, he added, “You do know about the face thing, don’t you?”

      “That I have Demon blood?”

      Taking the book from me, he shook his head and flipped through the pages, landing on one before returning it to me. “He was called a Shadow Walker because he was able to take the faces of those from the other factions. He could walk amongst the others, as one of them. He fooled those around him, pretending to be someone he was not. He played tricks on everyone around him, making people turn on each other, not knowing what was real and what was him.”

      I was pretty sure I was seconds away from passing out, and I had to remind myself to breath. I was terrified to ask the question looming in my mind, but I had to know. “Is that…” I swallowed hard. “Is that face thing something I can do?”

      Hunter shrugged. “I guess it’s something you should be able to do, but exactly how you’d figure out how to pull off something like that is going to be hard.” He stared at me for a few moments then said, “Try it out.”

      “No,” I spat. “With my luck, I’d probably end up looking like a freak for the rest of my life with a mooshed up face made up of a mixture of creatures or people. One brown eye, one blue, monobrow halfway across my face, wolf snout—”

      “Okay, I get the picture,” he said with a laugh. He leaned back and mumbled, “And how vain you are.”

      My eyes widened, and I gently whacked his knee, quickly pulling away to avoid any consequences. “I am not vain. I’m the least vain person I know. I mean, I don’t even care if my clothes burn, and I have nothing left to wear.”

      “With a body like yours, you don’t have to care.”

      That damn fire inside of me came to life, and I scooted down the other end of the couch to get as far away as comfortably possible.

      Realizing his mistake, Hunter cleared his throat. “Sorry. Now, where were we?”

      I racked my brain, trying to remember what we were talking about. “We were talking about changing my appearance, which I don’t see any reason for me to try. I don’t want to deceive anyone. I’m happy being me.” I frowned. “Without all the Shadow Walker stigma attached to me.”

      “Maybe Nova’s suggestion about getting you a Familiar isn’t such a bad idea.”

      A shiver ran down my spine. “I know I said earlier about getting one but… I’m not sure I want another evil entity living inside of me.” I’d become used to seeing them on Nova and a few other Darks, but that was different than having one on me.

      He grabbed the left over apple pie off the table and took a bite. “They’re not evil, as in the kind of Demon used to make the original Shadow Walker. These are more level A ones. Or maybe even level zero-point-five. They allow you to connect to their energy, in turn grounding what is already living inside of you.”

      “If they’re so good then, why do you have only one? Nova has three.”

      “Who says I don’t have more?”

      “Are you serious?”

      He nodded. “He’s only small compared to the wolf, but he packs a punch.”

      Horrified, my gaze swept over him, wondering how I’d missed seeing it when I’d spent so many hours with him.

      “Want to see him?”

      It took me a few moments to agree.

      Hunter stood and undid the button of his jeans, revealing his V-line that I so wanted to run my fingers over.

      I swallowed hard as he peeled the hem of his jeans down an inch, revealing a tiny spec on his hip. “That’s just a mole,” I said.

      “Look closer.”

      A few steadying breathes later, I was able to inch closer. I narrowed my eyes at the tiny mole-like spec that suddenly began to move. “What is that?”

      “It’s a scorpion,” he said. “He must like you because normally he scoots off and hides.”

      “Can you feel him move?”

      Hunter nodded, as he pulled his jeans up and fastened the button. “At first it’s a little strange, now it’s more like a hair brushing over your skin. Just think about it.” He returned to his seat. “A little familiar might be all you need to control your fire when I touch you.”

      “Screw being able to control it for other reasons. That right there is every bit of motivation a girl needs,” I said, sarcastically.

      By the look in his eyes and the smirk on his lips, he knew I was lying. It really was all the motivation I needed. And it wasn’t just having the benefit of touching and whatever else took our fancy, it was that I might finally be somewhat normal, without having Bishop fear I would bring the school down in a hissy fit. It would allow me to blend in a little better.

      Plus, it was only a small one. I would get used to it. I would learn to ignore it. And I could get rid of it when I learned to control myself on my own.

      But I wasn’t going to tell him my decision tonight, or let him think it was because of my infatuation with him that I was doing this.

      I had to maintain what little respect for myself I had.

      Eventually, I said, “I’ll think about it.”

      And that’s all I did that night. I barely slept because I was wracked with nerves about getting an evil entity attached to me. By the time morning came, I was a jittering mess.

      I told Kayla about my decision and was surprised by how supportive she was. Hunter was right; it should’ve been her that was the Shadow Walker, not me.

      “So, what are you going to get?” Kayla asked, as she handed me my coffee in my sustainable travel mug. We were late to class because we needed a second coffee to help process my decision.

      I held the door open for her as she walked into the hallway. “I don’t know if I get to choose. For all I know, a familiar chooses me, and I could get stuck with a big assed troll or something.”

      “Are trolls real?” she asked, as I let the door close behind me and adjusted the bag on my shoulder.

      “Knowing my luck, they are.” I frowned as three teachers rushed past me, followed by another six, seven, ten. Each and every one of their worried gazes piercing mine, something that hadn’t happened since they’d first found out I was a Shadow Walker.

      “What the hell’s going on?” I asked, hoping at least one of them would stop to tell me.

      None of them did.

      When the last of them had disappeared from sight, we looked at each other then bolted in the direction they’d gone.

      Rounding the corner, we found more than a dozen teachers with their faces smooshed against the window, their gazes pointed down.

      We glanced at each other again then shoved our way between them, pressing our foreheads against the glass.

      My stomach churned as I stared at the scene below us. “What the...?”
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      Hundreds of dead crows were littered across the oval lawn, surrounding a giant pentagram burned into the ground.

      “Zalia. Get away from the window, now!” Bethany’s voice boomed through the room.

      Unable to rip my gaze away, I stared at the crows, as an unfamiliar sensation stirred inside of me.

      “Zalia,” Bethany snapped, her hand closing around my elbow. “You need to come with me.”

      “Hands off, shrew,” Kayla said, making me laugh at her attempt at standing up to an authoritative figure.

      Eyes wide, I whipped my head in Kayla’s direction, shaking my head, telling her not to get involved. The last thing I needed was for Kayla to make things worse—even if she was trying to protect me.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I’ll go with you.”

      Kayla frowned, and I could tell she was two seconds away from punching Bethany or doing something just as stupid in her endeavor to save me.

      “It’s okay,” I reiterated. “Find Hunter.”

      Kayla nodded, visibly relieved she didn’t need to get physical.

      “Hunter is already aware.” Bethany tugged on my arm again.

      Anger bubbled inside of me, and I knew if I didn’t get it under control, then I was going to prove to her how easily I could’ve made those markings in the earth.

      I shook my arm free and gave her a warning look, which to my surprise, she accepted.

      Bethany turned on her heel and headed toward the elevator, glancing over her shoulder to make sure I was following.

      I mouthed to Kayla, “I’ll be fine.” Then I caught up to Bethany as the elevator arrived.

      She refused to make eye contact with me the entire way to Bishop’s office and absently wiped her brow on multiple occasions, which had my nerves on edge, afraid she knew about my little fire problem.

      Hell, who was I kidding? She already knew about my fire issue after what I’d done to Hunter.

      Bishop’s office was ice cold, tempting me to call on the inbuilt heater within me, because it was almost unbearable.

      As usual, he was sitting in his chair behind his desk. His laptop was open and various photos of the crows and the lawn markings were strewn across his desk. “Any idea what happened here?”

      I shrugged, a frown forming on my face when I spotted the cannister that had housed the class D Demon sitting on the bookshelf behind his desk. Yet another reminder of how dangerous I was. Refocusing, I said, “I only saw the crows a few seconds before Bethany turned up.”

      Bethany scoffed. “You can’t believe her. She’s the only one around here with the means and the ability to pull this off.”

      With a horrified look on my face, I said, “You can’t be serious?”

      “You’re damn right I’m serious. I saw the way you looked at me upstairs. You were losing control.”

      “You were pissing me off,” I said, a little too loudly. “Tell me, do you man-handle all your students that way.”

      “I didn’t—”

      Bishop sighed. “Where were you last night between ten and seven this morning?”

      “I was with Hunter at his place then I came home and went to sleep.”

      “And can anyone verify that?”

      “If you’re asking if Hunter stayed, then no. And Kayla was asleep in her room.” I shook my head in disbelief. “You know with all the technology available these days, I can’t believe you don’t have any cameras. Because if you did, then you’d know it wasn’t me. I was asleep, then I woke up, got ready, came out of our apartment with Kayla, and saw all the teachers rushing to the window.” I turned to Bethany. “I mean, how do we know it wasn’t you who did it?”

      Horrified by my accusation, her mouth dropped open. “Why would I do that?”

      “To get rid of me. You don’t trust me, and this could be an easy way for you to convince Bishop and whoever else the powers might be to send me away.”

      “I would never—”

      “And neither would I.”

      Bishop swept the photos into a pile then handed them to me. “Do any of these mean anything to you?”

      Reluctantly, I took the photos. “This is a waste of time.” I looked through the photos, flipping through one after the other, looking at dead crow after dead crow. “Nothing.” I handed them back to him. “I don’t even know any spell that uses that kind of magic, or did you forget I only learned I was a Dark a few months ago?”

      “We’re acutely aware.” He placed them into a folder, handing them to Bethany. “We need to keep this between us for now.”

      Horrified, she said, “You can’t be serious. We are not equipped to deal with the likes of her.”

      I felt like saying I wasn’t equipped to deal with myself, but I thought better than to add more fuel to her fire.

      “We are the best chance this world has to avoid having another devastation on our hands.”

      Bethany scowled at him. “I hardly think that’s true.”

      “Well, at least we’re the best chance she has.”

      We all knew what that meant. The only things standing between me and a supernatural prison were Bishop and Hunter. I may not have done anything wrong, but being alive was enough.

      The door swung open, and Hunter strode into the room. “This wasn’t Zalia.” He stopped behind me. “And the longer we all stay in here arguing about it, the less chance we’ll have to find out who really did it.”

      Bishop leaned back in his seat. “First the Demon was released and now this. It’s either Zalia, or someone using her for reasons that should scare the living daylights out of all of us.”

      “It wasn’t me,” I said, softly, afraid of what it all meant. Someone powerful was... “The Demon.”

      Bishop nodded. “That was my thought, too.”

      Folding her arms across her chest, Bethany huffed. “Then we have a much bigger problem than we first thought.”

      That was the understatement of the century.
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      Lucky for me, Bishop instructed me to continue my daily routine, which meant class. And as much as I wanted to go outside to inspect the burned pentagram for myself, I did as I was told—for now. If it was still there at one in the morning, all bets were off. I was going out there and seeing if I could figure out who was trying to set me up—or use me.

      I wasn’t sure which was worse.

      Taking my usual seat in Dark History, I waited for Nova to show up. I was early, thanks to having missed my first class when Bethany dragged my ass up to Bishop’s office.

      I pulled out my iPad and began reading what we were going to cover in class today, all the while wishing I had that book from the vault to read instead.

      My gaze drifted to my hand, then farther up my arm, once again wondering what it would feel like to have a familiar. No matter how much I didn’t want to have a little critter running around, using my body as its home, I couldn’t deny the facts. I needed help.

      But I wasn’t sure if I could actually go through with the process. Not that I even knew what the process was. Did the familiar choose me? Or did I choose it?

      Would I even get a choice of what kind of animal I was going to be tethered to for the rest of my life? And would I be able to break our bond if I wanted to?

      Would I even want to?

      Snapping out of my thoughts, I realized I was not alone.

      “They didn’t kick you out,” Kayla said with relief, as she rushed over to me, glancing over her shoulder once or twice.

      “Yeah, I’m still here,” I replied, pulling down my sleeve. “Although Bethany doesn’t seem to be very happy about it. And by that, I mean I think she’d like to tie me to a stake and light me on fire.” I frowned. “Or ice, because you know, I’m pretty sure I can’t burn.”

      Kayla hunched down next to my desk, glancing over her shoulder. “Do they think it was you?”

      I raised a brow. “You’re not supposed to be here, are you?”

      She shook her head. “I have a bad case of diarrhea.”

      I laughed. “You have no shame, do you?”

      “None whatsoever.” She tapped my desk. “So, do they think it was you?”

      “Bethany does, but Bishop and Hunter think it was the Demon I released a month ago.”

      She drew her brows together. “After a month of nothing?”

      I shrugged. “As far as we know. I mean, shit could’ve happened that we still don’t know about.”

      A guy walked into the room and took a seat in the back row.

      “I better go before they come looking for me if I don’t show up to the infirmary soon,” Kayla whispered. “Meet me in our room for lunch? I’ll bring food.”

      I nodded. “See you.”

      Kayla stood, half crouching, and raced out of the room, righting herself once she was out the door then took off down the hall, leaving me alone with a random vampire who wouldn’t take his eyes off me.

      “What?” I eventually asked.

      “It was you, wasn’t it?” he asked, his cold brown eyes judging me without even knowing me. The real me. Not the Dark Witch they made me out to be.

      I groaned, sick to death of everyone seeing me as this monster. “No, it was not me. I do not make a habit of killing hundreds of innocent animals.”

      He chuckled, making me want smash his face into the table. Okay, so I may have been a little snappy, but with everything going on lately, I had every reason to be mad.

      “I wasn’t referring to what happened outside. I was asking if it was you and your sister that I played with when I was a kid.” When I looked at him as if I were wondering what drugs he was on, he added, “In the church? We were only three or four? Our families were in a meeting or something, and we were in a room with some lady?”

      Vague recollections drifted through my mind, but the more I tried to remember them, the slipperier they became. “I…”

      A grin broke out across his face. He was up and moving to the seat beside me before I could take a breath. Those Vampires moved so damn fast. “You’ve looked familiar since the first class, but it wasn’t until I saw your sister just now that I realized why. It’s your hair. You’re polar opposites.”

      “You know, not all twins are identical? Kayla takes after our mom, and I take after our dad.”

      “I know,” he said, that grin still playing on his lips. He leaned forward and whispered, “Stop being so defensive. I’m only trying to talk.”

      Realizing that was exactly what I was doing, I released a long sigh, resigned to the fact that I needed to make friends. Hunter’s reminder of how important it was for me to fit in and become one of them was crucial to my existence.

      I wasn’t even exaggerating. I needed friends in my corner—from all factions. And so far, my vampire friend list consisted of Leila. Her friends acknowledged me with a wave and a smile, but other than Thomas, they weren’t my friends. They only barely accepted me.

      “Sorry,” I said. “It’s just been one of those days.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” He twisted around in his seat to face me properly, his eyes no longer cold like they had been a few minutes ago, but they were now the warm color of honey. “Don’t suppose you remember my name?” When I took more than five seconds to answer him, he said, “Arjun.”

      “Zalia,” I replied, as a group of students walked in, gossiping about the crows.

      “I remember,” he said, twisting back to face the front of the class as the teacher, Seth, walked in. I hated that about Vampires. They always knew things before I did. They could hear so much more than Witches.

      But I guess it wasn’t hate; I was envious.

      Who wouldn’t be?

      Then again, from what I read in that book Hunter had borrowed from the vault, I should be able to do that as well. I had the gift to walk between the factions.

      History books had always brushed over exactly what that meant, but there were legends about what a Shadow Walker was capable of. And from what I read last night, I had a feeling legends held more truths than I would’ve liked.

      No wonder Bethany didn’t trust me, and others were afraid of me.

      “Everyone take a seat.” Seth dumped his bag onto his desk, as Nova raced into the room and slid into the chair beside me, a little out of breath.

      Seth looked up at the class. “I had a lesson planned on the great divide between the Darks and the Lights, but it seems there is a more interesting topic at hand, which I’m sure you all would prefer to discuss.”

      He walked around to the front of his desk and leaned against it. “Crows. Does anyone know the significance of that particular avian species?”

      “They’re the bringers of death,” Charlie said, staring directly at me. She was one of Reagan’s friends, who naturally had it in for me, as well.

      I waited for Reagan to add to her friend’s comment but the opportunity passed.

      Frowning, I scanned the room, wondering where the bitch was.

      She wasn’t there. Maybe she had a bad case of the runs or was vomiting all over herself. Or even better, Bishop found out that she was the one setting me up, and I never had to look at her face again. One could hope.

      “That is partially true,” Seth said. “Anyone else?”

      “They’re demonic birds aligned to the Darks,” Angie said, her bright amber eyes honing in on Charlie. “It’s part of what makes the Darks the evil bitches that popular preconception makes them out to be.”

      I wanted to tell her thanks, and I was grateful that Leila’s friends were sticking up for me, but… I realized I hadn’t seen Leila today, either.

      My hope for Reagan getting kicked out of school diminished. Leila and Reagan probably got into a fight and were getting their punishment dished out to them. It wasn’t unusual for Reagan to provoke anyone that was friendly with me, and there was only so much Leila would take.

      “Yes, the Darks have a name for themselves, but we all know that a lot of it is fabricated by the Lights and what they want to coax the other factions into believing.” Seth paused a moment before continuing. “But there are small truths in every legend. Take this one for example; the crows are not evil creatures, yet they are the closest link that can be used as a sacrifice for a lot of dark magic. And I’m not talking about the magic the Darks use to empower themselves after their magic was stolen. I’m talking about the magic that no one should ever use. The magic that will bind your soul to the Demons for the rest of eternity.”

      “The magic that was used to create the first Shadow Walker,” Charlie said, her gaze once again fixated on me. “It seems a little coincidental that this has happened when we have another Shadow Walker in our midst.”

      Nova rolled her eyes, as she let out a groan.

      Seth sighed. “Let’s get this over with, once and for all. Zalia did not tie her soul to the Demons. The original did, and she is a genetic throwback of that coupling. That does not make her evil. But it does mean that if she ever decided to turn her back on everything she was raised to believe in, then Gods help anyone who wronged her in the past, because they wouldn’t stand a chance of surviving an attack if she chose to embrace the evil within her.” He glared at Charlie, making his point painfully clear.

      Charlie gulped and bit down on her trembling lip.

      He returned his gaze to the rest of the class. “So, I guess we have a lot to be thankful for that Zalia doesn’t want to kill us all, don’t we? And who here would like for it to remain that way?”

      Slowly, one by one, every single person in the room raised their hands.

      Point. Taken.
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      It was amazing what scaring the shit out of everyone did to their manners. For the rest of the time in class, I didn’t have any innuendoes directed at me. Actually, most of the students wouldn’t even look at me. What I did learn was that crows were part of something big. And the pentagram burned into the earth wasn’t any better.

      This class D Demon was up to something that made my skin crawl just thinking about it. Heaviness consumed my chest, knowing the worst was yet to happen.

      And I may be the only one with the ability to stop them.

      No. That was silly.

      There were so many adults with far superior knowledge of the inner workings of the Demon world. Someone must’ve gotten the Demon into the canister to begin with, so someone else could do it again.

      But the more I tried to convince myself, the more that sinking feeling told me I was wrong.

      After class, I headed toward the gym for the first time since my incident with Reagan.

      I wasn’t there to participate; it was more of a social thing. Not that anyone would be talking to me.

      Entering the room, I became acutely aware of the fear they all still held toward me. It was palpable.

      I was positive that not a single person there wanted me watching, but it wasn’t up to them. And both Bishop and Hunter thought it was a good idea.

      Scanning the room as I walked to the bleachers, I tried to find Hunter. He’d promised me that he would be there because I knew I would be a nervous wreck. And I was right.

      My stomach churned as my gaze drifted over to the spot where I had almost killed Reagan, the spot where Hunter had kissed me, and the fact that Hunter was nowhere to be seen.

      “Take a seat, Zalia,” the coach instructed, his breath hitching the slightest bit. If I hadn’t been paying so close attention to everyone’s reactions, I wouldn’t have noticed, but I could almost smell the fear in the air. And the students weren’t the only ones afraid of me.

      The fire inside of me started to rise, and I needed to get my shit together, so I didn’t give them another reason to be afraid.

      One more mess up and I was sure I would be out. They couldn’t keep my presence away from the parents for too long if I was indeed a danger to everyone around me.

      I sighed, wishing that I could talk to my mom. To let her know everything that had happened to me. And to try and figure out where the throwback Shadow Walker gene came from.

      However, Bishop still wouldn’t let us contact the outside world.

      No exceptions.

      The students split off into three groups, each forming around a ring of white smoke, hovering just above the floor.

      “If you’re wondering where the fire’s gone, they did away with that idea after what happened the last time you were here,” Thomas said, taking a seat beside me.

      “Fair enough,” I said, a frown forming on my face. “I didn’t realize you were in this class.”

      He nodded. “They have a couple of wolves and vampires mixed in to make sure the dog fight is fair.”

      I raised a brow. “And you’re not afraid of me after seeing it first hand?”

      Thomas chuckled. “Oh, what you can do scares the absolutely hell out of me but you don’t.”

      “How so?”

      “Well, for starters, I saw the way she pushed you. She pushed too hard, and she deserved whatever consequences that came her way.”

      “I’m not sure she or any of them would agree with you.” I gestured to the other students, who kept glancing my way, probably to make sure I wasn’t about to go crazy, Shadow Walker bitch on them.

      “I think they’ve got it all wrong.”

      “You mean the whole keep your friends close and your enemies closer?”

      He shook his head. “I mean, you’re just a normal teenager who was raised by the Lights and wears unicorn socks. What’s to be afraid of?”

      I glanced down and saw I hadn’t bothered to change them before I walked out of my room this morning. I scowled at him. “Don’t you be knocking my unicorns.”

      He chuckled. “I wouldn’t dream of it.” He leaned closer. “Don’t tell anyone, but I used to collect them with my sister when we were younger.”

      I grinned at my fellow unicorn lover. “Your secret is safe with me.” My smile dropped. “You know, I didn’t mean to hurt Reagan on purpose.”

      He frowned. “Who’s Reagan?”

      “What do you mean, who’s Reagan? Everyone knows Reagan. She makes a point of it.” I waited for a glint of recognition, but there was none. “You know, the girl you were just talking about who pushed me too far?”

      Thomas looked at me as if I were nuts. “I have no idea who you’re talking about.”

      The look in his eyes told me he was dead serious. He had absolutely no recollection of the girl we were just having a conversation about, which sent my nerves on fire. “Who do you think I almost burned alive?”

      He stared at me with a faraway look in his eyes. “I don’t know... You set the ring on fire and almost burned down the place. But there was no one with you.” He glanced up. “Besides him.”

      Following his gaze, I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw Hunter walking toward us. Not because I had a giant crush on the guy, and I may or may not rely on him a little too much to be healthy. It was because he’d been there. He knew who Reagan was. He was the one who saved her life.

      Hunter sat beside me. “Sorry I’m late. I got caught up with… something.”

      I waved him off. “Don’t worry about it. I had Thomas to keep me company. Who, by the way, doesn’t remember Reagan, even though we were literally talking about her a minute ago.”

      “Reagan?” Hunter looked at me as if he had no idea who I was talking about, either.

      And it sent my blood boiling. “You know, the girl I almost killed. The same one you kissed me to stop me from killing? The girl who made it her mission to make my life hell ever since she met me?”

      Hunter looked at me as if I were crazy, as well. I was about to lose my shit when his expression changed. He stood and grabbed my hand. “We need to go.”

      I stared at his hand holding mine, our fingers entwined, dangerously close to creating another disaster. No matter how much I wanted to stay that way, I knew I needed to pull away.

      But damn, I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t hard.

      Hunter glanced back at me, recognition in his eyes. “Sorry. I didn’t…”

      I shook my head. “Don’t worry about it.”

      Thomas gave us a weird look but didn’t say anything. “I’ll see you around.”

      “See you,” I said then hurried after Hunter.

      As soon as we were down the hall and out of earshot, he stopped and turned to me. “This Reagan girl. Are you sure she went here?”

      I nodded. “As sure as I am about you, Nova, Leila, and all my other non-existent friends I have here.”

      “Who’s Leila?”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re kidding me, right?”

      “No. I’m not. Who is she? Where do you know her from?”

      “She’s a Vampire in my Dark History class. One of the first ones to be nice to me.”

      He folded his arms across his chest. “I don’t know everyone in Dark History. We’ll have to check with Bethany.”

      “Great,” I said, voice dripping with sarcasm. “Just another thing for her to hate me about.”

      He cocked his head, urging me to continue down the hall. “She doesn’t hate you.”

      Falling into step with him, I said, “Uh, yeah, she does. She would’ve sent me off to the supernatural prison if she had her way.”

      “I don’t know about that. Bethany might be scared of what you are capable of, but she knows there’s a big difference between what someone is capable of and whether they choose to act on those capabilities.” He stopped and turned to me. “I’m capable of setting this place on fire. But I choose not to.”

      I frowned. “No, you’re not. I’m the…”

      His eyebrows rose, and he looked at me with a devilish grin.

      I whacked his arm, as I continued down the hall. “You need to stop that shit before you get me kicked out of here.”

      Holding onto the glimmer of hope that something hadn’t happened to Leila, we made our way to see Bethany. It was the first time I’d been in her office. It was smaller than Bishop’s, but not by much.

      “What can I help you with, Hunter?” Bethany asked, dragging her wary gaze from her computer to me.

      Gesturing for me to take a seat in one of the chairs in front of Bethany’s desk, he said, “I need the student list for the Dark History class Zalia is in.”

      I gave him a small shake of my head. There was no way I was staying that long in her office. If it was going to take that much time, Hunter could get the list himself while I waited anywhere but under her scrutinizing gaze.

      He cocked his head for me to come closer and to avoid giving Bethany any further reason to dislike me. I moved farther into the room.

      “Can I ask why?” Bethany asked, returning her focus to the computer on her desk.

      “We just need to check a few details of corresponding issues.”

      I wanted to ask him what the hell that meant and by the look of it, so did Bethany. But neither of us said a word.

      Bethany gave him a nod then her fingers thrummed against the keyboard. A moment later, the printer came to life, producing the class list.

      Hunter grabbed it off the printer. “Thanks for this.”

      “Anything else?” Bethany asked.

      “That’s it,” Hunter said, heading toward the door. “Thanks again.”

      I didn’t need to be told twice that we were leaving. Somehow, I even made it into the hall before Hunter did, and he’d had a head start.

      “See, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” Hunter asked, lifting the paper between us, so we could both see the list.

      I scanned the list, desperate to find Leila’s name.

      I looked up at him in disbelief. “She’s gone.”

      “Or was never there to begin with.” Hunter folded the paper and stuck it into the pocket of his jeans. “Either you’re imagining people that don’t exist, or the entire school has forgotten students that used to go here.”

      “I’m telling you Leila was here yesterday. I’m not lying.”

      “And that’s the scary part.”

      “What? That you think I’m crazy?”

      He shook his head. “That someone made the entire school forget.”
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      Leila was gone. Every single bit of proof she existed was wiped from the face of the earth. Or at least from Night Shade. For all we knew, her parents still remembered her and so did her friends and every single other person in her life outside the walls of this school. And Reagan was no different.

      “We need to figure out if anyone else is missing,” Hunter said.

      “And where they’ve gone,” I said, sickness rising in my gut.

      “That goes without saying.”

      “I think it needed to be said.” I bit my lip, trying to focus on the pain rather than the panic ensuing. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

      “You’re not the only one.” He briefly put his hand on the small of my back, ushering me forward. “We’re going to have to tread carefully with this one—keep it to ourselves until we figure it out.”

      I frowned. “You don’t want to tell Bishop?”

      “I’ll tell Bishop later, but I think we should keep this information between us, so there’s not a mass panic.”

      “Or everyone thinks I’m crazy and making shit up.”

      “That too.”

      “I’m telling Kayla and Nova—no arguments.”

      He held his hands up. “No arguments from me.”

      “Good.” I stopped in my tracks, nerves racking my body.

      Hunter turned to face me, concern marring his features. “What is it?”

      I swallowed hard, afraid of what I was about to say next. Afraid because there was no turning back once the words left my mouth. “I want you to help me get a familiar.”

      His brows shot up in surprise. “Are you serious?”

      I nodded. “I’ve thought about it nonstop over the last few days, and no matter how much having one of those things on me scares the hell out of me, I need one. I need to be grounded.”

      Narrowing his eyes, he stared at me, as if he had mind reading abilities and was sifting through my brain to see if I really was sure. Considering the way I reacted to the beasts living under their skin, I could hardly blame him for thinking I was making a rash decision. But even if I were, it was the right thing to do. I was a loose cannon amidst a raging storm of fire. And if I went off, the aftermath would be catastrophic.

      Eventually, he gave me the slightest nod. “We’ll do it at my place tonight.”

      “Why can’t we do it now?”

      “Because I think you’re going to need a little time to accept it, and you won’t be able to keep up appearances.”

      “Who cares about my appearance?”

      The corner of his lips tipped up in that annoyingly gorgeous way of his. “Not your actual appearance. I was referring to you being present for the rest of your classes, so you can see if there’s anyone else missing.”

      “Oh,” I said. “That makes more sense.”

      The rest of the day went painstakingly slow. I must’ve looked at the clock a million times as I counted down the seconds until I would have a creature living under my skin, crawling over places the sun didn’t shine. I shivered just thinking about it and couldn’t imagine how I’d be once it was actually there.

      I didn’t notice any other students missing besides Leila and Reagan, but that wasn’t saying much, considering I hardly knew anyone.

      By the time classes were over and night had fallen, I was a jittering mess, needing to rely on a spell to calm my nerves. I hadn’t seen Kayla or Nova all day, which wasn’t unusual, considering they were mostly in different classes than me, but under the circumstances, it was freaking me out.

      All the more reason I needed a familiar.

      I waited as long as I could for Kayla to come home then left her a note saying where I would be before I headed up to Hunter’s apartment with trepidation in my step.

      Hunter opened the door, letting me inside. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      I nodded, practically bouncing on the spot with nervous energy. “I can’t be like this.”

      He led me over to the couch where a spell book was lying open on the coffee table. He took a seat then picked it up. “Now, I just want to make sure you’re doing this for the right reason.”

      “I am,” I said, sitting close enough to him so I could see the book. “I’ve thought about it nonstop. I can’t be the unhinged girl anymore. It’s too dangerous. I mean, look what happened that night near the woods. I could’ve killed someone. All because you got too close.”

      “Is this about us?”

      I shook my head fiercely. “As much as I like you, I would never invite a familiar into my body for a guy.”

      The corner of his lips curled up. “Glad to hear.”

      And that was when the fire came to life inside of me. All it took was a quick flash of his smile and seeing the longing in his eyes.

      I was pathetic.

      But it wasn’t about him. I needed this for me.

      Trying to calm my nerves, I released a harsh breath. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Hunter twisted around to face me, momentarily brushing his knee against mine before he shifted back. “Now, you know that you can’t choose the familiar. The familiar will choose you.”

      “Got it.”

      “Right then. This is a fairly easy spell, but it does require a sacrifice to connect you to the familiar.”

      “You mean my blood, right?” Gods, I hoped it wasn’t a crow.

      He nodded then reached over to the table and picked up a pocketknife, handing it to me. “Cut yourself and let it drip onto this page.”

      I frowned. “Won’t it ruin the book?”

      “No. The blood will disappear once the spell has been completed, leaving it ready for the next user.” He placed the spell book down between us.

      I opened the knife and pressed it into the skin on my palm, wincing as it cut into my flesh.

      Hunter’s hand gently closed over mine. “That’s enough.”

      He guided my hand over the book then released his tender grip on me, as my blood dripped onto the page. “Now, repeat the spell and that’s it.”

      It took every ounce of strength I had in me to recite the spell, and I’d be lying if I didn’t consider running out on him halfway through the incantation. Luckily, I got through it without embarrassing myself, because I was sure Hunter wouldn’t have given me a second chance if I chickened out the first time. He’d say something about me not being ready or Familiars weren’t my thing.

      “Now, this isn’t an ordinary spell for a familiar,” he said, handing me a tissue.

      My blood turned cold with fear, as I pressed the tissue against my almost healed wound. “What exactly does that mean?”

      “Don’t stress. It’s just a more advanced spell that’s used for a more powerful Witch who requires a more powerful familiar, unlike what Nova has.”

      Okay, that made sense. I was a Shadow Walker.

      I ended up with one the same size as the mole-like one Hunter had.

      My gaze drifted over my body when I couldn’t feel the beast under my skin. “Where is it?”

      “They don’t always appear straight away. There needs to be a good match, one that will work to ground you, to become part of you.”

      This was not helping my nerves.

      “Go home, get some sleep, and I’m sure it’ll be there in the morning.”

      I raised my brows. “You think I can sleep after all of this?”

      “I would invite you to stay, but…”

      He didn’t need to say it. He and I couldn’t be until this beast appeared on me. And even then, there were no guarantees it would work. Knowing my luck, I would be single for the rest of my life and turn into a cat lady.

      Knowing I needed to get out of there because my nerves and Hunter didn’t go well together, I stood and headed to the door.

      Hunter followed me, grabbing my hand and pulling me back to him, his hungry gaze piercing my soul, desperate to touch, to be touched. “Come and see me in the morning.” His gaze flicked to my lips before returning to my eyes.

      The simmering embers inside me quickly blazed, and I had to pull away and take a step back to put some distance between us. I smiled at him sadly, wishing I didn’t have to leave. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      The whole way back to my apartment I dreamed about being able to touch him, to feel his body against mine, his arms wrapped around me, his lips becoming acquainted with mine.

      Kayla still wasn’t home, but there was a note from her saying she was hanging with Nova in the library and to come join them if I was up to it. As much as books were my thing, I didn’t think I could cope with being around a whole heap of people right now—not that I knew if the library was busy at this time of night.

      Still, I decided to call it an early night and headed into my bedroom to get changed. I realized I hadn’t healed my wound.

      Opening my hand, I stared down at my palm in shock. The wound was gone.

      Guess I had to have at least one perk to my Shadow Walker curse.

      I quickly got changed then crawled into bed and turned the lights off with a flick of my wrist.

      Sleep didn’t come soon. I tossed and turned most of the night, but when I finally succumbed to the land of the zzz’s, it was one of the best sleeps of my life.

      I woke feeling content for the first time since I’d arrived at Night Shade, ready to start my day.

      Then I remembered about the familiar.
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      In a panic, I ripped the sheets off my bed and jumped to my feet, searching my body for any sign of the little monster. Not seeing it anywhere, I took off my shirt and looked at my reflection in the mirror. Turning around, my breath caught in my throat when I spotted the creature nestled under the skin on my lower left shoulder blade.

      My eyes widened in a mixture of fear and shock as I stared at the monstrous beast that resembled a dog. But it wasn’t just any dog. It was a hound.

      A Hellhound.

      And it was the size of my fist.

      As if sensing I was awake, it moved across my back then curled up at the top of my shoulder.

      With eyes wide open, I choked on a scream, as I slapped my hand over my mouth, afraid of what the beast might do.

      I grabbed my shirt and slipped it back on then raced out the door and up to Hunter’s apartment, not bothering to get changed out of my unicorn pajamas or bed socks.

      I was a unicorn loving, Dark Witch Shadow Walker, with a freaking Hellhound living under my skin. I didn’t have time to care about what I was wearing.

      Thumping my fist against his door, I waited impatiently for him to answer.

      He didn’t.

      I thumped again and again, but my knocks went unanswered.

      My patience was wearing thin. With a flick of the wrist, the door unlocked, and I pushed it open then barged inside. “Hunter I—”

      I froze as my gaze swept over the room, my heart in my throat, and sickness swelling in my stomach, as I stared at the empty apartment.

      And I mean, it was completely empty.

      There was no couch, no table, no anything.

      I raced into his bedroom, hoping that he was just getting his place refurnished after something drastically went wrong from our little familiar spell last night. But the room was completely empty, as was the bathroom.

      Maybe he had to change rooms. Maybe the spell had done so much damage that couldn’t be seen with the naked eye.

      I left his apartment and headed down to Bishop’s office. He had to know where Hunter was. When I arrived, the door was open and Bishop wasn’t there.

      Two people were missing, and I realized I hadn’t bothered to check if Kayla had come home last night.

      What kind of a sister was I?

      My stomach twisted into knots, as I feared Leila and Reagan weren’t the only ones gone, disappearing without a trace and all memories of them wiped.

      Just as I turned to leave, Bethany came into the office, carrying a couple of files in her hands. Her wary gaze met mine, as her brows pinched together. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m looking for Bishop.” Wasn’t it obvious?

      “He’s in a meeting,” she said, narrowing her eyes at me. “Is there something I can help you with?”

      “Uh, yeah,” I said. “Have you seen Hunter? His apartment is empty.”

      She nodded and continued around to Bishop’s desk, placing the files on top. “His assignment here is complete, so he’s gone home.”

      “What do you mean, his assignment is complete? I’m his assignment.” And I needed him.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. He just came and said goodbye to me this morning.”

      I felt as if I’d been sucker-punched. He said goodbye to her and not me. Everything I thought we had between us was gone. And the real blow was that it was all one sided. I’d been played like a fool, made to believe there was something between us. That we had something.

      It was all a lie.

      And it wasn’t as if he’d disappeared like Reagan, because Bethany remembered him.

      In a daze, I left the office and headed back to my apartment, ignoring the taunts about my pajamas along the way from all the students heading off to class.

      But none of that mattered.

      I’d been played for a fool. And now I had this hound on my back and no one to help me.

      No. That was wrong. I still had Nova—and my sister.

      Feeling absolutely gutted, I slipped back into my apartment, relief flooding through me when I heard Kayla singing in the shower, completely unaware of what had happened. What I’d done.

      Resigned to hiding away for the rest of the year, I closed my bedroom door behind me and crawled into bed, not having the nerve to tell Kayla about Hunter or what I had done.

      She’d understand, but I couldn’t bear to see the sorrow in her eyes, or the vengeful planning she was known for.

      I just wanted to forget about him and the humiliation I felt.

      I wanted to be numb.

      But of course, Kayla wasn’t going to let me get off that easy. She barged into my room, still singing the same song she’d been singing in the shower.

      I groaned as she ripped the sheets off my bed. “Get your ass up. You are not going to let a guy do this to you.”

      She already knew. It appeared I was the last person to know.

      Ignoring her, I grabbed the sheets and pulled them over me as I lay back down, trying to bury my sorrows under the blankets.

      “Zalia Moore.” She tugged on the sheets. “You get up before I drag your unicorn-loving ass out of here by… Is that…” She ripped the sheets off me. “You’ve got a Hellhound on your skin? When were you planning on telling me you were getting a familiar?”

      Groaning, I chastised myself. I shouldn’t have worn a tank top, exposing way too much skin to hide the monster.

      Kayla stood with her hands on her hips. “Well?”

      I jerked into a sitting position, as the hound moved from the top of my shoulder over to the front, nestling just below my collarbone. “He helped me perform the spell last night.”

      Her eyes flared with anger then she stormed out of the room, and the front door opened and closed a moment later.

      Scrambling to my feet, I quickly changed into something a little more appropriate then took off after Kayla.

      The hallway was empty, as was the foyer where the elevator was. I leaned over the banister and looked down below to see if she was in the lift. She wasn’t.

      Lowering my gaze to the ground floor, I searched for Kayla through the crowd of students. Spotting her heading toward the cafeteria, I hurried to the lift and waited impatiently for it to arrive, then for a couple of teachers to exit. I almost considered going into full Shadow Walker mode and climbing down the walls to get there quicker.

      Almost.

      I entered the lift and finally made it down to the ground floor a few moments later. As soon as the doors opened, I sprinted toward the cafeteria.

      Once inside, I scanned the room, my gaze landing on the commotion in the Lights’ section where none other than my sister was biting the head off Brody, as he sat at the table eating his breakfast with his new friends.

      My eyes widened in a mixture of surprise and confusion as her words registered. She thought Brody was responsible for my new pet.

      Brody stood, his eyes zoning in on me, his gaze laced with disgust making me feel sick to my stomach to think I ever liked the guy, let alone let him touch me.

      But that was me: bad relationships, bad judgement, and bad genes.

      “I haven’t done anything to that evil bitch, so back the hell off before I make you.” He stepped closer to Kayla, getting all up in her face.

      Oh, hell no.

      Rage coursed within me as my internal fire ignited, quickly turning into an inferno, but somehow it remained contained within me. Pain seared the area where I had last seen my familiar, and I peeled down my shirt to get a better look.

      And so did every single person in the room.

      Gasps resonated through the cafeteria then everyone fell silent as they looked at the beast on my collarbone that was now smouldering like lava, spitting fire from its skin.

      “What the hell…” My gaze shot up to Kayla’s just as she took a step away from Brody, unsure what she should do.

      “You think I did that!” Brody gestured to me, or more so the fiery beast.

      Kayla glanced at me, confusion written all over her face.

      Everyone moved out of my way, parting like the Red Sea as I strode toward Kayla and Brody, ready to teach him a lesson. But in the few seconds it took me to get to them, I was able to reign in my rage and not get myself kicked out of school for torching his ass. “Of course you didn’t do it, Brody. You’re too dumb to pull off the most basic of spells, let alone something as complicated as a familiar—especially one of this level.” I titled my head to the side and smirked. “The only reason why you passed your intro to spells was because of a spell I cast on you—at your request.”

      Brody ground his teeth, his face turning a light shade of red, letting me know just how pissed off he was with me.

      Too bad.

      He’d started this hatred between us.

      I linked my arm with Kayla’s. “Come on. Let’s go find some better company than this sorry excuse for a Light.”

      When we were almost at the door, after collecting a couple of muffins along the way, Kayla whispered, “Did you seriously help him pass?”

      “You bet your ass I did.”

      She glared at me. “And you didn’t think to help me?”

      I grinned. “Nope. No sister of mine needs to cheat their way to graduating. I’m just sorry I didn’t see Brody for the dick he turned out to be.”

      “So, if it wasn’t Brody who helped put that thing on you, who was it?”

      I swallowed the lump forming in my throat, but it wasn’t going anywhere. “It was Hunter.”

      She looked at me with a blank expression. “Who’s Hunter?”
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      Who’s Hunter?

      I couldn’t have heard right.

      Fear gripped my heart, choking the ever-loving life out of me. “No.” I shook my head, not wanting to accept what I already knew was the truth. What had happened.

      Kayla turned around to face me, her hands finding mine. “What’s going on?” When I didn’t answer, she said, “You’re scaring me.”

      But I couldn’t tell her. Saying the words would make it true, and without him… How was I ever going to do this on my own? I didn’t know anything. Hunter was not only my teacher, but also my friend. He was my support, my…

      And I’d thought the worst of him.

      My world spiralled out of control, and I was unable to find the surface to breathe. I was sinking, drowning in my fears.

      “Zali.” Kayla shook my hands. “You’re scaring me,” she repeated, her tone laced with concern.

      I shook my head. “I can’t.”

      Kayla knew me all too well. She wrapped her arm around my waist and guided me back up to our room then put the kettle on and made me a hot chocolate, just like she used to when we were younger, and I got into one of my panic attacks over something trivial. But this… This wasn’t trivial.

      This was scary huge.

      I had no idea how to get him back, and why everyone was disappearing.

      Then I remembered. “Bethany,” I whispered.

      Kayla passed me the mug of hot chocolate and waited until my fingers were firmly wrapped around it before she let go. “Do you want me to get Bethany?”

      Grabbing her wrist, I shook my head violently. “No. You can’t tell her.”

      She nodded then sat on the couch beside me. “Spill.”

      I did. I let it all out. Letting her know about Hunter and me, the spell we’d performed, the beast on my chest, and the fact that not only Leila and Reagan were missing, but so was Hunter and who knew how many others. “And Bethany’s in on it.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “Because she remembered.” I couldn’t do this on my own, even with my sister. “We have to tell Bishop.”

      “Do you think he’ll believe you?” she asked. “I mean, how long have they known each other?”

      “I have no idea, but he has to.”

      She raised her brow.

      Kayla didn’t need to say anything. I knew what she was thinking. It was a twin thing. And she was right. Why would he believe a Shadow Walker over a woman he’d known for years? A woman who was terrified of me. “I still have to try.”

      She nodded. “I get it. And we will. But you need to be prepared for him to not believe you.” Her gaze flicked to my shoulder. “What is that?” She narrowed her eyes. “Did that thing just do a poo?”

      “What?” I jumped up and raced over to the mirror.

      Sure enough, there was a jagged-edged, oval-shaped poop just below where it laid. “These things shit?” Trying to shake off the grossness consuming me, I shook my arms, as shivers ran down my spine. “Hunter never told me these things poop. Neither did Nova.”

      Kayla bit down on her laugh but it was useless. Seeing me throwing a little hissy fit was too much for her, and she cracked up into a fit of giggles.

      “This is not funny.” Okay, so it would totally have been funny if it had happened to her instead of me.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” She placed her hand on my forearm, as she tried to get herself together. Finally, she said, “We should probably go tell Bishop. Not about the poop but about the other thing.”

      Readjusting my shirt to hide my pooping pet, I nodded. “Then we can go find Nova.”

      “You can go find Nova. I’ve got to get to class because unlike you, I don’t have a free-pass in life.”

      “I would gladly hand over my genetic difference to you if I could.”

      “Not on your life.” She hooked her arm with mine as we headed out of our apartment. “There is no way I’m letting a dog shit on me. And it’s not just on you where you can wipe it away. It’s on you like a tattoo.” She chewed on her lip. “I wonder how long the poop stays there for before it disappears—and how often they go.” Her eyes lit up. “What about pee? I wonder what happens with that.”

      “Not helping.” I gave her a tight-lipped smile.

      She chuckled. “You must be wondering as well.”

      “I’m trying to forget. You know, bury my head in the sand and hope it goes away.”

      “When have you ever been a bury-your-head kinda girl?”

      “Since a hound shit inside of me.” I couldn’t help but laugh at the absurdity of my new situation. It was either a laugh or cry moment, and with Kayla standing beside me not afraid to give me crap, I chose the former.

      She had a way of pulling me out of whatever hole I was falling into.

      We headed down to Bishop’s office and knocked on the half open door.

      He glanced up from his desk. “Come in, girls.”

      We entered the room, and I was pretty much lost for words.

      Kayla glanced around the room then closed the door behind us. “We need to tell you something.”

      Of course she jumped right into it. Easing in wasn’t her way.

      Taking the lead, I said, “I was wondering if you knew where Hunter went?”

      He put down his pen, giving me his full attention. “Who’s Hunter?”

      Kayla and I glanced at each other. I wished Bishop did know who he was because then there was a chance Hunter really did just up and go, leaving me without a goodbye. That meant he wasn’t abducted. Now, I didn’t know if he was still alive, or if he was being used for some other purpose.

      My ragged breaths made my head sway, but I quickly calmed down as the Hellhound moved around, somehow absorbing my negative emotions. I could finally understand why Hunter said I would get used to a familiar. Even though having a living creature on me freaked me out, the benefits far outweighed the negatives, if the familiar was going to ground me in this way.

      “Is he a student at this school?” Bishop asked. “Because I don’t know everyone this early in the year.”

      “No. He wasn’t,” I said, moving farther into the room.

      “Then who is he?”

      I collapsed into my usual chair, and Kayla sat in the other seat. “He’s my mentor of sorts. He was brought here to train me, and he disappeared this morning and no one remembers him. Just like Leila and Reagan.”

      “Who are they?” Kayla asked.

      “They’re some students in our year who have also disappeared and been forgotten. They don’t even appear on the student list.”

      “You’ve already checked?” Bishop asked.

      I nodded. “Hunter and I went to see Bethany yesterday. She printed off the list for us, and they weren’t on there.”

      He made a grab for the phone, but I drew it closer to me with nothing but my mind—not even a flick of the wrist. “You can’t call Bethany in.”

      Bishop stood and reached for the phone again. “Why not?”

      “Because she remembers Hunter.”

      “Then maybe she can help us find him.”

      I shook my head. “Or maybe she is the one who’s responsible for his disappearance.”
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      Bishop eased himself back into his seat. “There’s no way Bethany would be a part of this. She’s…” Rubbing his eyes, he sighed then looked up at me. “She’s the only one who remembers him besides you?”

      I nodded, fearing that he might think I had something to do with the disappearances because I, too, remembered. “Which is why I think she has something to do with it.”

      He sat there in deep thought for a minute. “Leave it with me. You two head back to class.”

      “I can’t go back to class while he’s missing.”

      “We need to know if there’s anyone else missing, and you might be the only one who can figure that out.”

      Conceding, I was about to get up when Kayla asked, “Why do you think Zalia remembers?”

      Wanting to smack her one, I held my breath, hoping I wasn’t going to be the prime suspect.

      “Because she’s a Shadow Walker,” he replied, not missing a beat. “She’s able to cross the line between the factions and do things that are impossible for the rest of us.”

      “That’s what I thought.” Kayla stood. “Later.” She got halfway to the door before she spun around. “Oh, don’t suppose you can write me a note to excuse me from the classes I missed this morning?”

      “Of course,” Bishop said, a smile playing on his lips. “I’ll make sure you’re excused from any class you missed this morning.”

      Kayla sighed with relief. “Thank you.”

      Bishop picked up his pen and scrawled something on the paper in front of him. “Let me know if you find anyone else missing.”

      “Will do.” I stood and retreated out of the room, catching up with Kayla in the hallway. “I can’t believe you asked him why I seem to be the only one who remembers.”

      She shrugged. “We were all thinking it.”

      “Do you think he believed us?” I asked, as we walked toward the main foyer, heading to our classes.

      “Honestly, I don’t know. He didn’t seem to not believe you.”

      “That’s no help.”

      “It is what it is.”

      When we arrived at the section where we had to part ways, I said, “I wish you were in at least one of my classes.”

      “Then maybe you shouldn’t have aced all the tests. Or you could’ve helped up my grades like you did with a certain someone who shall remain nameless.”

      I was about to rebut her, but she had a point. Then again, I wanted my sister to be able to stand on her own, not be carried by my nerdy ass. “You don’t need my help.”

      “You’re right. I’m perfect on my own.” She threw her arms around me, squeezing me tightly as she kissed my cheek. “Meet me for lunch under the tree—and bring Nova.”

      “You got it.”

      Kayla headed toward her class, and I turned around to do the same, going down an alternative route.

      Rounding the corner, I came to an abrupt halt when Brody stepped out from an empty classroom, blocking my way.

      Not wanting to get into a heated argument with him, I tried to move around him, but he stepped into my path again.

      So, we were going to do this.

      Sighing, I looked up into his once loveable eyes. “What do you want, Brody?”

      He reached toward me, catching my hand with his. “I wanted to see if you’re okay.”

      Stunned, I stared down at his hand holding mine then my gaze swept up to his, as I shook my hand free. “Are you serious?”

      “Of course I’m serious. I care about you. I always have and I always will.”

      My eyes practically popped out of their sockets.

      He stepped forward and brushed his thumb across my cheekbone.

      I knocked his hand away then pushed his chest, making him take a couple of steps back, as he tried to steady himself.

      He tilted his head to the side. “Don’t be like that.”

      I furrowed my brow. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

      “Of course I am.” He sighed. “I know I may have come across as a jerk—”

      “Asshole more like it.”

      “Okay, that’s fair. But you have got to know that it’s for show. I can’t be seen dating a Dark, no matter how much I miss you.” He reached for my waist, and that was when I lost it.

      Lifting my hands up, I sent a wave of energy pulsating toward him, pinning him against the wall behind him. “I am not some booty call.” I took a few steps closer. “You and me will never be. You disgust me. Everything about you is so fake. Our relationship was fake. And you know what? I don’t need you. I never needed you. And I’ll never want you again. So, why don’t you go back to your Lights and find some other bitch to warm your bed, because you and me are done.”

      Releasing my magical grip on him, I headed toward my class.

      “It’s Thomas, isn’t it?” he called out after me. “You’re sleeping with the mutts, aren’t you?”

      I whipped around to face him. “Those wolves have more integrity in their little finger than you have in your entire body. Because you have no idea about the truth—”

      “What truth?” he asked, smugly.

      I shook my head. “You know what? It doesn’t matter.” I turned around and headed off, wondering what the hell I ever saw in him.

      The pig headed… Drawing my brows together, I realized I hadn’t gone into a fiery rampage like I would’ve done yesterday.

      Having a familiar wasn’t so bad after all.

      As if hearing my thoughts, he or she scooted across my chest, then nestled against the bottom of my rib cage, just below my bra.

      I needed to come up with a name for it. Hell, I needed to know if it was a male or female.

      Lifting my shirt, I peered down at the beast, trying to get a better look at it now that I wasn’t so freaked out. Its skin was black, but there were slivers of fire breaking through its skin. It lifted its head to look up at me, connecting with me in a way I never imagined.

      “Hey little fella—or lady,” I said, as if I were talking to a little puppy. “What are you? A boy or a girl?” I tried to find any clue as to what sex it was, but it didn’t come with a pink or blue bow, and I couldn’t see what was between its legs—if Familiars even had something between their legs. “Or are you neither?”

      Of course it didn’t answer. It just lowered its head onto its paws and closed its eyes.

      I readjusted my shirt then continued onto class, with only five minutes until the period ended.

      Bishop had wanted me to see if anyone else was missing, but all I could think about was Hunter and coming up with a name for the Hellhound.

      Attending these classes wasn’t going to bring Hunter back, nor was it going to find him. And if the rule about missing persons was right, the first twenty-four hours were the most crucial.

      Not feeling hungry, I skipped the food line and went straight outside where I found Kayla sitting with Nova under the cherry blossom tree that once bore year-round pink flowers but now was bare.

      “Kayla told me you got a familiar,” Nova said, as I sat down next to her. “Can I see?”

      I adjusted my shirt, revealing the beast that was still in the same position it had been earlier. “Do these things have genders?”

      She leaned down to get a better look. “Firstly, wow. I can’t believe you got a familiar when they creep you out so much. And yes, they do have genders, but no, I don’t know what yours is.” She straightened. “Do you even know how rare a hound is?” She shook her head. “I never thought I’d see one in person. I’ve only ever heard about them.”

      I let my top fall back into place. “Karma grounds me. It helps me to control my fire.”

      Kayla barked out a laugh. “Karma? Is that what you’re calling it?”

      Scowling at her, I shrugged. “Maybe. I think it suits him or her.” Karma kind of fit perfectly, considering I got stuck with a Hellhound, one of the strongest of them all, when I had agreed to the spell, hoping I was going to get a kitty or something.

      She raised a brow. “If you think so.”

      “I think Karma is a good name,” Nova said, coming to my defense. “It’s gender neutral.”

      “Thank you.” I glared at Kayla. “Maybe you should take note of how friends are supposed to support each other.”

      “But I’m not your friend.” She dunked a couple of fries into mushroom sauce then popped them into her mouth. “I’m your twinsie,  so deal with it.”

      I chuckled, temporarily forgetting about Hunter, but then it all came rushing back again, and I no longer cared about whether Familiars were supposed to poop on you or not.

      The mood at the table changed as they both watched me with sorrow in their eyes. “Kayla told me about your friend… Hunter, is it?” Nova asked.

      I nodded. “He’s real. And we need to find him.”

      Nova slung her arm over my shoulder. “If you believe he’s real, then we’ll do whatever we can to prove you wrong.”

      My eyes widened.

      “I’m kidding,” she said with a laugh. “I think your sister is rubbing off on me.”

      I smiled. “She has a tendency of doing that to people.”

      Nova dropped her arm back to her side. “All jokes aside, we’re here for you, and we’ll do whatever we can to help find him and anyone else that’s gone missing.”

      “Thanks,” I said, my heart warming over the sentiment.

      “You can thank us later if we don’t get busted for what we plan to do,” Kayla said, a mischievous grin playing on her lips.

      I knew that look all too well, and usually I would be the voice of reason, but those days were now long gone.

      Leaning forward, I placed my elbows on the table and rested my chin on my hands. “Do tell.”

      “Well,” she said, pausing to see if anyone was close enough to hear us before continuing, “we’re going to break into the vault and get our hands on some of the good spells, because Nova heard from Jason, who heard from Alex, that there are books on the premises that are guarded for the protection of all supernatural creatures. Books that will lead us to the ones the original used. And if you didn’t get my subtitle use of original, then know that I’m talking about the Shadow Walker.”

      “Of course I know who you’re talking about,” I said. “Remember, I’m smarter than you. And his name is Orson Reeves.”

      She waved me off. “Anyway, Nova is going to create a diversion then you and me are going in for the steal.”

      “We’re not stealing, we’re borrowing.” Really, I didn’t care if I got caught for stealing, but I didn’t want to drag her into whatever mess I created—even if it was her idea.

      “Steal? Borrow? Same dif.” Her eyes lit up with excitement. “So, what do you think?”

      “Of your plan?”

      She nodded.

      “I’m way ahead of you.”

      Frowning, she was about to open her mouth when I put my finger up to my lips, telling her to be quiet.

      A moment later, screams erupted from inside, and everyone scrambled outside of the building, partially drenched from the sprinklers going off.

      Nova and Kayla’s eyes widened. “What did you do?” they asked in unison.

      I grinned. “I may or may not have started a little fire in the kitchen.” When their mouths gaped, I quickly added, “It’s not large enough to burn down the building. They’ll put it out in a few minutes. Plus, there’s sprinklers installed in the kitchen.”

      Nova drew her brows together. “Then what good is that? We need more time to get in and out.”

      “Yes, we do, which is why we’re going in tonight after everyone but us has fallen asleep, thanks to the spell I put in the water that just doused everyone a few moments ago.”

      A grin spread across Nova’s face. “You are good,” she said.

      “You have no idea,” Kayla said. “Zalia doesn’t get pissed very often, but when she does, Gods help anyone that gets in her way.”

      As planned, no one even made it to dinner. The building was deathly silent by five pm, giving us plenty of daylight hours to get in and out. Bishop would figure out that everyone had been magically drugged, but after our conversation this morning, he would take the threat against the school more seriously, which would benefit everyone here.

      The three of us headed into Bishop’s office where I opened the secret door. We proceeded down the tunnel and stopped in front of the door to the vault.

      “Do you know how to get through that?” Nova asked.

      I nodded. “Same as the first lock.” Lifting my hands in front of me, I moved them in sequence, then expanded the spell in front of me, and pushed it into the door. A second later, the lock clicked and a gush of air came out as the door opened a few inches.

      “What was that?” Kayla asked. “It’s not going to kill us, is it?”

      I chuckled. “No. It’s just the air pressure being released. It’s used to keep the materials inside in prime condition without being subjected to weather conditions.”

      They both looked at me dubiously. I groaned then opened the door and stepped inside. “See. I’m still alive.”

      Nova and Kayla looked at each other then Nova entered first. Seeing she didn’t keel over, Kayla followed.

      “See. We’re all still alive.” I headed over to the bookshelf containing what appeared to be the oldest of books. “I’ll start here. You guys find another pile to go through.” I whipped my head around to face Kayla, just in time to see her reaching for a white and blue vase that looked as if it were more than a hundred years old. “And don’t touch anything if you want to make it out of here in one piece, or without releasing some other Demon into the world.”

      She recoiled her hand. “Books are safe though, right?”

      “Books are safe so long as you don’t read the spells aloud.”

      “Got it,” she said, heading over to another bookshelf.

      Picking up the first book, I opened it and drew my brows together, as I flipped through the blank pages. I put it back then picked up the next. This book was the same as the previous.

      “Hey, guys?” Nova said. “I’m right in thinking there’s supposed to be words in these books, aren’t I?”

      I grabbed another book. The same thing. “They’ve all disappeared.”

      Kayla huffed. “What good is a book without words?”

      “No use whatsoever,” I mumbled, as I searched through one more book before moving onto another shelf. Every single book was blank.

      “Who would do this?” Kayla asked.

      I placed the book back on the shelf. “Someone who doesn’t want us figuring out how to stop them.”

      Rage coursed within me as frustration took over. I’d played nice for too long, and someone was going to get hurt.

      I stormed out of the vault and headed back through the tunnel.

      “Where are you going?” Kayla asked, as she and Nova followed. “Don’t you think we should lock the vault?”

      “Damn it.” I raced back to the vault and locked the door, not because I cared if anyone found out what I’d done. It was because I didn’t want anything else to get out that shouldn’t get out. I’d already supposedly done enough damage with opening one canister, so I wasn’t going to have more Demons on my conscious.

      Storming back down the tunnel, I passed my friends then continued into Bishop’s office, locking the secret door behind us. “You guys go back to our place, and I’ll meet you there soon.”

      “Where are you going?” Kayla asked.

      “To pay Bethany a little visit.”
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      I had no idea what apartment belonged to Bethany, but she’d been meticulous about keeping records, and Bishop had been lazy in protecting his password.

      Kayla placed her palms on the desk, leaning over it as she watched me try to break into his computer. “I can’t believe you’re doing this.” She grinned. “You know you could get kicked out of here for doing something like this.”

      I glanced up at her. “I don’t think it’s a could but rather a will.” After entering his password, I hit the enter button, and his screen came to life.

      I searched through the files, trying to find the details on her apartment. “Bingo.”

      Making a mental note of her room number, I closed off his computer and ushered Kayla and Nova out of the room. “I’ll see you both soon.”

      I didn’t wait for them to say goodbye before I took off to the elevator and headed up to the faculty floor. Bethany’s room ended up being at the end of the hall and down another hall on the left.

      With a flick of my hand, I unlocked the door then turned on the lights as I entered the room. It was the same layout as Kayla and my room, except hers was bare of any personal items.

      An uneasy feeling spread over my body that was hard to shake.

      Bethany was clean and meticulous, but what I was seeing was too clean.

      Gingerly, I walked toward her bedroom, no longer ready to make her talk or tear her apart trying. Something was different. Something was off.

      I slowly opened the door, revealing an empty bed. I rushed over to the wardrobe and opened it.

      There was nothing there.

      In a panic, I searched the rest of her place, but the bitch was gone, not like the other students and Hunter who had no record of existing. Bethany had a record. Bethany had just up and left.

      Karma stirred awake as the fiery rage inside of me lit up, and I was once again grateful that I had my new little buddy to ground my power.

      After doing one final sweep of her apartment to see if she’d left anything behind with a clue as to where she went, I returned to my apartment where I found Kayla sitting on the couch with a leather bound book in her hand.

      “What have you got there?” I asked, intrigued as to why my sister, who never picked up a book if she didn’t have to, was now looking through one.

      She shrugged, as I made my way over to her. “No idea. It was on the sofa when I got back.”

      Frowing, I eased myself onto the arm of the couch and peered at the blank pages on the book, yet another dead end. “Where’s Nova?”

      Kayla drew her brows together. “Who’s Nova?”

      My blood ran cold as I waited for her to tell me she was kidding like she so often did. But she tilted her head up to look at me, worry lines creasing her forehead. “I’m supposed to know who Nova is, aren’t I?”

      I nodded. “You and her were supposed to meet me here.” I stood and paced the room, trying to calm my nerves. “You were with her only five minutes ago. And now she’s gone just like the others.”

      Stopping, I turned to Kayla. “Did you run into anyone on your way back here?”

      Looking off into the distance, deep in thought, she finally shook her head. “Not that I can remember, but apparently that’s not saying much since I’ve forgotten someone I was only just with.” She shook her head again. “So who is Nova?”

      I blinked hard as I remembered the girl who made my time with the Darks bearable then drew in a deep breath, releasing it slowly before I explained who Nova was.

      Kayla pushed the book off her lap and leaned forward, almost hugging her knees. “How could I forget her?”

      It pained me to see her that way. Even though she still didn’t remember Nova, it affected her nonetheless. “Bethany’s not going to get away with it. I’m going to find her and when I do…”

      Kayla tilted her head back to look up at me. “When we.”

      “You’re not getting involved in this. It’s too dangerous.”

      She bounced to her feet. “I am involved in this, and if you so much as think about cutting me out…”

      Kayla didn’t need to finish her warning. I had years of experience of dealing with her repercussions. I’d probably wake up to being bald with a cow’s ring in my nose. And as much as I was okay with that if it meant Kayla was safe, there was also the bigger risk in that she might try to solve this without me being there to watch out for her.

      “Fine,” I said, pretending to be not happy, which wasn’t far from the truth. “But you are to stay with me at all times. No running off to look into anything on your own, okay?”

      She held up her hand. “I swear. I’m even going to sleep with you.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      Kayla raised a brow. “You think I’m going to risk being taken while we’re both sleeping, and you’re not there to stop them?” She chuckled. “You can kiss any privacy goodbye until this is all over.”

      I laughed. “You’re not watching me go to the toilet.”

      “And you’re not closing the door so I can get taken.”

      I laughed again because the only other alternative was to cry. And I wasn’t doing that. This was now our life. “Deal.”

      Kayla wasn’t lying. She crawled into my bed because she thought I would be the last one to get taken, and she almost insisted on a binding spell, tying us together. Luckily, I convinced her I was able to put a ward around my room, which worked out relatively the same. Someone with enough power—say a level D Demon—would still be able to get through, just like they’d also be able to break a binding spell.

      I really needed to learn some more upper level Dark skills.

      The next morning, I woke up before Kayla, who was snoring in bed beside me, a line of drool running down the corner of her lips.

      I dragged myself out of bed and headed to the bathroom. Keeping to my promise, I didn’t close the door when I went to the toilet or jumped into the shower, but I also didn’t leave the door wide open. I could still hear and yet gained a little bit of privacy.

      Seeing Karma in the mirror, and the poop that still remained just above my right breast was a shock, but I no longer harbored any ill feeling toward the beast. The poop was another story. I was going to have to work out how I was supposed to clean up the mess of a familiar, so it didn’t pile up, and my skin wouldn’t be covered in poop and pee.

      The warm water lifted my soul, as did putting on a fresh set of clothes, doing my hair, and smearing on a tad bit of makeup. I felt positive about the day. We were going to find Bethany, and I was going to save my friends—and the others that probably didn’t deserve it after the way they’d treated me.

      Who was I kidding? I couldn’t even be mean in my head. No one deserved to be forgotten.

      Heading back into my room, a shiver ran down my spine, my gaze shooting to Kayla, who was still out to it.

      Shaking off the weird feeling creeping under my skin, I made my way over to Kayla’s side to wake her but froze when the atmosphere in the room began to change—almost like a glitch.

      Then as if I were in a horror movie, writing appeared on the window, as if someone was drawing it on with their finger, and they were using blood or something that closely resembled blood. Whatever it was, it scared the shit out of me and froze me in place.

      A moment later, the atmosphere returned to normal, and the only proof left of the weird glitchy thing were the words written on the glass.

      Use your other eyes.
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      Reaching down, I shook Kayla’s shoulder. “Wake up.”

      Shrugging me off, she rolled over and tried to pull the blankets over her head, but I wasn’t letting her stay in bed any longer. I ripped the sheets off her. “Get up now.”

      Kayla was ready to sock me one until she saw the look in my eyes and jerked into a sitting position, fully awake. “What happened?”

      Following my gaze, she looked at the window above her then scooted on all fours down to the end of the bed and jumped out, grabbing onto my arm, as if I were going to save her from all of this.

      I was.

      But not from the message.

      “What does it mean?” Kayla asked, her fingers grasping me tighter.

      I shook my head slowly. “I have no idea.”

      “We have to go see Bishop.” Kayla dragged me out of the room and into hers, where she gathered her clothes then headed into her bathroom. “Do not leave this room. Got it?”

      After what just happened, I wasn’t letting Kayla out of my sight. Well, out of my reach. I didn’t need to watch her, but I wasn’t leaving her alone, either.

      Once showered and dressed in the quickest time I’d ever seen her get ready, we raced down to Bishop’s office, where we found him on his way out.

      “I don’t have time, girls,” he said, not stopping for us. “I’m late for a very important meeting about what’s going on here.”

      “But its about Bethany,” I said. “Plus, Nova is missing now too and—”

      “I’m sorry, Zalia,” he said. “I really don’t have time for this, but we’ll speak about it tonight when I get back.”

      “Don’t you think I should go with you to this meeting, considering I’m the only one who remembers?”

      “Your presence could cause more problems than we are able to deal with at this moment, which could mean the difference between saving your friends’ lives or not.”

      “But…”

      “Come see me tonight.” Bishop strode into the lift and pressed the close door button, cutting off our conversation.

      “Well, that was rude,” Kayla said, as the lift went down to the basement garage. “And weird.”

      I drew in a deep breath then released it slowly, trying to imagine my frustration disappearing with my breath.

      It didn’t work.

      However, Karma came to life and soaked up what was left over, leaving me level headed.

      “We need to go to class,” I said.

      Kayla looked at me, as if I were insane. “You want to go to class while all of this is going on? Na-ah. We need to be spending our time trying to find a way to stop anyone else from disappearing.”

      “We need to find out what this ‘other eyes’ means, and I think my Dark history teacher can help us.”

      “And you think he’s not going to have a problem letting a Light into the class?”

      “I don’t give a shit what any of them think. Whatever is going on is bigger than the factions.”

      As predicted, the entire room of Darks, Vampires, and Lycans snapped their eyes to Kayla when we entered the class.

      Reagan’s friend, Charlie, stood from her desk and waved her finger at us. “Where do you think you’re going, Leach?”

      “Shut up and sit down,” I said to her, pulling Kayla farther into the room. “If you have a problem with her, then you can take it up with me.”

      “And we all know who’ll win that one,” Kayla added with a smirk.

      I was half expecting her to poke her tongue out at the wolf, but Kayla held onto her dignity—this time.

      Pulling out the chair from the table at the front of the room, I paused, realizing I didn’t want a group of Darks behind us, even though I wanted to be as close to the teacher as possible.

      I leaned in closer to Kayla. “We should sit at the back.”

      Of course there weren’t any seats left on the back row, but there were two seats in front of Thomas. And I trusted him to not try and kill my sister.

      “Tell me if someone tries to kill her,” I joked to Thomas, as I took a seat.

      Kayla’s face paled. “You think they’ll kill me just for being a Light??”

      “Don’t try and pretend you Leaches wouldn’t do the same,” Charlie called out.

      “Shut it,” I snapped, my little buddy crawling up my neck and resting just below my jaw.

      Everyone stared, their eyes glued to me, or more so the familiar I was paired with.

      Thomas leaned forward. “You have a Hellhound on your neck.”

      Ignoring the others, I turned to him. “Yep.”

      He shook his head in disbelief. “Do you realize how rare those are?”

      I nodded. “Nova told me they’re almost unseen.”

      Thomas furrowed his brow. “Who’s Nova?”

      A sigh escaped my mouth as I remembered she’d been forgotten. “I’ll tell you about her later,” I said quickly, as Seth entered the class.

      He strode across the room and dumped his bag on his desk before turning to the class. He opened his mouth to say something when his gaze fell on Kayla. “I see we have a guest today.”

      “Uh, yeah,” I said, realizing I had no idea what I was going to say. “We need to stick together today. Didn’t Bishop tell you?” I felt guilty for lying to him, but there was no way I was going to tell him the truth with a bunch of Darks, Vamps, and Lycans sitting around, wanting any excuse to hate me even more.

      “No,” he drawled. “But I’m sure he meant to.” He clapped his hands together. “Can anyone tell me about the origins of the relationship between the Darks and their Familiars?”

      And just like that, he carried on with the lesson, acting as if Kayla was a regular student.

      Kayla, on the other, hand was anything but. She was like me on my first day, not understanding, not fully believing, but keeping her mind open to all the possibilities. After all, there were usually three sides to a story, maybe even five, considering there were four factions in the war between our grandparents’ generation.

      I’d already told Kayla most of what I’d learned, but she was still hung up on some parts of it. I didn’t blame her; I was hung up on parts as well.

      When the class ended, Kayla and I stuck around to talk to Seth.

      He closed the door behind the last student and walked back to his desk, standing in front of it. “Are you both going to tell me the real reason you brought a Light into this class?”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “It’s just that with everything that’s going on here, there’s no way I’m going to leave Kayla alone for a second, and I really need to speak with you about something.”

      “It’s okay,” he said, leaning back against his desk. “I just can’t help you if I don’t know the truth.”

      I sighed with relief, grateful he wasn’t going to bust our asses. “Thank you.” I pulled my hair up into a ponytail, trying to give myself time to think. “Has Bishop told you about the missing people?”

      “He has touched on it, which is why I didn’t say anything about Kayla sitting in on today’s class.”

      “Thanks,” Kayla said. “You have no idea how scary this is. I mean, one minute you’re here, then the next you’re gone. Poof.” She did a little explosion with her hand for emphasis.

      “So I’ve heard.”

      “Well,” I said. “I was wondering what you know about Shadow Walkers.”

      “Like in their abilities?”

      I nodded. “And their differences, particularly their sight. And why I can remember those who everyone else has forgotten.”

      Getting more comfortable, he sat on the edge of his desk. “The original Shadow Walker was able to cross the lines of this realm and the others. He was able to not only tap into the abilities of the other factions, but to use them in ways that no one else could. Which is why you were able to stick to the ceiling that day in gym class. You are an animal, a Witch, a Demon, and a wolf. You can morph into creatures that aren’t tied to this world. Creatures that live in the Demon world.”

      “And what about my eyes?”

      He drew his brows together. “What about your eyes?”

      I wasn’t sure if I should tell him—trust him—but time was running out, and there were no other resources to find out the information I needed.

      Here goes nothing. “I received a message this morning that I need to use my other eyes, and I don’t know what that means.”

      Seth stilled then swallowed hard. “The message is referring to your Demon eyes that allow you to see things that aren’t visible to our eyes.”

      “I have Demon eyes?” I murmured. Of course I had Demon eyes.

      “Yes, you do. Or you should.”

      “How do I access my Demon eyes?”

      “That I don’t know,” he said. “There isn’t a Shadow Walker manual, which under the current circumstances would’ve been helpful.” He stood. “Sorry I couldn’t be more helpful.”

      Pushing my chair out, I stood, too. “It’s okay. It was worth a shot.”

      Kayla stood and grabbed our bags off the floor. “At least we now know about her Demon eyes. Now, all she needs to do is practice getting them out.”

      “If there’s anything else I can help you with, let me know,” Seth said, gathering his papers on the desk.

      “Will do,” I replied. “And thanks again for letting Kayla be here today.”

      “Not a problem. More Lights should know the truth.” He chuckled. “Maybe one day they’ll be open to it.”
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      When lunch rolled around, Kayla and I went into the cafeteria and rounded up what little friends we had, knowing that it was going to be a push to get anyone else to join our crusade. But someone had to know things about me—or the disappearances.

      I had to start small and go from there.

      We sat under the old cherry blossom tree, what remained of the black flowers a stark reminder of how much had changed since we all first arrived. Thomas sat on the other side of the table next to Kayla, who was in front of me. I’d somehow managed to get Reagan’s friend Charlie to join us, but she was sitting at the far end of table, as if just being close to us would give her warts.

      “What’s going on?” Thomas sucked on the straw of his milkshake, as he eyed off Charlie, probably wondering why I would ask her to join us when we obviously hated each other.

      I sat up straight, trying to give myself an assertive edge that I felt I lacked. “What I’m about to tell you is going to sound completely nuts and—”

      Charlie raised a brow, as she unwrapped a granola bar. “Why’s that not surprising?”

      Trying to refrain from saying something I might regret, I glared at her. “As I was saying, this is going to sound crazy, but I need you all to listen and try to believe what I’m saying. Or at least give me the benefit of the doubt because if you don’t, then it could be you next.”

      “Are you threatening us?” Charlie asked, jerking back, hand over heart like the drama queen she was.

      I sighed. “No, I’m not threatening you. But there is a threat against you and every single person at this school, so listen up.” I paused, waiting to see if she was going to say anything else. When she remained quiet, I continued, “You all know I’m a Shadow Walker, but what you don’t know is that I was used to let out a class D Demon.”

      “What do you mean, you were used?” Charlie snapped. “I think it’s more likely that you let it out, so you can try to have a reunion with your Shadow Walker ancestors.”

      Kayla thumped her hands on the table. “Listen here, you little Dark Witch. Zalia is trying to save your and your friend’s dumbasses, so the least you can do is cut her some slack.”

      “I don’t have to listen to this.” Charlie stood.

      “Sit,” I commanded through gritted teeth. And it was a command, not a request, and the fear in Charlie’s eyes had her planting her butt on the seat. “Thank you.”

      “You were saying?” Thomas asked, trying to move on.

      “Right,” I continued. “I woke up near this vault containing artifacts, and there was an open canister next to me. I don’t remember how I got there or opening the damn thing, but Bishop found me there and thinks someone here at Night Shade used me to release this Demon. At first there didn’t seem to be anything wrong—except for this tree producing charred flowers.” I pointed up above us. “But then people started to disappear, and the only one who can remember them is me.”

      “How do we know you’re not insane and have all these little imaginary friends that have gone bye-bye?” Charlie asked.

      “Because someone helped me get this familiar, and it’s the last thing he did before he disappeared.” I tugged down my top to expose the Hellhound nestled next to its poop.

      Kayla snickered. “That poop is still there.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Can we not focus on the poop?”

      Charlie and Thomas looked at each other, causing an uneasy feeling to grow inside of me. “Familiars don’t shit on their hosts,” Thomas said.

      My eyes flared with worry. “If this is not poo, then what the hell is it?”

      Inspecting the poop-like thing under my skin, Thomas and Charlie leaned closer. “I don’t know what that is, but it’s not poop.”

      “Great.” Just another thing that was wrong with me. I released my shirt, letting it fall back into place and hiding Karma and the blob. “Anyway, as I was saying, these people I remember are real. I never knew how Darks got their Familiars. Hunter recommended I get one to ground my fire after what happened with Reagan.” I paused, waiting for any recognition in Charlie’s eyes, but there was none. “Reagan was your best friend. And believe it or not, she hated me more than you do.”

      Charlie snorted, blowing me off, as if I were some crazy lunatic.

      I wished.

      Then this would all be in my head, and no one would pay the price for my mistake.

      “And Hunter is?” Thomas asked.

      “He was brought in to help me learn to control my new abilities. He’s not much older than us, but he knows more about what I am and the abilities I possess than anyone else at this school.” I bit my lip, as heaviness set in on my chest. “Reagan was the first I noticed to go missing, then Leila, and Hunter. And just last night my old roommate, Nova, disappeared while walking back to our apartment with Kayla.”

      “Say this is all true, how do we know you’re not responsible for their disappearance?” Charlie asked. “I mean, you have the greater demonic magic that none of us possess, and it would be an easy out for you to get rid of your enemy by blaming it on someone else.”

      “No matter what you think of me, which I know is very little, there is no way that I would make someone disappear just to make my life easier. And if I did, then why would I get rid of Hunter and Nova, my two favorite people in this place?”

      “Hey!” Kayla and Thomas said in unison.

      I rolled my eyes. “Kayla, you’re my sister. I have to love you. And Thomas, you’re great and all, but you’re not Hunter. But you are my third favorite.” My gaze drifted to Charlie. “You’re probably my least.”

      She gave me a thin smile. “The feeling is mutual, which is why I’m wondering why I have to be here.”

      “Because even though we may not see eye to eye, we both have common goals and upbringings, and I need all the help I can get.” I reached into my bag to retrieve my water bottle but noticed a hardback book I most certainly hadn’t put in there. “What the…” I withdrew the book from my bag and placed it on the table then flipped through the pages.

      Kayla sighed. “It’s blank as well.”

      “What do you mean, as well?” Thomas asked.

      I closed the book and held it against my lap. “Every single spell book and history book in the vault no longer has any words on it.”

      “It’s not just the vault,” Kayla added. “It’s every spell book, including the ones on your shelf.”

      I frowned, wondering why she’d gone looking through my books when she had absolutely no interest in reading. Maybe my love of the written word had finally rubbed off on her. I could only dream.

      “Which is the reason I asked you both here,” I said, nervous energy buzzing under my skin, hoping they would give me the answers I so desperately needed. “I received a message this morning telling me to look with my other eyes, but I don’t know how to, and seeing as there are no manuals, I was hoping either of you might be able to help me because you both have different…”

      I trailed off as the air around me began to get fuzzy, then glitched out like it had done just before the message appeared.

      Scanning the area, I tried to figure out what was causing the disturbance in the atmosphere. Maybe another message was about to appear.

      “Zalia!” Kayla’s panicked voice ripped through my heart.

      I snapped my gaze in her direction as her hand began to glitch out, then a second later, her whole body.

      Leaping onto the table, I made a grab for her, but my hand slipped straight through her, as if she were a ghost. “Kayla!” I scrambled over the table, trying to get to her, trying to protect her.

      Fire ripped through me, coating my skin in a thin layer of flames, as I made a last ditch effort to grab her. But the moment my skin touched hers, she recoiled in pain. Then she disappeared.

      I had her and then I lost her. Because of me. Because I couldn’t control myself.

      I felt myself spiral out of control, slipping into despair, and I didn’t have time for it.

      Thomas scooted out of my way as fire ripped from my skin, then imploded within me, being absorbed by Karma.

      “What are you doing?” Thomas asked, panic rippling through his voice.

      Tears running down my cheeks, I looked up at him. “She’s gone.”

      “Who’s gone?”

      I scrambled to my feet. “Kayla! She was sitting right here.” I grabbed his hands, needing to feel something real, to convince myself that I wasn’t living in some fantasy world and imagining everyone around me.

      His warm hands gripped mine. “There’s no one sitting here but us.”

      “She was here,” I said, pleading with him to believe me. “And she just disappeared, as if she were glitching out of this realm.” My gaze flicked to Charlie. “Please tell me you remember her.”

      She stood and backed away. “You’re a freaking lunatic. Don’t ever talk to me again.” She raced off, leaving me alone with Thomas, who still held my hands.

      “Let her go,” he said in a soothing tone. “She was never going to believe you. But I do.”

      That was music to my ears, my last saving grace. “Teach me how to use my other eyes.”

      “I will.”
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      True to his word, Thomas sat beside me, in my bedroom, staring at the full-length mirror. He didn’t make me wait, nor did he try to talk me down.

      I grabbed his hand and squeezed it. “You’re my new favorite person.”

      “I better still be when we get everyone back.”

      I chuckled. “You’re on par, but I’ll forever be in your debt if you can help me save them.”

      “Having a Shadow Walker in my debt could be dangerous,” he said with a gleam in his eyes and smile in his voice. He squeezed my hand. “Now, look into the mirror and focus on the primal part of yourself. The part that you normally push down.”

      “You mean the fire?”

      Thomas shook his head. “I mean the Demon inside of you. Use your familiar to ground you, then draw on your primal instincts like this.” A second later, his eyes glowed the most brilliant amber color, showing his true identity of the wolf.

      Letting go of his hand, I laced my fingers together and rested them on my lap, as I tried to follow Thomas’s instructions.

      Thirty minutes and five hundred attempts later, I was still no closer.

      “You’re holding back,” he said. “Focus on your Demon side.”

      “I am,” I said. “I have been and it’s not working.”

      “Then find what works for you. Your sister is depending on you, your friends are depending on you, and whoever this Hunter is, needs you.”

      A mixture of sorrow, anger, hurt, and frustration filled my soul, turning the torrential fire into an agonising pit of rage, then my eyes flicked black.

      “It’s working,” Thomas said with excitement. “Keep doing whatever it is you’re doing.”

      And I did. I remembered everything about each of them, the love I felt for them, and the anger and fear I had not knowing where they were and if they were okay.

      I stared in awe as my eyes changed into black pools of evil, completely taking over the whites of my eyes, and turning me into the monster I feared, the very one I needed to control if I wanted any chance of saving my friends.

      Holding my Demon eyes, I stared into the terrifying depths of my soul, connecting with the Demon side of me, trying to embrace that part of me, but afraid of what might happen if I did.

      “Now look around,” Thomas said. “See if you can see anything different.”

      Tearing my gaze away from my reflection, I swept the room, zoning in on the message on the window, hoping there would be something more to it. There was nothing more.

      Turning back to Thomas, I sucked in a sharp breath. “I can see you.”

      “Of course you can see me. I’m sitting right next to you.”

      I shook my head. “No. I can see the real you, as in your wolf self. It’s like an apparition, molding with your body. A light.” I frowned, as I looked at it in more detail. “Actually, it’s more like a soul, connecting to you.”

      His mouth fell ajar. “You can see my wolf?”

      I nodded, reaching out to touch it. “It’s beautiful.” My fingers passed right through it, like I knew they would. Pulling back, I switched to my normal vision, and his wolf was gone.

      “Beautiful isn’t something I’d use to describe me. Fearsome and ferocious is more like it.”

      I chuckled as I climbed to my feet. “I’m sticking with beautiful.”

      Thomas stood. “You’re hurting my manhood here.”

      “I think your manhood is the least of our concerns. Now, we have to figure out what I need to use my other eyes for.”

      “It’s pretty obvious, isn’t it?” Thomas said. “To see what is now unseen.”

      I grabbed my bag from the lounge room and pulled out the mysterious book from inside. Flipping it open, I stared at the empty pages then switched to my other eyes. “There’s words,” I said in disbelief.

      Thomas stood beside me. “I don’t see anything, even with my wolf eyes.”

      I sat on the couch and continued to flip through the pages, hoping something would stand out. Some big, red flashing beacon directing me to the spell I needed to find them all. But it wasn’t a textbook of any sort, nor a spell book. “It’s a journal.”

      “About what?” Thomas eased himself down beside me.

      “Shadow Walkers.”
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      I wasn’t sure if I could trust the hidden words on the pages. I didn’t know the author, and for all I knew, the journal could’ve been planted in my bag as a ploy to get me to unknowingly release the monster the world feared. There were so many details in the pages, but at the same time unruly ramblings of a crazy person.

      I couldn’t trust the book. All I could trust was my sight.

      Uneasiness had settled in my heart as I continued to read through the pages, seeing through the eyes of someone close to the Shadow Walker. Then, as the journal progressed, it became darker, more vivid, giving actual examples, spells, and discoveries of the beast. Things that made my blood curdle. Things that shouldn’t be possible.

      The Shadow Walker was a man of many faces, able to slip into the form of another. He could hide in plain sight, and kill anything that got in its way. He was a danger to the world and deserved to be locked away for an eternity in the supernatural prison he was now bound in.

      The journal was his.

      I couldn’t tell Thomas the truth. I couldn’t let anyone know that I held the inner workings of the original Shadow Walker’s mind. In the wrong hands, this book could bring an apocalypse.

      Or maybe I was over exaggerating.

      Either way, I was keeping it to myself.

      Night had fallen, and it was time to meet with Bishop.

      Leaving Thomas behind in my apartment, I prayed to the Gods he would be there when I returned.

      The book was safely tucked away, a glamour spell changing its appearance, morphing it into an innate object. A glittery pink and purple unicorn hairbrush to be precise.

      Knocking on the door, I waited for Bishop to answer.

      He didn’t.

      Turning the knob, I pushed the door open, as I gave another quick tap against the wood. “Bishop?”

      Once again there was no answer. The room was empty.

      My gaze landed on the phone, temptation swirling inside of me. But as much as I wanted to call my parents, there was no way I could tell them their daughter was gone. Hell, who was I kidding? They probably only thought they had one daughter.

      Or did they?

      Picking up the phone, I dialled their number then placed the phone against my ear. A second later, Mom answered. “Hello?”

      “Mom,” I said, my voice catching, as my eyes pooled with tears.

      “Zali? What are you doing calling? Is everything okay?”

      I nodded then realized she couldn’t see me. “Yeah. I’m fine.”

      “And Kayla?” she asked, stealing my breath away. “She’s not hurt, is she?”

      I swiped my eyes just as the tears spilled down my cheeks. “She’s fine.” I took a few deep breaths, holding them briefly before releasing them, as I tried to get my crap together, so I didn’t freak her out. “I know I’m not supposed to call, but I saw the phone and I miss you. I miss Dad.”

      “We miss you, too, sweetheart. But you better get off the line before someone catches you. You know you’re not allowed phone calls during your first year.”

      It wasn’t just first years that weren’t allowed contact with the outside world anymore. The whole academy was in lockdown.

      “I know,” I said. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” she replied. “Tell Kayla I love her, and she better not be wasting her time climbing the social hierarchy. She’s not a child anymore. She could learn a thing or two from you.”

      A laugh bubbled up my throat. “Kayla’s doing just fine.”

      “Good to hear. Now go. I love you both.”

      “Love you, too, Mom.” I disconnected the call before I completely fell apart.

      Whatever was happening in Night Shade wasn’t happening in the outside world. They weren’t all completely forgotten.

      People remembered. That meant that whoever was doing this was right under our noses.

      And I was going to find them.

      I grabbed a pen and scrawled a note to Bishop on a piece of paper I’d gotten from the printer, asking him to come see me as soon as he got back. Then I left it on his desk and headed back to my apartment, where I hoped Thomas still waited for me.

      Arriving in the foyer, I hit the button to call the lift then stood by waiting. Just as it arrived, the doors to the school burst open—and so did my heart.

      Bishop stumbled into the foyer carrying Kayla in his arms, blood dripping from a slash across her wrist and throat.

      “No,” I mouthed, the words caught in my throat, as my whole world came crashing down.

      His panic-stricken gaze landed on me. “She’s still alive, but we need to move fast.”

      The next few moments felt like an eternity as we raced through the halls and into the infirmary where he placed her onto a bed.

      “What happened?” I asked, my gaze sweeping over her limp body. “Where did you find her? Who did this to her?” I was going to kill the son of a bitch who was responsible.

      I had never felt fear and rage like I did in that moment. And as much as it scared me, there was a greater part of me that wanted to embrace it.

      “I don’t know,” he replied, ruffling through the medical supplies. “All I know is that if we don’t heal her wounds and get some blood into her, she’s going to die. Call Ann,” he instructed. “Tell her it’s an emergency…” He stopped when he realized I wasn’t listening.

      “I can do this.” It was what I’d been training for my whole life. Now, I had power running through me that was unparalleled. I wasn’t going to entrust my sister’s life to someone else’s hands.

      Placing one hand over her wrist and the other over her neck, I released the power within me, healing her without knowing the magic words.

      Within seconds, her wounds were completely healed. But she needed blood. She’d lost too much, and the evidence was all over Bishop. Her savior. If it weren’t for him, she would’ve died.

      “You’ll need to sit down for this,” Bishop said, pushing a chair toward me with his foot, his hands occupied with needles and tubes.

      I grabbed the chair and manoeuvred it beside Kayla then planted my ass on the seat. Every second wasted was another second closer to her death. “Get it in me now.”

      “I’m moving as fast as I can.” Bishop hooked me up then jabbed the needle into my arm, my blood spilling into the tube, flowing all the way into the bag.

      “Can’t you make this go directly into her? We don’t have time for this.”

      “We don’t have the materials needed. This is our best option.” He inserted another needle into Kayla, grabbed a trolley for the IV, and changed over the bag catching my blood. There wasn’t much in the first one, but it was a start.

      My blood flowed into hers, giving life to her dying body. I’d hoped her eyes would snap open, and she would be miraculously recovered, but she remained unconscious.

      “Is her heart still beating?” I asked, my head swaying with the amount of blood loss in such a short time, so much so that I almost fell out of my seat.

      He nodded. “But we need to slow down your flow.”

      “No,” I snapped, trying to keep my head up straight. “Keep going.”

      “Kayla has enough for now. I’m sure she doesn’t want to wake up to find out her sister unnecessarily died saving her life.”

      “Okay,” I mumbled, leaning my head against the mattress. “As long as she has enough.”

      “She has enough.” He removed the needle from my arm then hooked up the new bag to the IV.

      The color slowly returned to Kayla’s cheeks, allowing me to breathe. She was going to be okay. She had to be.

      As much as I tried to fight the darkness creeping into my vision, it was too strong, pulling me into a deep sleep filled with Demons being tormented by those I loved. It was a bloodbath.

      Everyone was dead. Carved up as sacrificial offerings in some demonic ritual. Witches stood before my slain friends who were positioned around a pentagon, their blood flowing through the intricate line work, pooling in the center where a Demon was on its knees, bathed in the blood of my loved ones.

      I coughed and sputtered, fighting for breath as my eyes snapped open, ripping me away from my nightmare and placing me back in the infirmary with my pain-in-the-ass sister who was pinching my nose with her fingers.

      For a second, I was going to murder her—not really—then I remembered her injuries, her lifeless body we were trying to save.

      I stood up and threw my arms around Kayla, who sat with her legs dangling off the bed, laughing at my reaction to her annoying habit of waking me up.

      Her arms wrapped around me and she sighed, her body trembling slightly.

      Pulling back, I looked her over. She appeared fine, as if nothing had happened to her. “Do you remember what happened?”

      She nodded. “I remember everything.”
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      “It was Bethany, wasn’t it?” I asked, hoping to the Gods we were finally going to get some concrete evidence as to who was taking everyone.

      Kayla shook her head, as her gaze darted around the room. “Where’s Bishop?”

      That couldn’t be. What little proof I had pointed to Bethany. She was the only other person who remembered Hunter. It had to be her.

      “Where’s Bishop?” Kayla asked again.

      “I don’t know.” I grabbed her hands and shook them to bring her attention back to the important question. “Who was it?”

      Her gaze locked with mine, her fingers tightening around my hand. “It was Bishop.”

      Stunned and unconvinced didn’t even begin to describe my reaction. “That can’t be,” I said, shaking my head. “He’s the one who found you. He’s the one who brought you in. He’s the one who helped me save you.”

      “I wouldn’t have needed saving if he hadn’t slashed my throat and wrist.” She let go of my hand and showed me her wrist, a thin, red line running from one side to the other. “He did this to me. And I think it’s because of your blood that he wasn’t able to make me forget.”

      Seeing my sister this way set off a fit of rage inside of me. But just as quickly as it ignited, it diminished, being drawn on by my little buddy. Although I wasn’t sure it was needed now when I wanted to find that bastard.

      Then again, doing that would probably get everyone killed. We needed to be smart, and I needed to control myself if we had any hope in bringing him down.

      If my sister told me it was Bishop, then it was Bishop. I didn’t doubt her for a second. Okay, so maybe for a second. But I quickly jumped on board, knowing she would never lie to me about something so serious.

      What I didn’t know was if Bishop was merely a pawn, or if he’d orchestrated this whole thing.

      I swallowed hard, trying to get my mind out of my head and back into the game. “We should get out of here.”

      “Agreed.” She hopped off the bed.

      As much as I wanted to stride into Bishop’s office and burn his ass against the wall, forcing him to confess, we headed back to our apartment to get Kayla cleaned up and come up with a plan that wouldn’t get anyone else killed.

      Opening the door, I stilled for a second at the sight of a grown man sleeping on our couch, head on one armrest and feet donned in unicorn socks hanging over the other.

      “Thomas,” I whispered, feeling ashamed I had forgotten about him being here last night.

      “What’s he doing here?” Kayla asked, shutting the door behind her. “And why is he wearing your socks?”

      A smirk played on my lips, knowing how she was going to react. “They’re not mine.” He’d told me he was a unicorn lover as well, but I didn’t really believe him. After all, he looked like someone who most people would be afraid to cross in a dark alley with his broad shoulders, towering body, not to mention the glowing wolf eyes, and elongated fangs when they were in-between full transformation.

      “Any other day and I’d be all over this juicy piece of information,” Kayla said, heading toward her bedroom. “But right now, I need to shower and to get out of these clothes.” She pointed to her shirt that was covered in blood, as if I needed reminding.

      “Leave the door ajar,” I called out after her.

      “As long as you keep Thomas away from me.” She turned on the shower and began humming as she got in.

      I smiled, grateful she wasn’t a complete mess after what had happened to her.

      I would’ve been.

      But Kayla was different. She was resilient, took everything within her stride.

      I loved that about her and wished I’d taken half of that attribute she’d gotten from Dad.

      Thomas snorted then smacked his lips together, reminding me I had other things to do.

      I made three coffees then carried two over to the table, setting one down and keeping the other, as I eased myself onto the beanbag. I took a sip, relishing the liquid gold as it slipped over my tongue. I tapped my fingers against Thomas’s shoulder.

      He didn’t move.

      Shaking his shoulder, I called in a soft voice, “Thomas.”

      Thomas stirred, opened his eyes, and jerked awake. It took him a second to realize where he was before he relaxed. “You scared the shit out of me.” He swung into a sitting position and rubbed his eyes. “I thought Bethany was coming for me.”

      “Yeah, about that,” I said.

      His gaze shot up to mine. “What’s wrong?” He furrowed his brow and turned toward Kayla’s room. “Who’s in there?”

      “Kayla.”

      “As in your sister, Kayla?”

      “The one and only.” I took a sip of my drink.

      Frown lines creased his forehead. “But she… I still don’t remember her. How can that be?”

      I shrugged. “I have no idea how this whole business about people being forgotten works, but last night Bishop supposedly found Kayla outside and brought her in just as I was walking through the foyer. Her wrists were slashed and so was her throat, and I needed to give her a blood transfusion to save her life. Fast forward to this morning and she’s okay. And more importantly, she remembers everything.”

      “Hold up.” He held his hand up, as if trying to slow me down. “What’s with Bishop supposedly finding Kayla? And she remembers everything, as in everything like you?”

      I nodded. “Kayla remembers Hunter, and she even remembers who took her.”

      “Bethany?”

      I shook my head. “Bishop.”

      His brows shot up in surprise. “Bishop? Seriously?”

      “That’s what Kayla told me,” I said, as the shower turned off.

      “Bishop?” he asked again, as if he had somehow heard wrong the first time.

      “Yeah. Bishop,” I confirmed. “Which means we need to figure out a plan to find him and the others today because I’m afraid of why Bishop took Kayla only to have me save her.”

      His gaze drifted from Kayla’s room to me. “He wanted your blood.”
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      A shiver ran down my spine as I realized how easily I’d been played. Bishop was there when I’d supposedly let out the Demon, and for all I knew, he’d been the one to do it and blamed it on me. He knew Hunter and I were becoming close and probably knew about my familiar. He also knew I’d do anything for my sister, and when I saw her in such a state, I wouldn’t think. I’d just act.

      Which is exactly what I’d done.

      Now, he had my blood, and when it came to witchcraft and Demons, blood rituals were the worst.

      Thomas’s hand closed over mine, snapping me out of the hysteria I was quickly slipping into. “Don’t worry. We’ll figure this out.” He squeezed my hand then let go and picked up his coffee mug. “Thanks for this.” He took a sip.

      I looked down at the mug in my hand, the coffee no longer appealing.

      Kayla walked out of the bedroom, spot drying her hair with a towel. “That motherfucker is going to pay for what he did.”

      “So, this is Kayla,” Thomas said, with an easy grin.

      “Guess you don’t remember me.”

      “Nope. Only what Zalia has told me.”

      Putting the mug onto the coffee table, I said, “You know, Bishop could just be getting used like I was.”

      She snorted. “That guy has probably planned this all from the very beginning. Everything he showed you or told you was to manipulate you.”

      “We don’t know that,” I said.

      Still drying off her hair, she plumped herself down on a cushion beside me. “You need to stop being so forgiving. You didn’t know him before coming here, so he could’ve always been this conniving. If you ask me, the bastard deserves whatever he gets.”

      I could understand where she was coming from, and deep down I felt the same way. But that didn’t change the fact that I didn’t want to see the worst in people. After all, that was exactly what everyone in this place did with me.

      Maybe that was why I was being so forgiving. Was I just projecting my feelings onto Bishop? Whatever it was, I needed to stop.

      “Kayla’s right,” Thomas said. “Too many lives are at stake to worry about one person.”

      Again, that could’ve been said about me. But they were right. We needed to save everyone and whatever happened to Bishop would be.

      “Okay,” I said, getting my shit together. Removing the glamour spell I’d placed on the journal, I stood and grabbed it from the other side of the coffee table then returned to my seat. “We need to figure out where he is keeping them.” I opened the book and flipped through the pages, searching for something I’d seen the night before.”

      “Hold up,” Thomas said, doing a double take. “Wasn’t that just a… brush?”

      “Get used to it,” Kayla said. “She hides all her good things behind glamor spells.”

      She dropped the towel onto the table then curled her feet up and leaned against the beanbag, as she looked over my shoulder at the book. “Another empty book?”

      “Hasn’t Zalia told you?” Thomas asked.

      In all that had happened, I’d completely forgotten to fill her in on my Demon eyes.

      “Told me what?” Kayla asked, grabbing my coffee off the table and taking a sip.

      “Yours is up there.” I gestured toward the kitchen.

      She shrugged and took another sip.

      I shook my head. “Anyway. You know the message that—”

      “The one on the window in your bedroom?”

      “Yeah. Well, it turns out that I do have other eyes I can use to see, and Thomas taught me how to access them. And now I can read the words on these pages.”

      Her eyes practically popped out of her head. “Seriously?”

      I nodded. “But they look a little freaky.”

      “Way freaky,” Thomas said under his breath.

      “Let me see.”

      “Fair warning, my eyes go completely black.”

      “As in no whites at all,” Thomas added.

      Her eyes lit up with excitement. Kayla really should’ve been the Shadow Walker out of the two of us. “Let me see.”

      Focusing, I closed my eyes then opened them a few moments later, being able to see the wolf enveloping Thomas and dark smudges over Kayla that had me more than a little curious.

      “That is so freaking awesome,” she said, moving closer until she was only inches away from me, so she could get a better look. “They look so demonic.”

      “They are demonic,” I said, frowning as I reached toward the black smudges.

      She frowned when I poked her chest. “What are you doing?”

      “There’s…” I narrowed my eyes. “I can see this… almost soot like substance all over you, as if you were burned by fire.”

      Almost as soon as the words left my mouth, a rush of guilt swept over me. I feared I had done something to her. That part of my Demon side had brushed off on her—literally.

      I hadn’t seen her through these eyes before and tried to convince myself that all Lights had those marks. After all, they were the Leaches of our world. But something deep inside of me told me otherwise.

      She looked down at her chest and scrunched up her nose. “You’ve probably got some eye condition or something, because there is nothing there. I just had a shower. All clean.”

      I blinked hard, switching back to my normal vision. “Maybe.”

      The look in Thomas’s eyes told me different. He didn’t know much more about Shadow Walkers than me, but he appeared just as concerned as I was.

      “Definitely,” she said, grabbing the book off me. “So, what are we looking for?”

      I grabbed the book back from her. “You can’t see anything but I can.”

      Switching back to my Demon eyes, I scanned the pages. “I saw something in here about a Demon tracker.” A few moments later, I found it. “Here it is.”

      “You do know neither Thomas or I can see it.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes, I know.”

      “You didn’t mention anything about it last night,” Thomas said.

      I shrugged. “I didn’t think much of it because we thought it was Bethany doing all of this. I was going to ask Bishop about it, though.” I returned my gaze to the book. “It doesn’t say how it works; it only mentions a trinket and has a small drawing of it.”

      Kayla jumped up from the couch and raced into her room, returning a few moments later with a pencil and a sheet of paper. “Draw it for us.”

      I took the paper and placed it over the page then grabbed the pencil and copied the outline of it. Once I’d finished, I held it up for them both to see.

      Kayla’s eyes widened. “I’ve seen that before.”

      “What? Where?” I asked.

      “Well, you know how you jumped down my throat when we were in the vault, and I was supposed to be looking through the books. Well, you should be glad that I have such a short attention span. Because while I was stuffing around, avoiding the written word, I saw this thing amongst some other trinkets in the vault.”

      “Seriously?” I asked in disbelief.

      Kayla nodded. “At least I think so.” She glanced down at the picture again. “It’s not a very good drawing, but it kinda looks like the pendant I saw in the vault.”

      “We’re going to the vault?” Thomas asked.

      “Looks like it.” Snapping the journal closed, I stood. “It seems to be the place where Night Shade keeps all its secrets.”
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      We made our way into Bishop’s office then through the secret door and into the tunnels. Of course he wasn’t in his office, and there was still no sign of Bethany.

      “So, this is the place where you woke up after releasing a Demon?” Thomas asked, inspecting the vault door that I tried to open.

      “Yeah. And I’d like to know if Bishop controlled me or is being controlled because of me.”

      “I still say it doesn’t matter,” Kayla said, nervous energy bouncing off her as she glanced back down the tunnel.

      “What’s down there?” Thomas asked, pointing farther down the tunnel into an area we’d never gone before.

      Losing concentration, I frowned, wondering why I had never thought to ask. “I have no idea.”

      “Probably torture chambers,” Kayla said. “Or more secret doors throughout the school that all the faculty use to get around without the students knowledge.” She wiggled her brows up and down.

      I shook my head. That was so my sister.

      Once the ball of light had formed in my palms again, I flicked my hands out, throwing the magic into the door then manoeuvring it into the right formation. A second later, the lock clicked and the door released, swinging slightly open.

      Kayla was the first one through the door; she strode over to a shelf filled with various trinkets and artifacts, grabbing a pendant and spinning around to face me. “Is this it?”

      I gently took the pendant from her and inspected the cool blue crystal holding shadows within. “This is it. I can feel it.” I closed my fingers over it. “Now, I just need to learn how to use it.”

      “Where’s the instructions?” Kayla asked.

      Thomas chuckled. “These Demon objects don’t generally come with a handbook.”

      She shrugged. “The Lights stuff does.”

      “That’s probably because the truly Dark objects shouldn’t be played with by those who don’t know how to use them.”

      I held my fist against my chest. “I’ve got an idea.”

      Without telling them where I was going, I raced out of the vault through the tunnel into Bishop’s office. Spotting the canister that had housed the level D Demon I’d released, I grabbed it off the shelf behind Bishop’s desk.

      As soon as I touched it, I could feel the negative energy radiating within. Bethany had been right. Whatever Demon it had held was one of the very worst.

      Switching over to my Demon eyes, I focused on the demonic energy and opened the palm of my hand, holding the crystal up to my eye level. Repeating the spell I’d used way too many times to find the TV remote, I prayed to the Gods that it would work.

      The shadows within the pendant began to shift, swirling to the right. I turned to the right and just as I’d hoped, the shadows changed direction. The pendant amplified the location spell, leading me to my desired object—or Demon in this case.

      Following the shadows, I raced back into the tunnels just as Kayla and Thomas were coming out. “This way.”

      Kayla groaned then the two of them jogged to catch up with me. We arrived back at the vault, the shadows pointing for us to continue on, past the point none of us had been.

      “Told you they were down this way,” Kayla said, puffing.

      “No you didn’t,” I replied, trying to ignore the fire building inside of me.

      “Ah, yeah I did. Remember what I said about the torture chambers?”

      “That’s not exactly saying the others were down there,” Thomas said.

      Kayla scoffed. “Yeah, it is. What else would they be—”

      “Shh,” I said, grabbing hold of her forearm. “I feel something.”

      “What?” she whispered. “You’re not about to erupt, are you?”

      I shook my head, even though I wasn’t too sure. “I think we’re getting close.” The demonic energy called to me, and it scared the hell out of me.

      “Are you okay?” Thomas asked, quietly.

      I nodded then continued. Coming to a fork in the tunnels, I took the one leading to the left then right. There were so many tunnels. The farther we went in, the deeper and more tunnels there were.

      But like a beacon in the night, the energy sang to me, drawing me closer, connecting with a primal part of me, as I followed the shadows within the pendant.

      Karma crawled across my shoulders then up to my neck, as if it were keeping an eye out for me from behind. My own little watchdog.

      My breathing became erratic, and the fire in me swelled to life. I stopped dead and held my finger up to my lips, telling them to be quiet and pointing toward an opening.

      Terror filled Kayla’s eyes as Thomas’s turned the richest shade of amber.

      A demonic screech ripped through the tunnels followed by screams from a human.

      This was it.
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      I turned to Kayla, about to tell her to wait there until it was safe for her to get in, free everyone, then get the hell out of there, when a bolt of ice shot toward us, fired from the hands of a Light, his brilliant white soul encasing him. It was almost the same color as the ice.

      With a flick of my hand, a wall of fire erupted in front of us, swirling around us, keeping us safely inside, as it melted the ice, the smell of sulfur almost choking us.

      I threw my arms out, sending the fire down the hall, destroying everything within its path, leaving only the three of us still standing, and one Light burned to crisp.

      Apparently, fire beats ice. Or at least my fire.

      Not waiting for me to go first, Thomas partially shifted and took off into the room.

      Shit.

      The guy was going to get himself killed going in there alone.

      “Wait here,” I told Kayla then followed Thomas.

      My black eyes widened as I took in the scene before me, trying to figure out what I was seeing, who the key players were that I needed to take out first, and where the hell my friends were. But my gaze remained on the Demon covered in blood, kneeling in the center of a large pentagram carved into the stone floor. His black eyes faced a dark hole in the stone ceiling, his mouth open and demonic screeches pouring out, being answered by whatever lay beyond.

      This was straight out of my dream.

      Tearing my gaze away from the monstrous form, I focused on the bodies hanging upside down from ropes attached to the ceiling, their wrists slit, and blood dripping down into the grooves of the pentagram.

      My heart leaped into my throat the second I saw the black hair and snake wrapped around the wrist belonging to my friend.

      Nova.

      Seeing her hanging there, like an animal, draining of blood did something to me. It was almost the same thing that had happened to Kayla. The very thing Bishop was responsible for.

      I desperately searched for Hunter. But he was nowhere to be seen, and I prayed that was because he was somewhere safe for now and hadn’t already had his life stolen from him.

      A rage like I’d never experienced before took life inside of me, sending Karma into a flurry of energy, scooting around my shoulders and neck.

      Every single person hanging from the ceiling was critical, knocking on death’s door. Thomas was in over his head, and Kayla was standing outside, not having the knowledge or power to save herself.

      It was all up to me.

      And I couldn’t fail them. I wouldn’t fail them.

      A volt of energy hit me in the back, knocking me to my hands and knees. I twisted my head around and saw another volt coming my way. I rolled to the side, coming back up on one knee and a foot, then threw a ball of fire at the Dark Witch, cloaked in a midnight blue hooded cape, her hands outstretched, getting ready for her next attack.

      But she was too slow. And she knew it.

      The look in her eyes just before the fire hit would forever haunt me. She screamed as the fire swirled around her then she went quiet. The fire dissolved, leaving nothing but a pile of ashes on the floor.

      An ear-piercing howl ripped through the air. I snapped my attention to the far right side of the room where Thomas was getting to his feet, his head tilted up to the ceiling, and his mouth open, letting the haunting sound flow from his lips. I had no idea if he was calling to his pack or what.

      For a split second, it dawned on me that I didn’t know who his pack were. I really knew nothing about him other than he was risking his life to help others. Plus, he wore unicorn socks, so that made him a soul-brother in my eyes.

      He leapt to his feet and lunged toward another hooded Witch, snapping his fangs into his neck, exposing his face to me. It was another unknown Light, his ice-blue soul shining brightly, a stark contrast to the evil monster he really was.

      Feeling a tug against my skin from Karma, I turned just in time to see a dark storm of clouds with glistening white specks underneath spreading across the floor by the hands of two Darks.

      Narrowing my eyes, I realized the specks were ice hiding under the shadows of the dark clouds. But I couldn’t see who was the Witch responsible for the attack.

      Taking out the two Darks with a small fireball, I tried to search for the ice Witch, but there was too much smoke everywhere, and the ice was getting dangerously close. Just before it licked my shoes, I jumped into the air, instinctively grabbing onto the ceiling with my freakish new ability.

      Sweeping my gaze across the room, I found a cloaked Witch huddled in the corner, her eyes trained on me.

      Pressing my palm against the ceiling, I released a stream of fire, shooting across the stones, spreading down the walls, engulfing the Witch, and turning her into a pile of ash. A second later, the ropes tied to the beams on the ceiling snapped, the blood sacrifices falling to the floor with a thump, barely audible moans coming from them, revealing just how weak they were.

      The ceiling began to shake as the dark hole above the Demon widened, showing a portal to another world. Lightening cracked from within as a dark, shadowy mass slipped into the room, followed by another and another. Once inside they slithered to the corners and  disappeared.

      They were Demons, and that hole was a portal to their realm.

      I crawled across the ceiling to the middle of the room, concentrating all my energy as I reached toward the Demon in the center of the pentagram, a ball of white light with shadows mixed through it formed in my hand. I gripped the beam to support myself, as I tried to control the energy I was about to release in the form of one big, lightning bolt into the Demon’s head.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

      I snapped my head toward the voice I knew all too well. Bishop.

      My heart stopped, freezing me to the spot when I saw Bishop standing behind a very gaunt looking Hunter. His eyes were sunken with dark rims around them; he’d been battered and drugged, and his skin was as pale as a ghost. But what was worse was the knife Bishop had pressed against his throat and the thin trail of blood dripping down his neck.

      Hunter’s weary gaze locked with mine, a million messages contained within, but one more so than the others.

      Tears pooled in my eyes as I shook my head, telling him there was no way I was going to let him die. No one was dying on my watch, let alone him. The one guy who truly understood me; the one who held a huge chunk of my heart.

      “Do it,” Hunter said, his voice barely a whisper.

      Bishop pressed the knife in harder, turning the thin line of blood into a thicker stream. Any harder and it would be fatal.

      Defeated, I was about to call back the ball of energy in my hand when a searing pain stabbed me in the back of my neck, and a dark shadow slipped out, taking the form of a massive black beast, molten lava burning through the cracks on its skin.

      It was Karma, live in the flesh.

      She opened his mouth, releasing a deafening roar and sending all who were left scurrying to the exit.

      Bishop’s hand shook, as he stared at the snarling beast before him, stalking toward him and Hunter.

      Snapping out of my daze, I released the ball of energy from my hand, sending it into the Demon that was covered in blood. The light pierced his skin. A second later he began to glow until he exploded, sending chunks of the Demon splattering around the room, the portal snapping closed with the Demon’s destruction.

      “Call the beast back,” Bishop said, his voice shaking with fear.

      I let go of the ceiling and flipped onto my feet.

      “Do it or your boyfriend gets it.”

      Boyfriend? I wouldn’t have gone that far.

      But I wanted to. And Bishop was not going to steal that opportunity away from me.

      “I mean—” Bishop vanished in a blink of an eye, the knife falling to the ground, leaving Hunter, me, and my Hellhound dazed and confused.

      “Take that motherfucker,” Kayla said, slipping into the room from another door.

      She stalked toward Hunter then kneeled down behind him, scooping something into her hands. “Told you I wasn’t completely useless.” She opened her hand, revealing a red and blue frog.

      Thomas strode toward us. “What the what?”

      Kayla giggled. “After a lifetime of threats from Zalia about turning me into a toad, a girl is going to learn how to arm herself.”

      Thomas pointed at the frog. “That’s Bishop?”

      She grinned. “And no one had to kill him.”

      Leaving them to talk about her amazing hidden abilities she’d kept secret from me for so long, I strode toward Hunter, threw my arms around him, and melted against his chest.

      He winced as he wrapped his arms around me, his head nestling into the crook of my neck, as he released a breath, warming my skin.

      Pulling back, I inspected his wounds. “We should get you to the infirmary.”

      He nodded. “We should get everyone into the infirmary.”

      Feeling like the biggest ass in history for forgetting the fallen—especially my friend—I made sure Hunter was okay to stand on his own then rushed over to Nova and kneeled beside her, scooping her head into my lap.

      I could still see her Dark soul surrounding her, but it was fading. She needed help. They all did.

      Her eyes fluttered open, her gaze locking with mine, and I could sense the relief within her. Nova knew she’d been saved; she would live another day.

      All the fallen would.

      Monstrous footsteps padded beside me, and Karma nudged her head against my shoulder. Her skin no longer cracked with lava; instead, it was the darkest of black, swallowing all the light around her.

      Tentatively, I reached my hand toward her, a jolt of electricity flowing through my body as my fingers brushed over her face. I smiled as she looked into my eyes then disappeared into a puff of smoke, returning to the skin on my neck where she had freed herself.
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      The aftermath was to be expected. No one still remembered those that had gone missing—except for Kayla and me. The others who had been taken remembered in varying degrees, depending on when they were taken, which meant Reagan was the only one to remember everyone, then it was Leila, then Hunter.

      Nova was pretty much last on the list, and we still weren’t sure why Kayla regained all her memories.

      And then there was Bethany. Her memories were a mess. Some she remembered and others she’d forgotten, depending on what Bishop wanted her to. We’d found her and Leila in another room not too far away from where the ritual went down, along with a few others who had been taken. All of them were bound, ready to be used—or disposed of.

      Hunter sat on the edge of the hospital bed, with Nova and Leila beside him, while Thomas, Kayla, and I stood in front of them, watching them with concern.

      “Are you sure they’re okay to leave?” I asked. They looked a thousand times better than they had been when we rescued them, but I couldn’t help but feel overprotective. If it weren’t for me being a Shadow Walker, they never would’ve been taken in the first place.

      Bethany scribbled something on her clipboard. “Their stats are good, their wounds are healed, so they’re good to go.” She looked up and smiled at me, an unusual concept for her. “I know you’re worried, but I can assure you they’re fine.”

      “And Bishop?” I asked, clenching my fists together.

      Bethany held the clipboard against her chest. “Bishop won’t be a problem anymore. He’s been taken to the council where he will remain in custody until we can determine if he acted on his own, or he was a merely a pawn.”

      Kayla’s eyes lit up. “Is he still a frog?”

      Bethany bit down on a smile. “No. He’s no longer a frog.”

      Kayla’s face slumped. “Pity.”

      “I have to agree with you on that one.” Bethany cleared her throat then turned her attention to me. “Now that Bishop has stood down, I will be stepping into his position, and Hunter will remain at Night Shade as your trainer for the foreseeable future. I’m also going to take on another role as your advisor. I will teach you how to use your inherited abilities, because as it turns out, if I hadn’t held that information from you in the first place, you would’ve known about your Demon eyes.”

      I frowned. “Wait. Was that you who wrote the message?”

      She grinned. “Getting that message to you almost depleted me. Not to mention how pissed off Bishop was when he realized what I’d done. I’m just grateful that Thomas was able to help you figure out how to access your other side.”

      “Wow.” I stared at her in awe. That was some next level shit to be able to bend time and space to be in two places at once. No wonder she was in the state she was when we found her.

      “Wow yourself,” Nova said, pointing to my neck. “Releasing a familiar in its solid form into this world is…” She held her hands up to her head then made an explosion sound, as if her mind had just been blown.

      I furrowed my brow. “They’re not supposed to do that, are they?”

      “For us, no,” Hunter said. “But rules don’t apply to you.”

      Remembering the poop on my chest, I pulled down my shirt just enough to expose the poop. “Speaking of. Do either of you know what this is?”

      Hunter and Bethany’s gaze shot to my chest, they’re eyes widening a moment later. “Is that?” Hunter asked.

      Bethany moved closer to get a better look. “Impossible.”

      Hunter slipped off the bed, his gaze still trained on my chest. “Is that an… egg?”

      My eyes practically shot out. “A what?”

      He brushed his finger across my skin. “It’s an egg.”

      Kayla scrunched up her nose. “I didn’t know Hellhounds lay eggs.”

      “They don’t,” Thomas said.

      “Then what is it?” Leila asked, her superior vampire gaze honing onto the beast.

      When she looked up at Bethany for answers, I covered my chest with my shirt. “That’s what I want to know.”

      Bethany shook her head. “I have no idea.”

      I shuddered at the thought of an unknown creature growing under my skin. I’d only just gotten used to Karma and now this?

      I couldn’t deal with it. Not now.

      Bethany gently curled her fingers around my arm. “This does not leave the room, do you understand?” When I nodded, she looked each and every one of my friends in their eyes, seeking their sworn word.

      Satisfied by their promises, she released her grip on me. “We’ll figure this out. Don’t worry.”

      I nodded as Hunter slipped his hand into mine, lacing our fingers, his touch no longer evoking the raging fire inside of me. “We’ll all figure this out together.”

      Bethany nodded. “And in the meantime, be on the lookout for whatever was let out of the portal before you managed to close it. This isn’t over.”

      Didn’t I know it.

      Amidst all the chaos and uncertainties coming our way, I was grateful to have my friends by my side, and thanks to Karma, I was free to love.
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