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      If there was a difference between a prison and a psychiatric hospital, I had yet to see what it was. Not that I’d ever been inside a prison. I was only seventeen, though, so there was still time for that. Mike, the security guard, stood grim-faced as he scanned me for metallic objects. I tried to become as innocuous as possible. Not a difficult feat for someone who barely reached five-foot-two.

      “No school?” Mike asked as he swept the handheld detector over my body.

      “Clearly you don’t have kids,” I shot back. “It’s January. School holidays.”

      He grinned as he nodded for me to place my messenger bag on the conveyor belt that led through the bio-scanner. Shrugging the bag off, I placed it down and stepped through the doorway behind Mike. His gaze shifted to the sprig of rosemary in my hair.

      “Stuff stinks,” he said.

      “She likes it.” I bit back the wave of sorrow. When Nanna had been lucid, her garden had been filled with all manner of pretty plants and scented flowers. Now the room she occupied was legit padded on all four walls. There were no adornments besides a bolted-down bed. She couldn’t even go to the bathroom without assistance.

      Knowing the routine by now, I extracted the rosemary twig from my hair and waved it in front of Mike’s face so he could see there was nothing attached to it. He scrunched his nose.

      “Seriously,” he said. “Reeks.”

      “You’re the worst. It’s meant to be a good memory herb.”

      That fun fact came courtesy of a book I’d read about herbal medicine. I’d been in the library last week waiting out the rain. On cue, Mike’s dark brown eyes softened. I could see why he’d chosen this place over a prison. He’d be useless against their inmates. I swallowed hard as my bag was spat out on the other side of the security scanner. Pretending to ignore the look of pity Mike shot me, I scooped up the bag and set it back over my chest.

      “Good to go,” Mike said. “You got the permission slip?”

      I fished the bogus document out of the pocket of my ripped jeans. If he noticed that I always wore the same outfit on my weekly visit, Mike never said a word. The jeans, like the signature on the permission slip from my supposed legal guardians, were obtained through less-than-legal means.

      When Nanna had been placed in here six years ago, the sour-faced social worker had come with me to visit. It was her first and last time. It probably didn’t help that one of the other patients had a fit during our visit. Honestly, I don’t know what she was expecting. Given her vocation, you’d have thought she’d have a stronger constitution. Nope. She dropped my case like hot lead. Ever since then I’ve been turfed from one case worker to another.

      I wasn’t even sure who my official foster parents were. My file was probably buried in a computer system somewhere. That was fine with me. As long as I could continue to visit Nanna, none of that stuff mattered.

      Mike barely glanced at the signature. I’d been doing this a long time.

      I saw Nanna’s hunched figure through the peephole cut into the metal door. Her lips were moving.

      Mike unlocked the door for me. “You know the drill,” he said, but he went through it anyway. “Duress button is beside the door. Come out and then close it behind you. Do not let her follow behind.”

      “How is she doing today?” I heard myself say without really paying attention. The lump in my throat was pushing its shards into my voice box. Mike peered at the chart beside Nanna’s door.

      “Looks okay,” he said. Not that he knew much about medical diagnoses. A good day for him was one where he didn’t have to restrain a patient while they tried their darnedest to bite his face off. Nanna never did any of that. I wished she would. Aggression meant there was still some kind of life in her.

      “You’ve got half an hour, Lex.”

      I tried to give him a reassuring smile. In the metallic reflection of the closing door, it looked like I belonged in here. The lock clicked shut. There was a hiss of air. I knew the room were pressurized because of the air conditioning system, but the sound was always a death knell to my senses. Hastings women were not made for enclosed spaces. Half an hour was just about all I could stand inside the claustrophobic room.

      I heaved out a shaky breath and took a step forward.

      “Hi, Nanna.”

      She didn’t register my presence. I followed the line of her attention to a spot on the wall beside the door. It was elephant-grey padding. Nothing conspicuous or threatening. At least not that I could see. Nanna seemed to think it warranted strict surveillance.

      As always, when I was nervous, my mouth detached from my brain and I vomited word salad. “So it’s been a strange week,” I said as I approached her bed like a mouse approaching a lion. The thought almost set me off. Before the illness, she’d been larger than life. It was like someone sucked all of the vibrancy out of her and left behind a drab husk.

      “Bert and Randall got into a fight over the good spot under the bridge,” I said as I sat down beside her. “Randall pulled a switch blade and then somebody called the cops. I haven’t seen either of them since Monday.”

      The bed dipped but she didn’t notice. Her eyes were glued to the spot on the wall. Absentmindedly, I plucked the rosemary from my hair. I rubbed it between my palms and inhaled the bitter, herby scent. Holding the end between my fingers, I lifted it to her nose and held my breath. Nothing happened of course. I hadn’t expected it to, really. But while I had been sitting in the corner of the library, the stuff inside those books had seemed so authoritative.

      I sighed and dropped the rosemary back into my pocket. The essential oils still clung to my skin. If nothing else, it helped to smother the scent of bleach and chicken noodle soup that permeated this place. For that I was grateful.

      I sat in silence for a beat, wanting really badly to reach out to the woman who had raised me. My mum died giving birth to me. I only knew her from photos. Apparently, my dad ran off long before Mum was even showing. Nanna had never liked talking about it, but she made sure I always felt wanted.

      As the seconds ticked by, it hit me that she didn’t even look much like Nanna anymore. She used to wear ridiculous wide-brimmed straw hats in the summer to keep the sun off her face while she tended to the garden. Our clothes were bought from the charity shops. None of them matched but she somehow made the kooky style work for her. It helped that she’d been petite and slim, with the most stunning cerulean blue eyes. I would sit beside her on the lawn with a pencil and notebook, drawing the many circles she used to tell me about.

      This woman in front of me wore a loose grey sheath that had no pockets. There were no hiding places for sweets or packets of seeds. One slipper hung on her left foot while the other was on the floor. She hadn’t even noticed she’d dropped it. Her sun-drenched tan had long faded. Lines and liver spots seemed to be colonizing more and more of her skin.

      I was losing her. Something heavy settled in my chest. I couldn’t afford a cell phone. One day, I expected to turn up outside the administration office for the receptionist to tell me that she was sorry but Betty Hastings was no longer with them. The tear that had been teetering on my ducts spilled over. I swiped it away sharply and bit the inside of my cheek.

      On a whim, I reached out and placed my hand over her gnarled ones. It was selfish. I knew I shouldn’t have done it. The red block letters on her chart were very clear: PATIENT MUST NOT BE TOUCHED.

      Her head snapped up as soon as we made contact. For a second, a sliver of hope flared in my chest. And then her head turned in my direction. The thing that stared back at me wasn’t Nanna. I wasn’t sure how I knew. Maybe the stories Nanna told me when I was a kid could be true. Hastings women sometimes just knew things without any empirical evidence to back it up.

      Nanna’s eyes had been milky a second ago. Now darkness began to seep into them. Like a blot of ink soaking into a fresh sheet of parchment. The blue became blocked out. I tried to retract my hand but her other one came down on top of it. When I tugged, her fingers formed shackles around my wrist. They squeezed hard as my chest spasmed. She shouldn’t be this strong.

      “Nanna,” I winced. “Please let go.”

      And then she opened her mouth and everything stood perfectly still. “What pretty eyes you have,” a voice that didn’t belong to my nanna said. “Eyes are the window to the soul.”

      It was low but each consonant resonated through me. She smiled and terror vibrated through me.

      Panicked, I used my knees to push off the bed. She tugged me back and we became locked in a struggle. Years of fending for myself on the cold, mean streets of Melbourne had taught me the art of fighting dirty. But the thought of biting Nanna had me pausing. My hesitation allowed her to drag me closer.

      “No!”

      Nanna smiled wider. Her teeth were serrated. Her mouth had become a cavern. Inside, I couldn’t see anything behind a swirl of darkness.

      Overhead, the fluorescent lights flickered. I heard voices shouting in the distance, but they were peripheral to the twisted face of the thing in front of me. Sharp nails bit into my wrist where Nanna still had hold of me. I made the mistake of glancing down to find talons adorning the points of her fingers.

      “No need to struggle, little lamb,” Nanna said. “I promise this won’t hurt.”

      I stared into black eyes and something inside me snapped. Fight or flight. It was instinct. I’d decided at the ripe old age of twelve that Hastings women didn’t run. Not after that first winter on the streets.

      “I can promise you this is going to hurt a lot,” I spat back. And then I head-butted her. The key to a good head-butt is to try and go for the bridge of the nose with your forehead plate. It was like using the hardest part of my skeleton against the softest part of hers. Nanna reeled back. Her surprise allowed me to wrestle out of her hold.

      I pushed and she went flying across the bed. Without thinking, I sprinted across the room. The tips of my fingers grazed the red button of the duress alarm. Something latched onto the back of my shirt and dragged me backwards. The momentum of the throw had me bracing so that when I was slammed into the wall, my muscles were tensed for the impact. I fell forward into a crouch, panting as my eyes tried to lock on to her position. She stood blocking the door. I’d watched orderlies helping her to the bathroom more than once. Today, her spine wasn’t bowed. Her steps weren’t shuffled. What in the ever-loving hell was going on?

      “Funny little lamb,” the thing that was Nanna said. A long, red tongue darted out between her blackened mouth. “So much fire. You’ll make a good vessel.”

      Much of what she said was drowned out by the thump of my pulse in my ears. I had finally pinpointed the thing that had every prey instinct in me on edge. As the light cast down on her, the shadow that her figure threw against the wall was not that of a sixty-four-year-old woman. The shadow had limbs where it shouldn’t. Long, arching limbs that crawled up the wall like a spider. The silhouette of a head twice the size of Nanna’s cocked to the side. The thing appraised me. “Don’t be scared,” it said.

      Too late for that. One moment she was on the other side of the room and the next she was in front of me. My mouth opened involuntarily as though I was going to scream. It was the wrong thing to do. The creature that was Nanna smiled and opened its mouth in tandem. My heart literally stopped beating as the darkness inside her open mouth gaped. My eyes must have been bugging out of my head. I watched a tendril of red begin to swirl in the darkness. She made noises like bone crunching. The red mist formed a river that inched towards my open mouth.

      When I tried to shut my jaw, Nanna’s arm shot out and clamped around my throat. She squeezed until my mouth opened again.

      The pulse between my ears was now beating a thunderous melody. Black dots floated across my eyes. I blinked again. The red mist had almost reached my lips when a popping sound permeated the room. My already stressed heart palpated when two figures appeared out of nowhere. Both were men of imposing stature. The one on the left was slim, built along elegant lines. The one on the right was bulkier, his shoulders broad, his build athletic. What really got me were the pristine white wings protruding from his back. An angel. That was the only way to describe him.

      The red mist was momentarily forgotten as a pair of startling emerald eyes bored into mine. But it wasn’t me that held his attention. An honest-to-God broadsword materialized in his hand. Green flames that matched the stranger’s eyes licked along the blade. When he angled it towards Nanna, his steely expression intent, I finally snapped out of my reverie. My numb limbs sprang back to life.

      I wasn’t sure what possessed me to do it, but my fingers drew the outline of a circle in front of me. I could see the perfect perimeter in my mind. I imagined it the way Nanna had always taught me. See the circle in your thoughts, project your wishes into the smooth outline. When I saw it now, I wanted protection. I wanted the undoubtedly sharp blade not to slice through the only person I had in the world.

      The mist entered my mouth at the same time the angel brought his weapon down. I closed my eyes, fully expecting the blade to hit its target. And then a roar like thunder scattered everything else to the breeze. My eyes snapped open at the same time the men were thrown back by an invisible force. Mist caught hold of my throat. The voice that belonged to Nanna’s captor was inside my mind, filling it with damning laughter.
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      Nanna’s body slumped over. I didn’t have the wherewithal to catch her. For a second, a web of what appeared to be blue light flashed around her body. It disappeared as a red haze overlayed my vision. I took in the scene with a fresh perspective. The two men recovered from the chasm of the protection spell and stood, bracing themselves. A Nephilim and a mage. That piece of information was brought to me by the thing inside my mind. When the Nephilim’s blade had hit the perimeter of my circle, he was rebuffed.

      The Nephilim’s face twisted into a mask of unbridled fury. Around him, an aura of blackness seeped into the green light. Death. It clung to him in broken shards. Whether it was death that he dealt or his death foreshadowed, I wasn’t sure.

      The Nephilim spoke, but I couldn’t hear anything besides the cackled laughter in my head. The part of me that was still Alessia Hastings questioned whether I was going down the same road Nanna had gone. Hastings women had always been slightly touched by madness.

      So much power for such a little thing, the voice in my head mused. I could feel the thing’s delight in every atom of my being. Its essence raced along my spine, down my legs, through my belly. It soaked into the hardened shell that I’d tried to erect around my heart and then came to a sudden stop. I felt something push inside my mind. Kind of like the pressure I felt when a migraine came on.

      Let me in. It was a command. Its sudden confusion had me smiling. My outward mirth seemed to incense the two men bearing down on me. The mage’s ashen features drew tight. But it was the rage on the face of the Nephilim that stole my breath.

      I will not ask again, the thing said. It shoved at my mind. I felt a trickle of something metallic drip down my nostril.

      “Bite me,” I said aloud.

      A shadow flashed across the Nephilim’s perfect face. His burning sword flared. He brought it down in a shower of green sparks that made fireworks seem dim. Where it should have taken my head off, the blade struck an imaginary forcefield and screeched.

      “Protection spell,” the mage’s smooth voice said. It was accented. Scottish, I thought.

      “How is that possible?” the Nephilim asked. His voice was deep, his eyes dark for a creature so light. The aura pulsing around him hurt my eyes at the same time I was mesmerised by it. The two souls inside me battled for dominance. I was so not winning.

      The mage shook his head. “Not sure.”

      “Destroy it!”

      The mage’s jaw clamped tight. A bead of sweat rolled down his too-long sideburns. A moment later, the slow shake of his head amused the creature inside me.

      When I laughed, the voice that came out wasn’t my own. I clutched at my throat, horror floating up my neck.

      “Malachi,” I said. “Last of Raphael’s bloodline. I know you.”

      Everything that was light in the Nephilim’s aura winked out. In its place was a shroud of forest green. I scented damp earth and wood smoke. The girl inside me shrank back at his haunting intensity. The point of his sword came up until it reached resistance. It landed just shy of my throat. He pressed the sword forward, his top lip curling when it wouldn’t budge.

      “Did it help?” I asked, my chin tipping up in invitation. “Did the death of my brethren bring yours back? Or do they swim amongst the Sea of Souls, waiting for Azrael’s mercy?”

      The Nephilim took a step forward. Sparks of green sputtered from the tip of the blade. Something exploded in the back of my mind as a sliver of sword cut through the invisible shield.

      His eyes locked with mine.

      Both entities in me saw the conviction harden his grip. He would kill me to get to the thing that had possessed me. Either way I was as good as dead. If the Nephilim didn’t succeed, the creature intended to smash its way past the barrier in my mind.

      I let out a whimper. The Nephilim’s eyes searched my face. “Fight it,” he grit out. I tried to shake my head but the creature locked me out of my own reactions.

      “You keep losing them,” I said, my lips curving. “Failing at the one thing you were made for.”

      A second before it appeared like the Nephilim would surge forward, the mage’s hand came down on his shoulder in an iron grip. I tilted my head to the side, affecting a human reaction even if I was far from human at this moment. I tilted my head towards where Nanna lay on the floor.

      “Case in point,” I said. “She held out longer than the last, but they all crumble in the end.”

      Bile rose in my throat at the creature’s vile anticipation. A tether in my mind snapped. The creature’s pleasure saturated me. It loved every second that it had sapped the life out of Nanna’s body. It enjoyed her futile attempts to break free. And it wanted to do the same to me. Screw that.

      The thing felt it the second my consciousness revolted. I screamed in such twisted fury that I knew the human side of me could not have made that sound. My head pounded as the creature doubled its assault on my mind. But the fear that had me paralysed was now reinforced with rage. I lifted my left hand in slow motion. A circle had started this. A circle would end it. Even if I didn’t have the slightest clue how I’d done it. If the Nephilim needed to kill me to destroy this thing inside me, then so be it.

      The creature tried to stop me. It threw commands at me to stop moving. But all I needed was the will. The motion was just for show. So were the words.

      “Unbind,” I said. In my mind I saw the glowing blue tendrils of the circle snap and disintegrate. A calloused palm landed on my forehead.

      The second the Nephilim touched me, the being inside me shrieked.

      “Get out!” I screamed in my own voice.

      “Wait!” the Nephilim cried.

      But it was too late. A tearing sound filled my ears as the entity was ejected from my body through my gaping mouth. It floated in the air for a second before a blue sphere engulfed it and disappeared.

      My knees collapsed. The last thing I saw before I passed out was a pair of green eyes that looked as though they wanted to tear strips off me.
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      I came to feeling like road kill. Swallowing past the shards of glass in my throat, I attempted to sit up. Sitting was as much as I could manage. When I opened my grainy eyelids, it was to see the world through glowing white bars. A quick sweep told me I was enclosed on three sides with a cement wall at my back. I was in a cage.

      Not good.

      To prove that I was an idiot, I extended my hand towards the light. “Ow!”

      Great. On top of being glowy, it also appeared to be electrified.

      Beyond the bars, the world had turned into a starkly lit, white room. It struck me how similar this room was to the one Nanna had been kept in. My fists balled as I tried to lean forward and crane my neck for a better look.

      There was a metal bench in the far right corner. Draped over the metal bench was a familiar figure. His impossibly pure white wings were no longer visible, but he still wore the scowl.

      “I’ve lost my damn mind,” I muttered.

      The Nephilim lifted his head. My memory came hurtling back and with it the piercing look he’d given me before I passed out. It was the reason why I scooted back when he pushed himself off the bench and stalked towards me. I blinked, unable to comprehend how someone that big could move with such grace. He wore a plain grey T-shirt and black combat pants. His heavy boots didn’t make a scrap of noise as he walked.

      My back hit the wall but the cage was small. His reach was long enough that if he wanted to, he could grab me anyway. The Nephilim crouched down in front of me. Even with his legs bent he was still taller than me. It wasn’t even just that he was physically imposing. It was that he exuded some kind of energy that made it impossible to look away.

      Christ! Now that death wasn’t imminent, I found it difficult to swallow for other reasons. Up close and without the distracting glow of green, he was younger than I’d first pegged him. Maybe twenty-one at most. Tanned and golden-haired, he looked like he belonged on a sunburnt beach.

      Instead, he watched me without saying a word. In fact, the only way I could tell he was alive was the slow expansion of his chest as he breathed.

      The silence stretched for too long. It occurred to me that this could be some kind of intimidation tactic.

      “What’s your name?” he finally asked.

      “What’s yours?” I didn’t know why I was being combative. And I already knew his name. Just like I was sure he knew mine. Something told me this wasn’t about introductions. Now wasn’t the time to play submissive.

      “You’re pretty mouthy for someone in a cage. Don’t want to tell me? Fine. I’ll call you, Blue.”

      He stared at me right in the face. For a moment, my breath hitched thinking he was referring to my eyes. And then I realised my skin was pale and covered in black and blue bruises. I wasn’t even sure how I’d gotten them. A spike of annoyance tore through me.

      “Why am I in here?”

      “Why do you think?” Jaw clenched, he wrapped the fingers of his left hand around the bars. I expected the white light to sizzle but it simply glowed around his hand.

      “Where’s my grandmother?”

      “What are you?”

      My last nerve frayed. Ignoring the possibility of pain, I sprang forward and reached through the bars. He moved with a speed that my eyes couldn’t detect. One minute he was there and the next I was grabbing at air. My shoulder hit the bars. Electricity tingled up my arm. I winced but refused to make a sound.

      “Chicken,” I spat. “What is this? Some kind of experiment you shrinks are running? Just wait until I get out. I’m going to cause such a stink they’ll shut you down so fast you’ll be nothing but a pile of feathers.”

      That’s what this was. The institution was using patients for experimentation and somehow I’d walked in on it. Now they were holding me too. A blaze of fury blossomed in my chest at the thought of Nanna being poked and prodded. Pumped full of drugs that made her unresponsive. From where he now crouched just out of reach, his lips pulled into a derisive grin.

      “Try the threat without shaking.”

      He wasn’t wrong. My body couldn’t stand the battering of the bars. I had retracted my arm and wrapped it around myself. It made me think of those wings that had shielded him as he stood over me. I was delusional too. For the life of me I couldn’t think of when they’d managed to drug me, but there was no other explanation for it. “Let me out.”

      “Sure thing. As soon as you tell me what you are.”

      “What does it look like I am?” I wriggled my hands at him. “You’re the freak with wings sprouting from his back!”

      Smirking, he uncurled into a standing position and tapped an intercom on the wall with the side of his fist. “She’s awake.”

      He strode back over to the bench and slumped down on it. “Hey!” I called. He ignored me completely, crossing his arms over his chest and letting his chin dip as though he was going to sleep.

      I glanced around this time for something to throw at him. Having seen no other options, I was untying the laces of my sneakers when a thunderclap sounded. I fell back hard on my butt as two figures materialised out of thin air. Both of them were over eight-feet tall and unnaturally beautiful in an ageless way. The one on the left had a mane of scarlet hair that dusted his shoulders. The other was ash blond. They wore ivy-coloured cloaks that billowed around them despite there being no current of air in the room. An unearthly white aura radiated from their figures.

      Holy hell! What had they given me?

      I rubbed a fisted hand over my eyes but the image remained fixed. I was drugged up like crazy. Where was Mike? Why hadn’t he come to help? Was he in on this too? What made things worse was that I wanted to be pissed. Anger had always been my go-to survival emotion. But a feeling of calm kept trying to smooth over the irritation in my chest.

      I found that I was having trouble making eye contact with the giant strangers. Somehow, I was on my knees. The red-headed one spoke.

      “Do you really believe the enclosure necessary, Kai?”

      The idiot on the bench shrugged. “I can’t get a reading on her. She erected an arcane circle that Evan couldn’t break.”

      He shifted position, bringing one foot up to rest on the seat and slinging his arm casually around his knee. The movement tugged the sleeve of his T-shirt up to reveal the intricate pattern of a circular tattoo. I ignored the sculpted muscle the tattoo was painted on. No, I was not salivating. It was probably just that the drugs were making me extra thirsty.

      “Listen,” I said, injecting all of the bravado I could into my voice. “You’d better let me out of here pronto. My dad’s a big-shot lawyer, and I’m going to sue the crap out of you.”

      Two sets of light blue eyes turned their attention to me. If I were a turtle, my head would be slinking back into my shell. For some unfathomable reason, a blush crept up my neck. I regretted the lie immediately. Though technically it could be possible. Somewhere out there, wherever he was, my biological father could potentially be a lawyer. It would be a stretch but still possible.

      The blond man took a step forward. The drape of his cloak swung to one side revealing the scabbard of the biggest sword I’d ever seen. At least twice the size of the one Kai wielded. I gulped, staring down at the cold, stone floor.

      “Alessia.”

      At the same time he said my name, the bars around me blurred and then disappeared. I tried to scrape my jaw off the floor but it was useless. Instead, I pinched myself on the arm. Still no luck.

      “This isn’t happening,” I muttered to myself. “Drugs. It’s gotta be drugs.” I glanced down at the crook of my elbow to inspect it for needle marks. Nothing.

      “Rest assured we have not altered your perception,” the redhead said.

      I snorted. “That’s what they all say.”

      I almost crapped my pants when he smiled. It was at once the most beautiful and most terrifying thing I’d ever seen.

      “We mean no harm,” the blond added.

      “Says he who is carrying around the biggest sword on the planet. I hope that’s not to compensate for anything.”

      He shook his head at me, bemused. “I am Michael,” he said. Turning to his companion, he swept out his arm. “This is Raphael.”

      “Greetings, Alessia,” Raphael said with a nod.

      “Lex,” I blurted out. “I prefer Lex.”

      “As you wish.”

      “What I wish is to leave this place. And to take my grandmother with me.”

      They traded a glance. That was never a good sign.

      “How much did Bethany tell you about what you really are?” Michael asked.

      Now my danger radar was really sounding. Nobody called Nanna, Bethany. She’d knock their block off if she knew. Doctors at the Institute would know, though. What kind of doctors were eight-feet tall?

      “We’re not physicians, little one,” Michael said.

      I froze. Had he just read my mind? It was too much of a coincidence that he would say that right at this point. And then something else occurred to me. “You’re treating her and you’re not medically qualified?” My voice was beginning to rise. The indignation made me forget to prostrate myself in front of them. I pushed up till I was standing. The top of my head barely made it past their waists.

      “I swear to God, if something happens to her, I’m going to kill you.”

      A snort came from the direction of the metal bench, but I blocked it out. But both men were also suppressing smiles. I didn’t see what was so funny.

      “We have no doubt you will keep your word,” Raphael said. “But we can assure you, we don’t mean Bethany any harm.”

      I braced my fisted hands on the sides of my hips. “What do you mean you mean her no harm? She’s been in here six years! She’s not getting any better and now I’m stuck here too.”

      Raphael’s amusement softened into pity. I wanted to scream. Someone was begging for an ass kicking and I didn’t care if they were three times my size. Just as I was clamping my jaw to stop from letting fly with a bunch of curses, Raphael dropped him palm to my forehead. The agitation melted away into a feeling of serenity. My bunched-up shoulders unknotted.

      When next I heard his voice, it wasn’t through my ears but through my mind. Just like with the thing inside Nanna’s cell.

      Be calm, little one, Raphael sent. My mouth snapped shut. We won’t hurt you. But I cannot allow you to continue as you are. A shot of something warm slid down my spine. It radiated through my rib cage and settled in my chest. And then I felt it tug. It was like a phantom force scattered the pieces of my soul into an abyss and then put it back together again.

      Not a demon, Michael’s voice entered my thoughts. Curious nonetheless. Almost…familiar.

      I tried so hard to keep my eyelids from closing. To fight whatever drugs they were secretly giving me. But it was futile.

      Sleep, little one. Your battle is just beginning, a new voice said. One that had come to me the first night I’d been on the streets. It was an old friend, really. Suddenly I was convinced I was tired and allowed myself to fall under.
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      I was already sick of waking up in strange places. At least this time when my eyes flicked open I wasn’t in a cage. In fact, there were blankets of the softest material wrapped around me. And a pillow under my head. That realisation had me shooting upright. The last time I’d slept with a pillow it was because I’d taken it from someone’s pool house. Randall stole it the next day and I was back to square one.

      Low light bathed the room from the beam of moonlight that stretched through the slit in the curtains. I rubbed at my eyes as my night vision kicked in. Reaching out, I laid my palm on the wall by the head of the bed. Plaster. It was a good sign that the wall wasn’t “cushioned.”

      That was about the only good sign I could see. This place was foreign. It smelled weird. I sniffed again. Clean and floral. This was definitely not my cardboard box in the bushes next to the rail overpass.

      My brain was a fog of thoughts. Yet when I stumbled out of bed, I couldn’t remember ever feeling so well rested. They must have given me something after I passed out. I scrunched up my nose when I saw my reflection in the mirror behind the door. Is this how drugs affected people? What kind of wacked-out experiments were these people conducting? I peered at myself in the mirror. I looked like a scratchy-eyed Medusa. When I tried to run my fingers through my wavy brown hair, it caught in a massive knot. Brilliant.

      My stomach rumbled. When was the last time I’d eaten? I was supposed to go dumpster diving after visiting Nanna. It had been at least four or five hours since then.

      Nanna. Where was she? What were they doing to her?

      I’d had enough of this nonsense. Fully expecting the door to be locked, I tried to open it anyway. My surprise when it swung open was only overtaken by what I saw outside. Stepping into the corridor, I tried to count the number of doors in front and on either side of me. I lost track at seventeen because I could no longer see that far. How many patients did this place have? The website had said it housed only those involuntary patients who were both a danger to themselves and to society at large. Was there a dangerous person behind every door? A shiver ran up my spine as I walked back into the room and shut the door.

      Okay, fine. If I didn’t want to go out that way then it would have to be the window. Nanna’s room had windows that didn’t open. For extra security, the glass was reinforced with metal mesh. But when I went to pull aside the curtains in my room, I found there was a latch that I could easily unlock. The window slid up with barely a push. Somebody was earning their keep as handyman.

      It was the end of January. The middle of summer in Australia. And yet for some reason, cool air wrapped around me when I stuck my head out to survey the drop. It raised goose bumps on my arm. The ground was a long way down. It was obscured by a strange cloud of mist at the base. I counted the windows below my floor. Three that I could see before the mist confused visibility. A death drop if I ever saw one. But when I glanced to my right, I smiled.

      Along the guttering, someone had put up a sturdy-looking lattice and trained a wisteria plant over it. The gnarled branches were old and established. The main branch was thicker than my arm.

      It took some manoeuvring to get myself perched right on the window ledge so that I could make the jump to the wisteria without slipping and breaking my neck. But I was a master at climbing trees. I’d spent most of my early childhood swinging on a branch in Nanna’s garden. I put half my weight on the wisteria to gauge whether it would hold. It didn’t move an inch. Reining in my grin, I shimmied down the vine.

      When I hit the mist, I felt the sudden urge to stop. Uncertainty fluttered through me. Why was it this easy to escape if they were trying to keep me here? Unless this was part of the test? Grinding my teeth against all of the possibilities, I forced my legs to keep moving.

      I touched damp grass much faster than I had anticipated. Relief shot through my body. My shaking limbs were a testament to the fear that I hadn’t allowed myself to give in to.

      “Okay, Lex. Now what?”

      This wasn’t the time to go exploring. I needed to find a familiar monument. Something that would lead me back onto a path that would take me to Nanna’s cell. As I glanced around, it hit me that I couldn’t hear a single car. The Institute was situated within a vast area of grassland, but it wasn’t so far from the road that the sound of engines wasn’t ever present. Here, night was a smothering cloak that seemed to blanket out any noise besides the chirping of crickets and the occasional flap of wings.

      When I heard it the first time, I cringed thinking it could be that Nephilim coming to get me for trying to escape. But it was just a bird. Albeit a strange-looking one with tailfeathers that were much longer than normal.

      On the ground it wasn’t hard to see beyond the mist as it had been from above. At intervals, little glowing lights bobbed in the air. As I got closer to one, I realised it wasn’t a fairy light hanging from the branches of a tree but a cluster of fireflies dancing in a circle. They didn’t scatter as I approached, nor did they break from their formation.

      What the hell was this place?

      Without knowing where I was going, I gravitated naturally towards the trees in the distance. I always seemed to be pulled towards nature. If Nanna wasn’t a factor, I’d skip out on the city altogether and go bush. My path came to an abrupt halt in front of a picket fence guarded on either side by two enormous oak trees. The same twinkling lights laced through the branches of the oak, throwing off a magical glow. I must still be high because it was so beautiful I wanted to reach out and touch it.

      A signboard to the left held a message in stick letters that I couldn’t read. That was just great. I should head back and find another path. But something beyond the dimly lit path was calling to me. I could feel the tug inside my belly. There was no latch or lock on the gate. I looked everywhere but it was useless. Finally, I gave up and grabbed the top of the palings. They came up to my shoulders. I found that I could boost myself up easily enough and over the top. When I touched the wood, a tingle of static electricity raced up my arms. It was gone a second later. Must be the drugs wearing off.

      I continued to walk, called by whatever it was that I couldn’t quite see. The cobbled path from the fence was brushed on either side by scented plants and herbs. Lavender, hyssop, mint and rosemary. I brushed my palm over the tips of their oily leaves and inhaled. It only cemented my conviction to get Nanna and get the hell out of here.

      I was still grinding my teeth when my feet came to a stop. Every logical thought in my body fled. At the centre of a small lawn was a tree with rounded fruit that was glowing. The scent wafting off the fruit was phenomenal. A mix of both apple and quince. My rumbling stomach did a flip. A drop of saliva slid down the side of my mouth.

      Suddenly, I was starving. The tree was out in the open. I wasn’t even sure why I was hesitating given that I was here against my free will. What was taking some fruit in the face of illegal imprisonment?

      I didn’t even need to climb the branches. The structure of the tree was delicately arching. The canes that held the fruit bent gracefully. It was like the tree itself was offering up its bounty. And I wasn’t going to decline. The fruit wasn’t large but it had a pleasant yellow colour. When I sank my teeth into it and the first drops of nectar hit my tongue, my knees gave way.

      “Oh my God,” I said. Forget heroin and meth. This fruit was the real drug. It was sugary but not too sweet with a hint of crispness. I was plucking another before I’d even finished my first. The crap thing about not knowing where my next meal would come from was that I had a tiny appetite. I was only halfway through the third fruit before I felt like I’d had way too much. I also felt like my limbs were suddenly too heavy. Contentment filled every pore in my body. I forgot why I’d even come here in the first place. What was it that I was meant to be doing? I shrugged and snuggled into the soft grass at the base of the tree.

      Sleep. That’s what I needed right now. I closed my eyes and drifted off.

      What felt like a second later, a chorus of ear-piercing screams had me jolting awake. Sunlight assaulted my eyes. Something whizzed past my head and slammed into the ground. Another round of screams. They were so high-pitched it felt as though I was only hearing part of them. A bird flew so low I felt the displaced air fluttering off its wings. And then something small but hard hit me in the head. It was followed by a rain of hard objects.

      “Ow!” I jumped to my feet. “What the hell?”

      “It speaks!” a tiny, shrill voice said. The pelting continued. It came from all sides. I tried to turn and use my back as a shield, but it was no use. Throwing up my arms to protect my head, I glanced down at the ground to find that it was littered with acorns. Somebody was pelting me with nuts.

      The fluttering swiped at the left side of my torso. I turned in that direction to catch a purple ball of light whizz away. A volley of acorns shot at me from the same side.

      “Stop!” I screamed.

      “How dare you!” another small voice answered. “Trespasser!” At least that’s what I thought they were saying. The decibel of the voices made me shiver the way nails on a chalk board would.

      Footsteps pounded against gravel. Crap on a cracker. I needed to get out of here. Except now the acorns had become a bit of a nut whirlwind. They battered at every inch of my skin.

      “I didn’t mean to!” I said pathetically.

      “Thief!” another female shot back.

      I made a pathetic sound in my throat as a heavy hand clamped down on my shoulder. The acorn assault ceased.

      “All you had to do was stay put,” Kai’s voice snapped in my ear. I lowered my arms and blinked away the bright light.

      “Wahh?”

      Struggling to get his arm off, I stared dumbfounded as a dozen or so small, glowing creatures hovered in the air. Every single one of them was about the size of a sugar glider possum. They wore sheafs made of bits of discarded nature. Petals, leaves, and yet more acorns. They were so perfectly proportioned that you couldn’t really even call them cute. Stunning was more like it. They threw off every colour of the spectrum imaginable. It was so pretty that I forgot how viscous they’d been just seconds ago. At least, I would have if they weren’t all scowling at me.

      Boy, were they pissed.

      “Wood nymphs,” I muttered. And then I stopped short. I wasn’t sure how I knew what they were, but there was a certainty in my knowing. In response, Kai’s irritated expression clouded over. The nymphs were all aflutter.

      He grabbed at the arm that I’d snatched away. “You ate the fruit.”

      A chorus of distressed wailing came from the nymphs. I looked around. In the daylight, the fruit continued to glow. They were still so lovely I almost reached out for one. If it weren’t for Kai scowling me, I might have.

      “What’s the problem?”

      The purple glowing nymph flew right up to Kai and landed on his shoulder. She proceeded to give him what I could only describe as an earful. But it was in a pitch so high I could barely make out anything aside from the obvious agitation. He sighed. To my utter astonishment, he ran a finger down the stiff bend of her spine in a caress that had her shuddering.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “She’s new. She doesn’t know what damage she’s doing.” The other nymphs cried out.

      “Yes, I’ll deal with it.”

      This time he didn’t allow me to squirm away when he yanked me forward by the scruff of my shirt. My feet barely touched the ground as he strode with me back out of the enclosed space. Mortification crept up my neck in a hot wave when I saw there were other people gathered around the entrance of the little woods. Most of them were humanoid, but I could swear there were some who had ears with sharp points at their tips.

      “Move,” Kai snarled. The crowd jumped and then dispersed, not daring to even glance back.

      “Lovely,” I muttered.

      He jerked my collar so that I faced him. Trying to remove his grip on me was like an ant kicking at a rhino. A really pissed off but somehow still incredibly hot, rhino.

      “You think this is a joke, Blue?” he snapped at me.

      “Do you see me laughing?”

      I never knew eyes could be so vividly green. If only he didn’t possess the asshole gene.

      “Have you any idea what you’ve done? How did you even get in there?”

      Smashing at his arm didn’t seem to do anything but irritate him further. His fist squeezed tighter, darkness seeming to saturate his pupils.

      “It’s not like there’s a lock or anything,” I stammered. “I just jumped the fence. And if you don’t want me trespassing, maybe you shouldn’t be keeping me here against my will.”

      His hand uncurled. I almost tripped with sudden freedom. I only managed to find my footing by bracing a hand against the nearest tree.

      “Believe me, it wasn’t my idea to keep you around.”

      I rubbed at the base of my neck. “I don’t care whose idea it is. And judging by your track record so far, I wouldn’t really put much stock in your judgement.”

      Even I was surprised when his shoulders went rigid. I had this terrible habit of running my mouth off when I was flustered. This time, it seemed like it was really going to get me in trouble.

      Leaning back against the fence, Kai crossed his arms. I might have been fooled into thinking it was a relaxed stance if not for the vein twitching above his left eye. He had a scar running vertically through his brow. It certainly wasn’t sexy.

      “If you want to leave so badly, be my guest. Just don’t come back crying when the next demon shows up.”

      “News flash, I didn’t ask for your help the first time. What did you do exactly? Except wave a sword in front of my face? You really are no use at all!”

      As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I wanted to take them back. Clearly, I was a worse asshole than he was. Kai took a step towards me, his posture ramrod straight. Before I could come up with an apology, he reached out and grabbed my shoulder.

      There was a second of sharp pain interspersed with budding pleasure as starlight burst around us. The lawn melted away. When next I blinked, we were inside a building. We stood in a hallway in front of a pair of mahogany doors. Across the top of the door was a gold plaque with the word: Headmistress.

      I didn’t even have time to process the fact that we had just teleported because Kai banged hard on the door and then turned around and stalked away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      I had a second to watch Kai’s retreating back before the doors in front of me were pulled open. In the doorway stood a statuesque woman in a stylish red pant suit and black stiletto heels. I would break my neck in those. Her collar-length platinum blonde hair was styled into soft waves. The suit she wore was cropped to just below her calf. The part of her calf that was visible was toned as all hell.

      She reached out a hand to me. “Alessia,” she said with a smile. “It’s good to meet you. I’m Headmistress Pendragon.” She popped her head out the door. “Was that my grandson?”

      The look I gave her must have said it all.

      “You have a grandson?” She didn’t even have a single line around her lips or eyes. I’d peg her for late forties maximum.

      “Broody, green eyes, could give a Hemsworth brother a run for their money. Ring any bells?”

      My patented brand of dumbstruck stupidity was being well utilised today. “How is that possible?”

      She waved me into her office. “It’s the immortality,” she said casually as she strolled over and sat down at the chair behind a huge wooden desk. “It makes for a great conversation starter. Take a seat.”

      I plopped down on one of the armchairs set up in front of her desk. “Does that mean he’s immortal too?”

      Her smile turned soft. “Unfortunately, he has too much humanity in him.”

      “Not that I’ve seen.” I’d meant to mutter it under my breath, but she beamed like she heard it loud and clear.

      “Don’t take it personally. He’s just not used to…never mind.”

      She shuffled some papers on her desk. “Now, I understand you trespassed into the Grove and ate some of the Arcana fruit.”

      “I didn’t mean to! I was hungry and it was just…there.”

      The side of her lips twitched. She was so far removed from the image of a headmistress in my mind. Who even called them headmistresses? In Australia we had principals.

      “The thing is,” she said, “it wasn’t just there. The Arcana fruit is the most prized possession of the nymphs in the Grove. There are some powerful spells erected around it to keep people out. Yet somehow you just waltzed right in without raising a single alarm.”

      When she said it like that, it sounded pretty bad. But she didn’t seem too upset by it so I took my emotional cue from her reaction.

      “And then we have the matter of the protection spell.” She picked up a piece of paper and glanced down at it. I squinted, trying to make out some of the words through the thin paper. It all seemed like strange squiggles to me.

      “Evan is a third-year high mage, and he couldn’t break through. But there isn’t a single thing we could find in your background or your grandmother’s –”

      “Nanna?” I sat forward in my chair. “You’ve seen her? How is she? Can I see her?”

      I wasn’t sure why but when she reached out to take my hand, a cold stone settled in my stomach. “We can certainly take you to see her, Alessia. It’s just that it might make you more distressed than you already are. Your grandmother never regained consciousness after the demon vacated her body. She’s being watched over by Raphael.”

      I tried to pull my hand away, but her grip was like a vise. Just like her youth, her strength seemed to be something she was hiding in plain sight.

      “What are you? What is this place? And what do you want from me?”

      She patted my hand with her other palm but wouldn’t let me go. “Do you know what one of the side effects of Arcana fruit is?” she asked. I shook my head numbly. “It takes away delusions. It makes the truth easier to see. You ate a larger than usual portion last night.” A pause. “Humans have a very good coping strategy. Their mind plays tricks on them, offering up credible explanations for things they don’t understand and dismissing things they can’t explain. Arcana fruit strips them of that boundary. What does your gut tell you I am?”

      This wasn’t happening. But I could no more stop my mouth from opening than I could stop breathing. “Amazon.”

      The word hung in the air between us. I didn’t even know where the knowledge had come from. Only that I was now certain of it. In the back of my throat, I tasted that same luscious sweetness from the night before.

      This time, she was the one who leaned forward. “This isn’t a mental institution, Alessia. We’re not doctors trying to treat your condition.”

      “Then what is this?”

      She scratched the tip of her nose and let go of me. “We are that which is hinted at but not brought out into the light. Just your friendly neighbourhood beings from another dimension.”

      The laugh that escaped me was involuntary but also mirthless. This wasn’t funny. It was incredulous.

      “That can’t be right.” But in my gut, I knew it to be true. I’d seen too many things to dispute it. And the Arcana fruit forced my mind to focus on the problem instead of explaining it away. “What about Michael and Raphael?”

      “Archangels. Or Seraphim as we call them.”

      If I’d had a drink in my mouth, I’d have spat it all over the table. “Come off it!”

      “Even without the fruit you must have felt their ethereal nature.”

      I had felt it. Now I was replaying every stupid thing I’d said to them and cringing. “I don’t understand any of this. How is it at all possible?”

      “All in good time, my dear. What we need to establish right now, for your safety and ours, is what you are.”

      “What I am?”

      She pierced me then with a hooded gaze. Her fingers intertwined in front of her. “Raphael has established that your soul is not of demon origin. But that’s as far as he could delve. I don’t wish to lie to you, Alessia –”

      “Lex.”

      She nodded. “It rings alarm bells when the archangel of healing cannot diagnose what type of being you are.”

      My hands were shaking now. It started off as a slight tremor in my fingers and seemed to radiate all the way up my spine. “What does this mean?”

      “It means that as much as we’d like to offer you the option of freedom, we can’t risk the safety of those around you. Especially the humans.”

      “So I’m a prisoner.”

      “In a sense. But I prefer to think of it as an opportunity.”

      “What kind of opportunity?”

      She threw her arms out in a sweeping manner, encompassing everything around us as well as the tree line I could see outside the huge windows. “This Academy is one of the few in the world that caters specifically to cultivating the abilities of supernatural species. Here you will learn to enhance the gifts you’ve been given. We’d provide you with accommodation, meals, training and above all else, protection.”

      She leaned back in her chair and laced her hands behind her head in a classic power pose. “And I’d like to think that we offer friendship too. Something I have a feeling you might sorely need.”

      “Can we circle back to the meals bit?” I blurted out. Her smile widened so that her nose scrunched up with it. She swept over me with her eyes. I knew exactly what she saw. An almost-emaciated teenager. Dark blue eyes that bulged from a gaunt face, oily hair and clothes that didn’t fit right. At one stage I picked up lice and had to shave my head. For a while everyone I came into contact with thought I was a boy.

      “Three square meals a day,” she said, “and snacks any time you want them. Arcana fruit not included.”

      “What’s the catch?” I might not have finished high school, but life had taught me some lessons. You didn’t get something for nothing in this world.

      She pressed her shoulders forward. Not in a slump but in what appeared to be a fighting stance. “You’ll learn more about us and why we’re here in your lessons. But I don’t want to lie to you. Our world is not for the faint of heart. We train ourselves and our children because all of us are hunted.”

      “By humans?”

      The grin she gave me showed canines. “No, Lex. By demons. Like the one who possessed your grandmother.”

      “To what end?”

      “To an end. The end of life as we know it.”

      Oh, was that all?
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      As I sat there trying to digest what Jacqueline had told me, a wave of nausea clawed its way up my throat. She seemed to sense my discomfort and tried to change the subject, but I latched on to something she’d said earlier.

      “You said Raphael and Michael are archangels,” I asked. My mind tried to recall the lessons my Catholic primary school had tried to teach me. “They’re not the archangels are they?”

      “Yes and no. Yes, they are those archangels. No, the things you’ve heard probably aren’t accurate.”

      “So is there or isn’t there a Satan then?”

      I wanted to believe that she tried to hide the twitch in her cheek to spare my feelings. But something told me it was the fact that I was saying the name Satan aloud that had her reacting.

      “There are so many things you’ll learn at Bloodline Academy.” Her face closed over then. A chill ran down my spine. Call it instinct or intuition but something told me there was more to this story that she wasn’t telling me. But she started busying herself with administrative tasks.

      “We’ve taken the liberty of drafting up enrolment papers for you,” she said. Her warm smile was back. Boy, I’d hate to be on the wrong side of her. “On the off chance that you might decide to join us, of course. Under normal circumstances, we would ask that a parent or legal guardian sign the papers for you. Do you even know who your legal guardians are?”

      I shrugged. “I haven’t really kept in touch with any of that.”

      Jacqueline frowned. “That’s very unfortunate. Is there anyone else whom you might consider to be a parental figure?”

      I shook my head immediately. “All I’ve ever had is Nanna.” My voice wavered. “You said she’s in a coma?”

      “In a manner of speaking. The resonance in the dimensions between a demon and human are very complicated. Your grandmother hosted the demon for much longer than should be capable for a human. It’s a wonder she’s still…anyway, perhaps in this instance we’ll file you under the orphan clause.”

      I didn’t like the way that sounded. It made it seem as though Nanna wasn’t coming back. But she had to. No other possibility was acceptable. “May I see her?”

      Jacqueline took my hand again. “We’re keeping her as safe as we possibly can,” she said. “Raphael is the best chance she has of recovering. It’ll do neither of you any good to disturb her.”

      I bit my bottom lip. She gripped my fingers hard. “I know it’s asking a lot. Especially after all that you’ve been through.” She made it sound as though she wasn’t just referring to the last few days. I cleared my throat twice. She gave my hand one last squeeze and pushed the documents in front of me.

      “Sign right here,” she pointed to a dotted line.

      “I suppose I should read this first.”

      “If you must. But it’s not a contract, Lex. It’s just an administrative consignment order. Once you’re in the system, we’ll be able to make the necessary arrangements for your stay with us.”

      “Don’t you have computers for that sort of thing?”

      There were those pearly whites again. “Have you seen any advanced electronics since you’ve been here?”

      It was only then that I realised her desk was completely gadget-free. In fact, I hadn’t spotted anything remotely computer-based. “Our energy doesn’t mix well with electronics.”

      “I haven’t had a problem with them.”

      “You’re mostly human.”

      After a brief glance at the agreement which indeed only mentioned boring stuff like how I would be assigned to a room and what types of classes I would take, I signed the papers.

      Jacqueline kept looking at the papers expectantly so I watched too. At first nothing happened, but then it seemed like the writing wavered. It turned into row upon row of squiggly lines that shimmered on the page. And then, line by line, the words started to disappear.

      After ten seconds the page was blank. Jacqueline rolled her chair to the bookshelf beside her desk and pulled out a heavy leather-bound tome.

      She set it on the table in front of us and flipped to the section under surnames beginning with H. “Here you are. Alessia Hastings. Seventeen. Magical status: hedge witch. We’ve deduced that much from your ease of entrance into the Grove. Origin: unknown. We’ll soon get to the bottom of that.”

      She took out several sheets of paper and wrote things on them that I couldn’t see from where I was sitting.

      “Now I know you’re not used to sharing a bedroom with anybody,” she said. “But here at the Academy we’ve got a policy of integration. Our species were not meant to be in the Earth dimension, and we find it very worthwhile to have companions to remind us that isolation leads to more than just loneliness.”

      “Plus there’s someone who’ll notice if you’ve been possessed by a demon,” I added.

      “That too.”

      She handed me the piece of paper. It had what appeared to be a dorm and room number with a name written on it: Sophie Mwansa.

      “Your new roommate,” Jacqueline said. “All her details are there.”

      “This is like a very impersonal version of a blind date,” I muttered. “What if we end up hating each other?”

      “Just try not to get blood on the furniture if you kill each other.”

      That made my head snap up. Her expression was poker perfect. A reminder that she wasn’t just very spry for her age. She was an Amazon.

      “Umm….”

      “You can request a transfer if you have a good enough reason,” she said. After another painfully silent beat she grinned. “Just approach your House Captain.”

      “And who would that be?”

      This time it was Jacqueline who shrugged. “That all depends. Now run along. The entrance examination is tomorrow and I believe you have quite a lot to catch up on. My assistant Alex can give you a rundown or you can ask your new roommate.”

      “Wait, what? Nobody said anything about an entrance exam.”

      “Relax, Lex. You’ve already gotten in. We just need to test the current level of your abilities so we know what the best classes are to put you in.”

      It all sounded so civilised. I should have known better than to trust the word of an Amazon. Her version of civilisation was about ten notches above what I would consider acceptable.
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      During summer holidays, most schools were a deserted wasteland. I would know since I spent the summer between grades seven and eight sleeping on the floor of the gym at my old school. But here, the grounds were crawling with people. And I used the term people in the loosest sense. It turned out my eyes had not deceived me earlier this morning. There were definitely students here who were of the para-human varieties.

      My attention was riveted by a tall female with white blonde hair so straight and long that it almost touched the ground. While the students around her jostled with each other, she floated across the stone floor. When she turned the corner, I craned my next to watch her and ran straight into something malleable.

      “Oops. Sorry!”

      The papers I’d been holding on to dropped to the floor along with a smattering of books. “Watch it!” a sharp voice said. I crouched down to pick up the papers. Any minute now I expected the girl I’d run into to do the same. I waited a long time.

      Instead, she stood there tapping her booted foot. Swallowing the remark that tried to slip past my tongue, I gathered her books and straightened. My eyes glossed over the perfect symmetry of her face to land on a pair of gossamer wings protruding from her back. They were almost transparent but for a skeleton of indigo veins that caught the light as they fluttered. A Fae. I didn’t know whether to be delighted or to run off screaming.

      She cleared her throat. Indigo eyes narrowed at me. Dumbly, I handed her books back. She took them, moving in such a way that our fingers wouldn’t touch.

      “Sorry,” I said again, unashamedly staring at the smooth perfection of her pearl-coloured skin amidst the ruby red of her hair.

      “Sorry,” she mimicked, mouth twisting into a smirk. Someone behind her snickered. It was only then that I noticed we were surrounded by other students. “Don’t they teach you how to walk in the human world?”

      She swept her gaze from the top of the bird-nest on my head to the sneakers that still had dirt on them from the Grove.

      “Did they pull you out of the garbage or something?” Her nose scrunched up and she stepped back dramatically. Like she’d only just noticed that I smelt off. I thought about the underpass beneath the train tracks. It was a fair assessment. I hated that place. It was a shithole. But it was my shithole.

      “Something like that,” I said. Pressing myself to the side of the corridor, I made a motion for her to pass by. As a street kid, I knew when a fight was worth picking, and this did not make the cut. Nobody seemed to care what I thought. By sidestepping, I ran into the front of somebody else. They shoved me forward and straight into the Fae.

      She made a sound of disgust and shoved me back. The wall broke my fall. And now dozens of people had stopped in their haste to get to where they were going and were huddled around watching the commotion.

      I was about to make a hasty retreat when Fae Girl fluttered a piece of paper in front of her minions and smirked again. It was my room assignment. She’d be so gorgeous if she didn’t have a massive stick up her ass. Right now, that stick happened to be me.

      “Can I have that back?” I asked. I considered adding the please but even I had instincts. Right now I was skirting the line between polite and submissive. Something told me I didn’t want to appear weak in front of these girls.

      “Why am I not surprised,” Fae Girl said. “She’s in the low-magic wing. Right next to the dirt collectors and cooks!” Her crowd laughed heartily.

      I tried to snatch the paper away, but she had a good five or six inches on me. “Are you serious right now?” I asked. “Give it back.”

      Ignoring me, she continued to slide her eyes down the page. As I watched, her smirk evened out. A shadow crossed her face the way an eclipse blotted out the sun.

      “Malachi brought you here?” she asked. There was a collective inhale. She didn’t wait for me to answer. This time, she stepped closer, her chin turning down so that she loomed over me. “Let’s get something straight,” she said. “Malachi Pendragon is mine. You get in the way of that, and homelessness is going to be the least of your problems.”

      When I tried to whip a piece of flat paper across a room, it went about a foot before it met resistance and dropped. When she did it, the paper turned into a streamlined projectile, shooting all the way down the corridor.

      I bolted to catch up with it, not caring this time who I ran into. Giggling trailed behind me, and I practically had to climb the wall to snatch the paper before it flew out the window. Muttering, I smoothed out the schedule and tried to get my bearings. So it turned out that supernatural bitches were just as bad as their human counterparts. I shrugged it off, thinking that they’d find another target soon enough. Now I just had to navigate this place and find my room.

      Last night, all I’d cared about was getting out of here. Now I realised the magnitude of this place. Outside the window, the grounds appeared to stretch on for eternity. The landscape was verdant green with sections of forested areas that I figured could not be Australia. It was just too lush. The mansion was a monolithic building of Gothic design. All heavy stone and archaic balustrades. It reminded me of so many of the schools for special kids in the comic books I read. The idea of being special in any way was laughable. Jacqueline had said I was a hedge witch. Whatever that was.

      I didn’t feel special. What I felt was lost. “Excuse me,” I asked a blonde girl who happened to be walking past. “Could you please tell me how to get to this place?” I pointed to the dorm on the piece of paper. She bounced on the balls of her feet, clearly not wanting to be there. Her eyes darted about, and I could swear when she blinked, she had another set of eyelids that closed vertically.

      “Don’t you know anything?” she said.

      I shook my head. She sighed and placed a hand against the wall. “Dorm 3. Room 45.” Then she gestured to the floor where footprints appeared. “Just follow the lead.” She raced off before I could thank her, but it was just as well because I was still trying to reconcile the claws I’d seen on her hands with the weird shit that was happening on the ground at the moment. Still, I followed the footsteps as suggested. They took me up a wide stone staircase at the end of the corridor and down another long hallway. The steps finally came to a stop in front of a plain wooden door. Here the footsteps turned into an arrow and then into a yellow icon that looked like a house. Home, it was trying to tell me.

      My stomach tied itself in knots. Inside Jacqueline’s office I’d been all bravado about sharing a room with a stranger. Now that I was faced with the prospect, my insides were twisting over themselves. My experience with kids my age usually consisted of watching them from outside the window of a fast food restaurant while they ate with their families. Sometimes they were bickering. Even then I would have preferred to trade places with them. I thought back to Fae Girl. What if my roommate was like her? What if we hated each other? I gulped and put my hand on the doorknob, willing myself to grow a pair. At that exact moment, a scream tore from inside the room and reverberated through the hallway.
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      I wrenched the door open to almost be pushed aside by a dark-skinned girl holding a pair of metallic kitchen tongs. She screamed her head off and held the tongs out in front of her like it was an explosive device. Pushing past me, she bolted down the corridor, her tightly woven, dark brown hair bobbing like a halo around her head. I dropped my stuff and raced after her, seeing a flash of something familiar in the claws of the tongs. It was Nanna’s ragdoll. A disgustingly ugly stuffed doll that looked a bit like a gingerbread man she’d had as a child.

      “Hey!” I screamed. “Wait!”

      But my roommate was on a mission. A screaming mission that sounded as though someone were murdering her. I caught up to her at the staircase. People parted for her like she was the Second Coming.

      “Alessia!” a voice I didn’t recognise called out. “Help!”

      My head turned in all directions, wondering where the voice had come from. “Down here!” My roommate had reached the base of the staircase. My jaw dropped to the floor once more when I realised that the voice had come from Nanna’s doll. The thing was waving its stuffed arms at me.

      “Alessia!” it said again. This time I stopped short. Whatever else I could say about her, my roommate was quick. So quick that some people didn’t have time to get out of her way. I saw the collision before it happened. One minute she was storming the castle and the next she slammed straight into the chest of a line-backer. The boy she hit was massive. She bounced off his chest in a move that would have been comical if it didn’t look like it hurt like a mother.

      For a second I thought she would be ejected back across the hall but then the boy reached out to steady her. I came to a screeching halt a few steps away from them. The boy turned his head up and stared at me with light grey eyes inside a corona of gold. Holy moly. Were all supernaturals unnaturally hot? My tongue felt too big for my mouth.

      “You right, Sophie?” the guy asked.

      “Demon!” she screamed.

      “What?”

      Just like that, the perimeter around us cleared. Sophie’s arms shook as she waved the doll near the boy’s chest. I almost had a heart attack as the doll moved of its own accord. It twisted in the pincher of the tongs and turned its shoulders to glance at me.

      “Alessia! Tell them I’m not a demon!”

      All eyes turned to me. The blood drained from my face. “Ahh…”

      Sophie whined. “What do I do?”

      “Come with me,” the boy said. He crooked a finger at me. “You too.”

      I trailed after his broad back. The whole time Sophie held the tongs in front of her, thrust out like it would somehow shield her if the demon did whatever demons do. Without exchanging a word, the boy led us out and across a wide expanse of lawn. Everywhere people watched us with interest. Indigo fluttered in my periphery, but I was too invested in what was happening to care.

      We came upon a detached grey stone building with gargoyles guarding the entrance. The boy knocked once. “Professor Mortimer?”

      “It’s open, Max,” a deep male voice called out from inside. The boy, Max, pushed the door open and waved Sophie and me inside. She shot straight through but I hesitated at the bitter smell that flooded out of the door. It made my eyes water. When I tried to breathe through my mouth, it was even worse. Like it was coating the back of my throat.

      Max collected me on his way in. He deposited me just inside the door as he shut it behind. A fire roared in the stone fireplace, but it was strangely cool. The entire left wall was covered in wooden shelving that held all manner of things inside glass containers. Max shot me a knowing grin as he followed behind Sophie.

      “Well, what have you got there?” the man who must have been Professor Mortimer asked.

      “It’s a demon!” Sophie wailed. She seemed stuck on that notion.

      “Bring it here.”

      I peered out from behind Max’s shoulder to come face to face with green eyes that glowed in the dim light. The caution on Kai’s face deepened into a scowl when he saw me.

      “Why I am not surprised,” he said. I must have made an unpleasant noise without realising because Max turned to me with a raised brow.

      “You two know each other?” he asked.

      I shrugged. The two boys exchanged looks. I couldn’t decipher the message they were sending each other, but I could imagine it wasn’t great for me.

      “Introductions later,” Professor Mortimer said. Now that Max’s back wasn’t in my way, I saw that the older man was dressed in a tan cardigan with tweed elbow patches. He had on round glasses and his hair was peppered. He looked every bit the university lecturer. Sophie tried to hand the tongs to him, but he smiled at her and shook his head.

      “Kitchen tongs aren’t really all that useful as a shield,” he said.

      “It squirms,” she shot back. “As soon as I opened the trunk it jumped out. This was all I had to catch it with!”

      “What trunk?” I asked.

      She glanced at me for the first time. Her dark brown eyes widened as most did when they took in the full measure of me and didn’t know what to say. “Umm… there was a trunk at the base of the other bed when I came in today. I heard thumping so I opened it and this…thing came out!”

      “I beg your pardon,” the doll said. “I am most certainly not a thing.”

      I would have smiled at the British accent if I weren’t severely freaked out by the fact that it was a talking doll. The tuft of brown wool for hair made it even freakier.

      “And what exactly are you then?” the professor asked.

      “I’m a high mage, of course.”

      Max snorted. “Doesn’t look like you’re much of a high anything.”

      “Neither are you, boy.” The doll crossed its arms over its chest. Sophie must have had enough of carrying it around because she dropped it and the tongs on the coffee table. As soon as it was free, the doll leaped over the side of the table and proceeded to walk over to me.

      “Umm….” I backed up against the shelves.

      “Alessia,’ the doll said. “Where is Betty?”

      It stood on the floor in front of me, its stuffed arms on its hips. I was being interrogated by a rag doll. “Umm with Raphael?”

      “The Raphael?”

      I nodded. The doll contemplated this for a second. “Perhaps that’s the best thing for her right now. Where have you been?”

      “Umm…”

      “Is that all you’ve got to say for yourself? I turn around for a second and your grandmother is locked up in a psychiatric hospital and you’re off to who knows where.”

      I almost spat fire. “Oh I’m sorry, did my bout of homelessness inconvenience you a little? I didn’t mean to disappoint on account of not knowing anything about you or what you are!”

      We glared at each other. I was having a standoff with a glorified ball of yarn.

      “You should have stayed with her!”

      “She set the house on fire! I was a bit busy trying not to die.” I kicked out at an ottoman close by. “You know what? I think it is a demon.” I looked up at the professor. “How do we kill it?”

      The doll’s red woollen mouth gaped. It was freaky as hell. “You wouldn’t.”

      “Maybe I’ll just throw you in the fire! If you’re a mage you’d be able to save yourself, right?” I highly doubted it was telling the truth. If it was a mage, it would have been able to unbind itself from the rag doll body.

      “Now hold on a second. Everybody knows a mage’s powers are bound to an object once the curse has been completed.”

      It turned around in a circle, soliciting opinions. The professor took off his glasses and blew a breath on the lenses. He took a cloth from his pocket and started polishing it. “That is technically correct. What begs the question is, who cursed you?”

      The doll pointed to me. “Her great-grandmother!”

      “Stop making things up!” I yelled.

      “Wait,” Kai said, stepping out from behind the desk. “You knew her family?”

      “Of course.”

      “Her great-grandmother was a witch?”

      “Not just any witch. The greatest hedge witch the world has ever known. Most powerful binding spells I’ve ever seen. How else do you think a high mage such as myself came to be bound to this…toy?”

      I crossed my arms and leaned against the wall. “Why did she curse you? I’ll bet it was your own fault.”

      The doll’s shoulders slumped. It looked at the floor. I sensed something uncouth had occurred. “You and my ancestor…” I couldn’t finish the sentence.

      It looked at the floor, shaking its head. “I don’t remember.”

      “Ew!” I make a retching sound.

      “He could be your great-grandfather,” Sophie suggested. We looked at each other. Her face became a mask of nausea. We burst out laughing. “Double ew.”

      “Now see here!” the rag doll said. “Nobody insults Basil Dumont!” It threw its arms in the air, looked at its rounded paws and remembered it was magically castrated. It sighed. “I can assure you that I’m no demon.”

      “Only one way to find out,” Kai said. He held up his arm, and like before, the broadsword manifested itself. To its credit, the doll didn’t shit its pants like I had when I’d first seen the weapon. Green reflected from the tip, throwing a soft glow against the wall.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Sophie step back behind Max. Kai flicked his wrist, spinning the blade in a wide circle and then touched the tip to Basil’s woollen torso. The blade turned transparent, slicing through Basil and coming out the other side. Nothing else happened.

      “Checks out,” Kai said.

      “Doesn’t really solve the problem of what to do with him,” Max said.

      “There’s nothing to do,” Basil informed them. “With Bethany indisposed, my duty is to Alessia.”

      “Duty?” I balked.

      “To protect you at all times.”

      I snickered. “And how are you going to do that? With a toothpick?”

      “I can guard you while you sleep.”

      “That’s so creepy. You’re not staying in my room.”

      “Then I shall guard the door.”

      I covered my face with my hands and screamed into them. It had been a long couple of days. An arm slung around my waist. I smelt powdered sugar.

      “Well,” Sophie said, her voice close to my ear. “That’s one way to meet a roommate! I could use a drink.” The professor cleared his throat. Sophie backtracked. “I meant cake. I need cake. Let’s go, Alessia.”

      She grabbed my arm and tugged me out the door, Basil running to stay close to us.

      “I told you you’re not staying with us!” I shot at him. I supposed now he wasn’t a demon I shouldn’t keep calling him an it.

      “Aww don’t be like that,” Sophie said. “He can stay. I don’t mind. Now that I know he’s not a demon anyway.”

      “There you go,” Basil said. “Everything is fine.” He did a little jig and then leaped onto her shoulder. That was a long way to jump for a doll so small. Maybe I had misjudged him. I was still smarting from his comment about abandoning Nanna.

      “Are we going to get food?” I asked Sophie, who still hadn’t let go of my arm.

      “In a minute,” she said. “First we’re going back to our room and you’re going to tell me everything you know about Malachi Pendragon.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Why?” she whisper-screamed. “He didn’t take his eyes off you the whole time we were in there. I’ve been at this school for years and not once has he said more than two sentences to me at one time. Or anyone else besides Max, for that matter. So move those little legs. I want the goss.” I followed her obediently, but to be honest, I would have preferred the cake.
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      We walked into our room. I stopped and stared. It was like a hurricane had hit the place. There were clothes strewn all over the floor. One of the pillows had burst, spilling feathers like snow.

      “Oh yeah,” Sophie said. “Basil and I sort of had a disagreement before I managed to catch him.”

      I’d thought the clothes would all be hers, but I recognised the baby-pink cardigan scrunched up in the corner. It was Nanna’s favourite. I picked it up and held the soft material against my cheek. My fingers traced the floral embroidering decorating the collar. Sophie had simply swept her arm over her bedspread and pushed everything onto the floor. “You alright?” she asked.

      I shook myself. “Yeah. I just don’t understand how these things got here.”

      “Who took care of your grandmother’s extraction?”

      “Extraction?”

      “Yeah, you know, when they go in and remove a demon target.”

      “Oh, that would be Malachi.”

      The wide-eyed look she gave me said it all. “Tell me everything.”

      “I’d prefer that you tell me everything,” I said, taking a seat on my own bed. It turned out to be my pillow that was shredded. Basil didn’t even have the decency to appear ashamed. He just dragged himself onto the bed and for all intents and purposes, fell asleep. He didn’t have a physical body, why did he need sleep? I suspected it was his get out of jail free card.

      Sophie slapped her forehead with the heel of her hand. “That’s right! I forgot that you’re completely new to this. My bad.” She cocked her head to the side. “You’re taking this pretty well for a magical newbie. It normally takes a while for humans to accept this is all real. Some don’t ever accept it.”

      “I ate some Arcana fruit.”

      She shot up off her bed and almost elbowed me in the head as she jumped on mine. “You did what?”

      I held my hands up, palms outstretched in surrender. “I didn’t mean to! I was hungry and trying to get out of this place and I stumbled into the Grove.”

      She started to laugh. “Did the nymphs try and attack you?”

      “They were not happy.”

      “What did it taste like?”

      I scrunched up my face and tried to think of a way to describe it. “Like perfect contentment. As if all the cares in the world just slipped away.”

      Sophie whistled. “How’d you get out of there without them skinning you alive?”

      I puckered my lips and she knew straight away. “No! Malachi again?” She made a half-squeal, half-screaming sound. And then of course, she wouldn’t rest until she made me tell her everything. When I finished, her eyes almost pulsated with love hearts like characters I’d seen in manga comics.

      “Ohmygosh!” She lay back down and sprawled out. Basil grumbled when her knees broached his personal space. “Malachi Pendragon is literally the prince of the school.”

      I made a face. “I’d prefer a toad.”

      Her eyes snapped open. “You don’t think he’s hot?”

      I could have said no but we’d both know I’d be lying. I had eyes, therefore, I thought Malachi was hot. “I’d still prefer a toad.” I picked at imaginary lint. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter because his girlfriend has already warned me off him.”

      Sophie pushed herself up on her elbows. “Girlfriend?”

      “Yeah. The Fae with the indigo wings who could make all the supermodels weep.”

      Recognition shone on Sophie’s face. “Oh, you mean Brigid? They’re not going out.” She grinned.

      “You said you’ve been at this school for a long time?”

      “Yeah. Almost six years now.”

      “So you’ve always known you’re a kitchen witch?” I’d read that from the information Jacqueline gave me. It felt odd saying that out loud.

      “Sure.” She pointed to the framed picture of the African couple on her side table. She’d inherited her dad’s full lips but her features were made exotic by her mum’s delicate bone structure. “My mum’s side has always had a high incidence of low magic.”

      “I keep hearing the term low magic being thrown around. Brigid said it like it was a smudge of dirt on her shoe.”

      Sophie huffed out a breath. “Believe it or not, beings from the other dimensions are more classist than humans.”

      “I take it from your expression that we’re low on the pecking order.”

      Her mouth turned down. “The lowest.”

      “And yet, Max knew who you were.”

      I almost snorted at the blush that turned her skin ochre. I had a feeling she thought Kai was hot but she thought Max was…hawwt. I scratched at my hair and had difficulty pulling my hand back. “There’s so much I need to learn.”

      I caught the grimace on Sophie’s face. “Well, you’re not going to pick it all up in here. Let’s go out to dinner.” She pursed her lips. “But first, can I interest you in a hot shower? Preferably burn your clothes as well?”

      “What’s wrong with my clothes?”

      “Girl, there’s been a stink I haven’t been able to pinpoint, and I think it might be you.”

      “It is not!” I lifted my arm and sniffed. “Or maybe it is.”

      She laughed and ushered me down the hallway to the communal bathroom. Once inside, she pushed a waterproof make-up bag under the stall door. There was shampoo and conditioner inside. While I showered, she perched herself on the sink and chatted to me. I found out that her parents were from Zambia. They met at a summit for supernaturals. I was under the steaming hot water for so long that I expected it to turn cold but it never happened. When I stepped out in the towel Sophie lent me, I felt like a new person. Well, at least a cleaner version of the old person.

      “So I take it you don’t have any clothes?” Sophie asked as we made a mad dash back to our room. “Do not even think about wearing any of the clothes in that old trunk. We’re already socially handicapped enough.”

      “I wasn’t going to suggest that at all!” She raised a brow at me, and we laughed at the same time.

      Sticking her head into the free-standing closet on her side of the room, Sophie pulled out a few pieces. Her belongings were quite eccentric. She had three wigs on their stands lined up along the windowsill. At the base of her bed was a big leather storage chest with a lock on it. I wondered what was in there.

      “Hmm.” She held up a tunic that looked like it could be a dress on me. “Gosh you’re small. You need to get a good meal into –” She bit her bottom lip. “Sorry. That was really insensitive.” I waved away her apology. Not having a roof over my head sucked bigtime, but often it was the lesser of two evils. Looking back, I wondered if some of those people who chose to be foster parents might actually have been demons.

      “How about this?” She held up a sky-blue T-shirt. “It goes with your eyes.”

      “Shouldn’t I be studying for the trials tomorrow?” I asked while dressing.

      “Umm I’m not sure if anyone told you, but if you aren’t ready for the trials by now, there’s no way you’re going to be able to cram.” She saw the look on my face and retracted some of her statement. “I mean, I’m sure Headmistress Pendragon will take your circumstances into consideration.”

      “Are you ready for the trials?”

      She opened her mouth to say something and then closed it again. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      “Do you have to do one every year?”

      “No. This trial is only held for entrance to the senior campus. School works differently here than in the human world. The junior campus is for anyone aged sixteen and under. At seventeen, the supernatural community considers us mature enough to really take our studies into the practical realm. The senior campus is like high school and college all in one.

      “The trials are pretty hardcore. This isn’t like any other human Academy. You don’t just get to pass because you’ve done the fifty-percent necessary to cruise. If we don’t learn, we die.” She waved her hands around as if to dispel bad mojo. “But I’m sure that won’t happen. Let’s get going. It’s still early but the place tends to fill up pretty quick. Especially during this first week before classes officially start.”

      I finished lacing up my sneakers and followed her out the door. We turned left at the entrance this time. It felt like we were walking forever. “This place is massive,” I said.

      “You have no idea. And this is just the senior campus. The junior campus is over the bridge.”

      I sniffed the air. There was a certain pongy dampness to it. “What’s that smell?”

      “The billabong and wetlands. We have to keep some habitat for the water-based supernaturals. Otherwise they’d get restless.”

      I could tell we were nearing the dining hall because more and more people started to appear. They were all in small groups, talking and laughing. One thing I noticed they all had in common was that they gave us a wide berth.

      “Do we have supernatural leprosy or something?” I asked.

      Sophie’s sigh was long suffering. “Totally unfair, isn’t it? They come over to our dimension, bringing a war with them, and we’re the ones they look down on because our magic isn’t mighty enough.”

      “Seriously?” I paused. “What is it that you can do?”

      “I infuse spells into food.”

      “Really? Like you can make a cake that lasts forever.”

      She grinned. “I don’t know about forever, but I can certainly concoct chocolate that gives you the runs.”

      I shuddered. “Sounds like magic to me.”

      “You’d be the only one.”

      Something occurred to me then. “How many of us low-magic users are there at this Academy?”

      Her shrug was not reassuring. “A couple dozen.”

      There were more than ten times that many people in the dining hall when we entered. It was like a cafeteria that I’d seen on TV on steroids. I found myself gripping Sophie’s hand. Everywhere around me there were people with pointed ears, wings of various descriptions, and even some people with fangs. They were drinking from what looked like juice boxes. The liquid was crimson.

      “Vampires,” I hissed. One of the bloodsuckers lifted their head and glared at us. I moved closer to Sophie. She gave the pale guy a sheepish grin and hustled me away.

      “They have razor sharp hearing,” she whispered. “So do the shifters.”

      “Is there anyone who doesn’t?”

      “Us? And some of the goblins and dwarves.”

      “Oh brother.”

      Sophie smiled for real this time. She grabbed my hand and pulled me towards the queue waiting to get to the food. “Welcome to Bloodline Academy, Lex. If it doesn’t end up killing you, it’s a great place to study.”

      That was one heck of a school motto.
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      I was so busy salivating over the aromas in the air that I failed to see the issue until Sophie had grabbed a tray. We were at the front of the queue. “Soph,” I said. “I just remembered I don’t have any money.” My bottom lip trembled slightly. That was my motto. Eternally impoverished. It usually wasn’t so much of a problem except this time I had an audience who possessed supernatural powers. One of them was bound to see if I tried to get a five-fingered discount.

      Sophie scratched her head. “Why would you need money?”

      “How do I pay for the food?”

      She patted my hand the way I’d seen her do to Basil when we announced he couldn’t come with us to the dining hall. “They’re training you to be a soldier,” she said. “The least they can do is feed you.”

      And then it was our turn. My scepticism was obvious in the choices I made. We were halfway down the line and all I had on my plate was a couple of dinner rolls and a small piece of fried chicken. And that was only because I couldn’t put it back on account of drooling on it a little. Sophie let it go for the first half, but by the time we hit desserts, she’d had enough.

      “I see the Arcana fruit is wearing off,” she muttered. She put her tray down, grabbed mine and backtracked down the line. When she returned, the plate was groaning. “You need to eat,” she said. “I don’t care if it makes you sick. Who knows what tomorrow’s trial is going to bring. I’m not going to lose the first roommate I’ve had in six months!”

      Somebody else in line cleared their throat. Sophie shoved the tray back at me and gave me the stink eyes until I put a couple of desserts on my plate.

      By the time we went to find a table, my tray was difficult to hold up. Never in a million years would I finish even half of it. Instead of picking the closest free seat, Sophie was contemplating the options.

      “What’s the hold up?” I asked, my arms straining. I couldn’t tell what it was she was searching for. They were just conventional-style communal dining tables. Long and rectangular with about ten places each in rows all down the room. “There are free spots right there.” I inclined my head to where a group of nondescript kids sat.

      “They’re gremlins,” she said. “They’re okay now but once they get food into them, they’re going to turn feral.” She bit the inside of her cheek. “There are so many people here today! We might have to go to the far side near the bathroom.”

      Toilet food. Great.

      I went after her regardless. The ache in my shoulder was real, and we hadn’t even made it to the halfway point. There really were kids everywhere. I picked up bits and pieces of their conversation. It sounded as though they were all talking about the trials. I had a feeling it was a much bigger deal than Sophie or Jacqueline made it out to be.

      We were just skirting the aisle around the centre tables when my foot caught on something just as I lifted it. I stumbled and cried out. Sophie turned. I saw in her expression that I was going to fall. I’d never been clumsy on my feet. Today, I couldn’t seem to find my balance. The tray in my hands rocked. For a second I considered dropping the tray so that I could brace for impact. But it was food and that was sacred for a street kid. So instead, I clung on to it for dear life. The linoleum floor rushed up to me. My legs kind of did a comical skidding thing and then I hit the ground. The tray was still in my arms. I landed right on top of it. The squishing sound as my chest hit the food was drowned out by the uproar of laughter from the surrounding students.

      “Oh shit!” Sophie said. She came over to help me. Heat shot up my neck and made my skin burn. “Are you okay?”

      I glanced down at the jumble of mashed food on the T-shirt she’d let me borrow. Tears stung the back of my eyes. “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “Jeez,” a familiar voice said. “Walk much?”

      Sophie and I glanced up. There stood Brigid and her crew. She’d changed clothes from this afternoon and now wore a stunning royal-blue shirt and a pair of black jeans that looked painted on. Her hair was immaculate and seemed to blow softly around her head despite there not being a breeze.

      I got the feeling from the way she smirked that my little trip wasn’t because I was clumsy. My jaw clamped down hard. Sophie’s hand was on my arm. She was petting me like she would a wounded animal. Out of the corner of my eyes I could see the laughing faces of the students around me. Some of them whispered behind their hands. And over all of that, I could smell the roasted meats and gravy on Sophie’s T-shirt.

      Sophie sensed my rage a second before I tried to lunge. She grabbed hold of my arm and held on tight as I struggled. “Let go!” I snapped.

      “Don’t,” she said urgently in my ear. “She’s a wind elemental. A powerful one. You don’t want to get tangled up with her.”

      Brigid laughed. It was like the sound of wind chimes. That pissed me off even more. “I’d hate to see what you’ll be like tomorrow,” she said. Her minions joined the chorus of laughter. The one on the far left grinned hard at me when my eyes landed on her. Her hair was a rich, inky black. Her olive skin and upturned almost eyes spoke of Asiatic ancestry. She too had a pair of wings flapping at her shoulders. Hers were bright gold.

      When I went to snap back, Sophie clamped her hand around my mouth. A strange quiet fell over the room. It was like a metaphysical sigh that blanketed the general conversation. All heads turned in the direction of the doorway. Sophie’s arms went slack. I took the opportunity to try and clean up some of the mess I’d made. And then Sophie was beating at my shoulder and pulling me into a standing position so that I was looking in the same direction as everybody else.

      A group of boys had entered the dining hall. I imagined they were the Academy’s version of the football team. Every one of them was tall, built like tanks, but somehow also graceful and gorgeous in the way of the archangels.

      “Nephilim,” Sophie sighed. Ah, right. Now I knew why all eyes in the room had fallen on them. I would have been grateful that they had taken the attention off me but then I spotted a familiar figure looming amongst them. Suddenly this wasn’t really all that interesting anymore. Even amongst his own brethren, there was something different about the way Kai held himself. Aloof like nothing in the world could touch him. Like he existed on a different level. Which, to be fair, he kind of did. But that didn’t mean I had to like it.

      Brigid and her crew all but forgot about us. They made a beeline for the Nephilim. Lip curling, I resumed cleaning the mess. Getting Sophie’s attention was the difficult part. She seemed transfixed. It wasn’t until I glanced back over that I realised Kai had split off from them and was talking to Max and a few other guys. I pinched my lips together and nudged her harder.

      “Hey!” I said. “Still covered in food here.”

      She did a little double-take and then her eyes cleared. “Oh, right. Sorry.” She raced away to find napkins. We cleaned up as much as we could. “Let’s get back in line for some not decimated food.”

      “No it’s fine,” I said. “Let’s just eat and get out of here.”

      “But it’s all stuck together.”

      “So?”

      She looked from me to the food and back again. Her dark brown eyes softened. “Okay.” She picked up her tray and led us to the outskirts of the room where there were fewer kids. We sat down at a long table all of our own.

      “Do you want some of mine?” she asked.

      “Nah, I’m okay.” To be honest, the food wasn’t all that appealing anymore. My stomach was all tied in knots from the pent-up tension of not giving Brigid a piece of my mind. Sophie didn’t seem to notice. We sat side by side facing the room.

      “So those were the Nephilim, huh?” I said.

      “Yes they were. Amazing aren’t they?”

      “They don’t exactly seem very friendly.”

      She grinned. “They’re a law unto their own. They’re the bloodlines this Academy was named for.” She pointed to the left of the room where the Nephilim had walked straight to the head of the buffet queue. “Those guys are Michael’s bloodline. The warriors.”

      Now that she pointed them out, I could see by their tow-headed good looks that they were definitely related to the archangel. “Those guys over there are born of Uriel, the watchers and seers.” I glanced at the boys who were seated at their own table. The students who were there had vacated their seats and the ones around it. Some of the boys were reading books. Others seemed in deep discussion. Sophie pointed to the two biggest boys who were leaning against the table.

      “The two on the end are the descendants of Ariel. They are amazing with animals and nature. They’re the ones who keep the peace between the shifters, Fae, and the rest of us.”

      While the boys seemed to hover in their own orbit, there was a definite feeling of connection between them. All except Kai who now sat at a table with Max.

      “What’s with Mr. Smiley?” I asked, pointing to him and the permanent scowl on his face.

      Sophie’s expression turned grim. “Malachi is Raphael’s.” She dropped her head and picked at her chicken. “It’s not really my story to tell. It’s kind of an unwritten rule here that nobody talks about Kai’s family.”

      “Are they some kind of Fight Cub or something?” I asked.

      “No,” she said. “On account of he doesn’t have any. Not on his father’s side anyway.”

      “Oh.” I remembered then the acidic words the demon had spoken while it was inside my head. As much as he irritated me, a nugget of sympathy filled my chest.

      “Is it just me or do the other Nephilim seem to be avoiding him?”

      The edge of her mouth drew up. “It’s not just you. See, the thing is, they’re all born fighters. But Michael’s descents are meant to be the warrior line. They’re bigger, faster, stronger. Raphael’s line are the healers. They’re meant to be nurturing. But when he lost his family, everything changed. I’m not sure of the specifics, but I heard in his trial, he took on all of Michael’s line and beat them single-highhandedly without even using his angel blade.”

      My jaw dropped. “Are you kidding?” I looked over to the Nephilim’s table. “There’s like, six of the other guys and they’re massive.”

      “I know. But it can’t just be a rumour because all the kids from the same year came out telling the same story. Plus, the way they avoid him is pretty telling.”

      I looked around at the empty chairs on our table. “You know what’s pretty telling? The fact that four people have walked past us needing seats and not one of them has sat down.”

      Sophie speared a piece of broccoli. She glanced at it and made a face but forced it into her mouth nonetheless.

      “They really don’t rate us,” she said.

      I had already figured that out. It just never occurred to me that I would care. I’d never cared in my previous schools.

      “You’ll learn more of this when school starts, but our magic and theirs comes from different origins. Their dimensions were ripe with power and ours, well, our power comes from the Earth and we haven’t exactly been nurturing of it. That’s why you shouldn’t try to mess with any of the ultra-power users. I know it sucks but they’re dangerous.”

      The sound of my fork grating on my plate made her wince. “Don’t the professors do anything about it?”

      “They do if it gets really bad,” she said. “We’re not supposed to be using our abilities against each other.”

      “But tripping someone isn’t exactly grounds for expulsion?” I suggested.

      She sighed. “Yeah. Sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “I know. But it still sucks.” She squared her shoulders. “Anyway, it’s all for the common good. The more powerful the students become, the better it is for us in the long run.”

      She pointed out more of the students to me as I shovelled food that was both sweet and savoury into my mouth. The goal was to get full, not to enjoy it. Even if it made me kind of sad.

      “We can be helpful to each other too.” Sophie brightened. “See those sun-shaped amulets the vampires are wearing around their necks? It allows them to walk in sunlight. One of ours, Colby, was a light wizard. He made them. So it all kind of balances out in the end.”

      “Does it? What’s Brigid going to do for me one day?”

      We smiled at each other. I was glad when we finished eating and could get away from all the people. I never knew how tiring being in a crowd could be. We walked around the common areas after that. Sophie pointed out some more species-specific spots to me. “We have an atrium for the avian species to fly around. And a semi-mountain for the dwarves and goblins.”

      “Are you kidding?”

      She shook her head. It was only then that it hit me. “We’re not in Australia, are we?”

      “Yes and no. Technically we’re on Australian soil. The Academy sits right in the middle of the country.” I looked around at the lush green lawn and exotic fruit trees. This couldn’t be right. Australian soil was desert soil. We’d need a hell of a lot of rainfall and nutrients in order for us to be able to grow things even half this lush.

      “Magic,” I whispered.

      “Yup,” Sophie responded. “A whole hell of a lot of magic. The entire school is shielded by it. It’s the only way we can remain secret in the world of humans.”

      There was so much still running through my head. Hours later, I was still finding it hard to take in. As I lay in bed that night, nerves started to grow spines in my stomach. Despite what she’d said earlier, Sophie was mouthing what I could only figure was a long list of ingredients. As a kitchen witch, this seemed to amount to studying in my books. She kept muttering under her breath about rosehip jam and ambergris. Whatever that was. But I had nothing to study. I was completely green, and now I was shitting my pants about what was going to happen tomorrow.

      At about three in the morning I finally fell into a restless sleep. I’d always slept lightly but it felt as though my eyes just couldn’t settle. And then the voice came. It started off as just a slight hush. A hum in the back of my mind. With each second that passed, it grew and grew until I could hear the deep drip of it.

      Kill them. You know you want to. They’ll never accept you. You’re not one of them. Kill them.
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      Somebody was shaking me. “Lex! Sophie!” A hiss from Basil. “Get up! You’re late!”

      I rubbed at my eyes and tried to turn around, but he smothered my face with his woollen body until I couldn’t breathe. I made a muffled sound and yanked him off me, launching him through the air. I wasn’t sure where he landed but a moment later, Sophie was groaning.

      “Get up you lazy bones!” Basil yelled. “The mirror is buzzing. Everybody else has already made their way out.”

      I couldn’t understand most of what he was saying. But it seemed to resonate with Sophie because she shot out of bed and screamed. “Oh damn!” She raced over to the round mirror with the golden frame on the wall between our beds and hesitated. I wanted to pull the covers up over my head but Basil was right. The mirror was rattling against the wall of its own accord.

      “Just do it!” Basil shouted at Sophie. She pressed her palm to the glass and an almighty wailing rang out.

      “Sophie Mwansa and Alessia Hastings. Your attendance at the examination complex is required this instant!”

      The message replayed over and over in a shrill scream interjected with the sound of a siren. I bolted out of bed and wriggled back into the jeans I wore yesterday and a powder-blue T-shirt that Sophie threw at me. I was still slipping on my sneakers when we rushed out the door.

      “Jesus!” I shouted at Sophie, still unable to get the ringing out of my head. “Does it do that every morning?”

      “I forgot that I asked it to wake us up.”

      We were running now. I was glad she knew where she was going because I sure as hell didn’t. If my brain wasn’t so sleep addled, and I wasn’t disturbed by that horrible dream with the awful voice, I would have noticed that most of the students were also heading towards one location.

      I paused as the top of another building came into view over the canopy of trees. “Hold up,” I said. “I swear that wasn’t there yesterday.”

      Sophie tugged me forward. “That’s because it wasn’t. They bring in the trial arena every year. It’s always a new one.”

      We didn’t have time for me to unpack any of what she said because we were amongst the stragglers. The building was a mini-version of the Academy itself. Outside the entrance, there was a tall, dark-haired woman with small spectacles and a clipboard. Instead of a pen, she held up what looked like a stamp.

      “Name?” she asked when we got to her. “Sophie Mwansa.” She stamped the back of Sophie’s hand. For a second the black ink glowed and turned deep pink. Then it disappeared. A shudder seemed to run along Sophie’s spine. Then it was my turn.

      “Alessia Hastings.” Was it just me or did something flicker in the woman’s eyes? Whatever it was, she was just as efficient at branding me with her stamp. I watched as the black ink swirled. It tingled up my arm and caused my heart to kick in my chest. The ink on my hand turned blue until it disappeared.

      Sophie motioned for me to keep going. She pushed open the door and we almost ran into the back of the other students who were already in there. Following their lead, we shuffled from the entry hall into the walled courtyard beyond. There weren’t as many students as I expected. Maybe forty in total.

      They milled about in small groups, their faces ashen. I could just imagine that mine was the same. Last night’s strange dream and then the abrupt wake-up combined to make me anxious. Sophie and I found a quiet corner near the row of white rose bushes.

      “Hey!” Sophia exclaimed. “Rosehips!” She plucked one of the red hips. “I could so use these. Help me pick them.”

      I suspected she was redirecting nervous energy into the wrong place, but we had nothing better to do. “There shouldn’t be rosehips on the bushes in summer,” I said.

      Sophie laughed. “It also shouldn’t be this cool in the middle of Australia. Thank you, supernatural climate control.”

      “You’re from Africa. You should be used to this.”

      “And yet I’ve been softened by Academy life.” She threw a hip at me. I was going to retaliate but a voice boomed overhead. It was Jacqueline.

      “Students,” she said. She didn’t have a megaphone or anything, but we could hear her clearly even from this far away. “Your attention, please.” The dispersed crowd drew in.

      We stayed around the edge. I had to stand on tippy-toes to get a glimpse of her. Today’s pant suit was gunmetal grey. She had a golden circlet around her forehead. It looked very much like a crown.

      “Welcome to your first semester as seniors of Bloodlines Academy. I know that most of you have had the pleasure of hearing about our placement trials. Let me warn you that this is no trivial test. One day soon you will be depended upon to lead the future of our races. To stand guard against the forces of the Hell dimension. To protect those whose world we now share.” She held up her hand to forestall the applause. “With that in mind, I want to remind you all that the results from today’s trials will inform the classes, remedial or otherwise, that you will be enrolled in for the rest of the year. I wish you the very best of luck.”

      This time, there was applause. Jacqueline allowed it to go on for a second before she nodded her head and silence fell once more.

      “Now that you are all seniors, your end-of-semester examinations will also be tryouts for the Unity Games. In the senior campus, you will be divided up into Houses. Throughout the year, you will work together to earn points for your house.” A murmur of excitement bubbled through the crowd. Sophie pinched my rib, but I shrugged. I had no idea what the Unity Games were. “I will now turn you over to the current House Captains who will pick you for their Houses.”

      I was going to get a bruise from all of Sophie’s pinching. When I turned to look at her, though, her lips were flattened into a thin line. I didn’t know what had gotten her so reserved until five figures walked out from a gate to the side of the courtyard. I had to suppress a groan at the dark blond head that I saw between other students’ shoulders. It figured that he would be the head of a House. Even Max’s presence amongst the House Captains couldn’t get the look of utter despair off Sophie’s face.

      “What’s wrong?”

      She shook her head and clutched on to my hand. “Students,” another booming voice called out. It belonged to one of the Nephilim boys who I’d seen in the cafeteria last night. One of Michael’s bloodline. His stature made him tower above the rest of the crowd even though he wasn’t standing on a stage. All five of the House Captains were huge. Aside from the Nephilim boy, Kai, and Max, the other Captains appeared to be a Fae boy with ash blond hair and a vampire girl with the straightest black hair I’d ever seen.

      “Get into groups based on your magical speciality,” the other Nephilim said.

      I saw then what had gotten Sophie to turn mute. All around us, students tripped over themselves to do as the Nephilim commanded. Some of them literally ran into me in their haste to comply. A shoulder connected with the side of my head.

      “Hey!”

      The girl who’d basically tackled me rolled her eyes as she sashayed away. I remembered her from last night. Or at least I remembered her golden wings. She was one of Brigid’s minions.

      “Hello,” a nasally voice said. I turned to my right to find a skinny boy in glasses inching towards us.

      “Uh, hi.”

      “Are you human?”

      Never had I ever thought that would be a question I’d be asked. “Yes, we are,” Sophie said, her composure returning. “I’m a kitchen witch. Lex is a hedge witch. What are you?”

      “I’m a light wizard,” the boy said. “My name is Fred.” He pushed the bridge of his glasses up. “Can I stand with you guys?”

      “You certainly can!” Sophie swept her arm out to twine with his. I had the distinct feeling that she was one of those collectors of unfortunate souls. By the time everyone was more or less huddled in their magical designations, there were seven groups. Ours was by far the smallest.

      “How are there no other humans?” I asked Sophie.

      “Most of our abilities have been lost over the centuries. Also, the ones who do have abilities often end up in –” She bit her lip instead of finishing. I already knew what she was going to say. They ended up in hospitals like Nanna. “I’m just lucky that my parents are part of an established coven. They try to reach out to others, but you’d be surprised at the amount of people who would rather owe money to the tax department than find out there is magic in the world.”

      My anxiety skyrocketed like Sophie’s when the House Captains chose members from each group. The high mages were chosen first. Then the Fae, shifters, and vampires were strategically chosen based on their speciality or the animals they shifted into. It turned out Max was a lion shifter. I thought it very fitting. Something about him just screamed predator. By the time we were down to the dwarves and goblins, I was starting to sweat through my T-shirt.

      Those who had been chosen went to stand behind their House Captains. It meant there were more people on that side of the courtyard than there were on our side. With numbers being the way they were, the first two Captains to choose, the Fae and Vamp, were smug because they didn’t have to take one of us low-magic users.

      And then there were only three of us waiting to be chosen. Almost fifty sets of eyes were watching us, but I caught Kai’s gaze. It killed me that I had to drop mine, but the last thing I needed right now was to show emotion. No way did I want him to see that he unsettled me.

      The other Nephilim looked over us. Sophie continued to squeeze my hand. “You,” the Nephilim said, pointing to Fred. “What kind of magic user are you?”

      Fred was literally shaking in his sneakers. He pushed he glasses up again. “Light magic.”

      The Nephilim conferred with some of his higher-ranking teammates. “Diamond House will take you.”

      Fred’s shoulders all but heaved as he raced to join his team who clapped. And then there were two. I looked at Sophie. She was visibly trembling. Her nails dug into my palm. But I knew before Max even opened his mouth that he would choose her over me. Kai must have felt the same because as Max went to speak, Kai clamped him on the shoulder and pulled him back.

      They engaged in a hushed, heated conversation. There was a lot of gesturing on Max’s part. Kai remained stoic, but his scarred brow twitched menacingly. We couldn’t hear any of what they were saying, but their expressions left nothing to the imagination. Then something in the air popped. A rainbow of colour erupted around Kai and Max. Kai practically shouted, “...insufferable. You take her!”

      Everyone became graveyard quiet. Sophie let out a sob beside me. Kai’s eyes flashed murder at one of the Fae from Ruby House. The Fae paled and tried to step back amongst his house. A lick of emerald fire blazed around Kai’s palms. I could feel the heat of it on my skin. Or maybe that was the blush that was turning me into a tomato.

      Undeterred by what had just happened, Max spoke. “Sapphire House chooses the kitchen witch,” he said. Sophie wouldn’t move. She clung on to me even though I tried to push her forward.

      “Come with me,” she said out of the side of her mouth.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I’ll be fine.”

      I had to get behind her and push her a few steps to get her to start walking. Even then she continued to throw glances back at me. When she reached him, Max pressed him thumb to her forehead as he’d done to every other new member of his house. Bright light flared from their connection. She spoke urgently to him, and I could tell from the shake of his head that she was trying to get him to take me too.

      Still brooding, Kai beckoned me forward. Every cell in my body locked. I wanted so badly to turn on my heel and walk away. “Obsidian House chooses you, Alessia Hastings.”

      There were more than a few snickers and smirks from the other houses. Gold Wings was laughing outright even though Kai had chosen her too. I wondered how long it would take for her to realise I might have been chosen last but that it still meant I was in Kai’s house. Brigid would have a coronary. That tiny bit of victory was what propelled me forward.

      I flinched when Kai reached out and touched me on my forehead. A humming sensation filtered from the spot where we made contact and skirted over my skin all the way down to my toes. I sucked in a breath, my eyes snapping up to look into his. The frown on his face and the way he ripped his hand away told me that wasn’t supposed to happen.

      A gong sounded nearby. It cut the tension in my body and I took a step back. Sophie came for me once more.

      “Time to get this over with,” she said. And then we were walking through the courtyard and into another great hall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      They split us into two groups as we entered the hall. Sophie and I were assigned to desks with the rest of our group. The room we entered was set up like any other school examination room. There were already papers on the desk that were turned over so we couldn’t see. Sophie sat to the left of me. A vampire boy was on my right. When we were all seated, a small brunette teacher tapped a quill against the front desk.

      “Students,” she said. “You have ninety minutes to complete the examination.” She glanced at the strange looking analogue clock. “You may begin.”

      The room turned into a big rustle of paper. When I wrote my name on the dotted line on the top right, the spot where I’d been stamped by the teacher at the door flared. I had a feeling that cheating was going to be a lot harder here than in any other school I’d been to previously.

      That was a shame because after a quick scan of the questions on the front page, I realised that I was way out of my depth. No wonder Sophie hadn’t bothered trying to help me cram last night. There was no way I would have retained all of the information they were after in this examination. The first question was about the history of the supernatural existence in this dimension. The second was about vampiric lore. The third was about high mages and had some words in it that I couldn’t read. I knew I was in trouble when I flipped to the second page and it was a running sheet of spells for which I had to produce ingredients.

      I cleared my throat. Sophie glanced over and threw me a sympathetic look. Then her eyes floated back to her own exam paper.

      What would happen if I flunked? Would they kick me out of the school? Surely not after they tried so hard to get me to stay. It was more likely that I would be stuck in a bunch of remedial classes. Or worse, what if they shipped me off to one of their communities and I had to spend the rest of my life doing something really mundane and boring?

      Studying hadn’t been on my list of top priorities growing up, but school had been a safe haven of sorts. I was that kid who coasted through the middle and flew under the radar. It was a place where I was warm and dry and without some creep adults trying to take advantage of me. The learning part had been secondary. I didn’t really want that to be repeated here, but the more pages of the exam I turned, the bigger the stone in my stomach became.

      I literally knew no answers. Even the ones on the properties of plants were on topics I had never covered. Nanna never asked me what herbs went together to make a brew that could soothe the burn of a demon blade.

      I resisted the urge to obsess over the potential hazards of meeting someone who possessed a demon blade. Now just wasn’t the time. Having said that, without knowing a single one of the answers, I had nothing but time to kill. It didn’t help that all around me, other students were busy scratching away with their pens. The boy beside me was seriously flying through his exam. He turned page after page while I sat there sweating buckets.

      At the halfway mark, I’d done nothing besides obsess over how much further along everyone else was. Without thinking, I had picked up the pen and was drawing concentric circles over the top of the page. That’s right, maybe if I scribbled all over the questions they would be distracted and wouldn’t see that I hadn’t written anything of substance. Of course then I freaked out about vandalising the exam paper. But as I continued to look down at the three concentric circles that were pretty equidistant for a freehand drawing, a sense of calm washed over me. Concentrating on the reassuring patterns, I allowed myself to become lost in the simple art of bringing life to all the circles Nanna had taught me over the years.

      There was something so peaceful about knowing that you could start at one point and the circle would come back around to complete itself. To this day, I didn’t ever go to bed without drawing a circle around wherever it was that I slept. Call it superstitious. When you didn’t know where you’d be sleeping next, there was something kind of incredible about having a ritual. I poured those circles onto the pages and completed them with the symbols Nanna had taught me.

      A bell went off just as I put the finishing touches on a particularly complex protection circle. “All right,” the professor said. “Pens down. Please turn your exams over, step away from the desk and leave the room please. The ushers in the hall will take you through to the practical portion of the exam.”

      I slid my chair back and slowly walked out of the room. I should be freaking out, but I was strangely Zen. Until Sophie tapped me on the shoulder.

      “Did you manage any of that?” she asked.

      “Not even one question.” The usher in the hallway directed us through another set of doors. “What happens if I flunk?”

      “No idea. You’ll be the first.”

      “Really? No one in the history of the world has ever flunked this test?”

      “I mean, there are people who have done pretty badly. But you know, they get jobs like the rest of us.”

      “Doing what?”

      The fact she pointedly shut her mouth was not a good sign. I had no more room for signs. The small crowd milled about five doors in a long corridor. The usher pointed to kids and showed them to a door. Once one kid went inside, a green globe above the door turned red. I chewed on my thumbnail. “This is very conveyer belt-like.”

      I’d thought we would wait until the ones who had gone in came out again but twenty seconds later, the lights went green again and more kids were sent through the door.

      “What the?”

      “They’re portals,” Sophie said. “There are magically secure locations on the other side in case one of our examinations goes wrong. They bring in experts from all over the world to test us.”

      “Is that meant to be reassuring?”

      She stuck her tongue out at me as one of the ushers pointed to her. With her back straight, Sophie stepped through the door he opened without turning back. I was slightly less enthusiastic when the usher flagged me to go next. Stepping through a doorway. How hard could that be, right? I wasn’t dreading what was on the other side of the doorway at all. The written part of the exam was a cinch.

      I had no idea what would be on the other side of the doorway but nothing prepared me for stepping from the relative gloom of the hallway and into a garden. All around me pines, oaks and liquidambars towered. There was a clearing in the middle of the garden were a half-dozen rectangular raised beds had been constructed of thick wooden sleepers. Vegetables of every variety spilled from the beds and trailed up tepees. Sunlight befitting a summer’s day filtered through the canopy. This just couldn’t be right. Yet when I splayed my palm on the trunk of the closest tree, it was solid.

      A head topped with silver hair popped up from the cobbled pathways between the raised beds. He was a man about Nanna’s age dressed in a forest-green set of coveralls. He dug in the dirt with a handheld trowel and dropped a seedling into the hole before covering the roots with compost.

      Footsteps behind me alerted me to the presence of another person. “Welcome, Alessia.” The woman, or should I say Fae, who drew up beside me was smaller than the ones I’d seen previously. She was just a few inches taller than me with luminous green wings and hair of darkest wood brown. When she smiled at me, her eyes lit up in their very depths. I couldn’t help smiling back.

      “I am Thalia,” she said. “Peter and I will be assessing your competency as a hedge witch.”

      Hearing his name, Peter waved at us as we walked up alongside him. “I don’t know much,” I admitted. “I mean, I haven’t been formally trained.”

      They glanced at each other and grinned. “I think that was very obvious based on the results of your written exam,” Peter laughed. “I’m not sure if the headmistress knows what to do about that. But anyway, we shall see if we can fare any better.”

      He stuck the pointy end of the trowel into the dirt and dusted his hands together. “The plant at the base of the bed where you’re standing, what is it called?”

      I looked down at the low-growing plant with its serrated leaves and indigo spires of flowers. Each flower spike was made up of dozens of small hooded flowers. I knew it on sight from the many books I’d read in the library. “Monkshood,” I said.

      “And what is another name for Monkshood?”

      “Wolfsbane.”

      “Or?”

      I wracked my brain. “Aconite?”

      “You don’t sound sure.”

      “I’m not.”

      A smile tugged at his lips. He reached down and plucked a flower head. Holding it out to me, he asked, “And what is the use of Monkshood?”

      I cast my mind back to the herbal medicine books. My memory wasn’t exactly stellar, but I’d pored over those books so much that I had almost committed them to memory. “It helps cure fear, anxiety and restlessness. Some say it can also help with fever.”

      “Do you think a plant can do all those things?”

      “No,” I blurted out. I thought of the rosemary I’d taken to Nanna all those times. It didn’t do much for her. How could a plant help fight a demon?

      “Ahh but that’s where you’re wrong, my dear. You just haven’t been using them right.”

      He walked over to a compost bin beside one of the beds, opened the lid and dropped the monkshood flower inside.

      “You have so much of the flower here,” I observed. Now that I looked closer, it wasn’t just growing at the base of the raised bed. It was in all of the long borders and scattered across the meadow in the distance as well.

      “Of course,” Thalia said. “Wolfsbane may not have been as useful as your human books intend, but it works a treat on our shifter friends. We use it extensively during the full moon cycle when the aggression may get a little overwhelming for some.”

      They then got me to name a dozen or so more plants. I surprised myself by not only remembering what they were but also their intended uses. I had to plant a few seedlings from a punnet Peter produced out of thin air. Then I had to tag and sort different types of seeds. All things Nanna had me help her with in the garden. My relief was palpable. By the end of it, I wanted to stay in the garden rather than go back to the school. I said so to Thalia and she beamed.

      “Wherever this journey may take you, Alessia, remember that often, our struggle is about choice.” She picked up a twig that lay against the base of the raised bed.

      “Last question,” she said. “This is a cutting from one of the roses.” The stem was dry and hardened. Dead. “Bring it back to life.”

      My eyes bulged. “Are you kidding?”

      “Not at all. As a hedge witch, you have that gift.” She laid a hand on my forehead. My visions blazed with a glow of vivid sky blue. “Do you feel that energy? That is your power to wield. Call to it. Use it to bring this branch back to health.” She gave me a bunch of other instructions. It didn’t help.

      “I....I can’t.”

      “Try.”

      Closing my eyes against the brightness of the power, I attempted to reach out to it as she’d suggested. I must have used my arms in real life because the back of my hand brushed against the coarse fabric of her tunic. “Sorry.”

      I bit my lip and begged the power to rise. At first nothing happened. I was sweating again. After the third time, a small tendril slithered from the pool of energy. It wavered where it grew, waiting for me to direct it.

      But when I opened my eyes and looked at the twig Thalia was holding, I couldn’t do it. I wasn’t sure where the hesitation came from. A spike of exhilaration had bloomed in my chest when I’d realised I had the power. But a part of me weighed up the expenditure of that power against what it was I was doing and it came up short. A phantom voice in my mind made me consider my options.

      There is no life without death, the voice said. I had to agree.

      Plucking the twig from Thalia’s palm, I walked it over to the compost bin and dropped it inside. “A strange choice,” she said.

      Peter scratched at his head and laughed. “Well, she technically did do what you asked, Tally. The branch will decompose and bring back new life.”

      He clapped me on the back. The Fae turned her head to the side and watched me. “You are a strange one, Alessia Hastings. But I have no doubt of what you are. You may proceed.”

      A portal opened in the middle of the lawn. You would think after all of the weird stuff I’d seen it wouldn’t make me jump. At least I managed to catch the scream before it came out of my mouth.

      Before I could step through the portal, Peter called out my name. “The rosehips in your pocket,” he asked, “are they for a specific purpose?”

      I patted the pocket of my jeans. “Oh.” I’d forgotten they were there. “My roommate is a kitchen witch. She wanted them to make jam.”

      He gave me a rueful smile. “Perhaps the other species might not think so,” he said. “But our power could be something more with a little imagination. An army does march on its stomach after all. And what are we if not an army?”

      I waved goodbye and stepped through the portal with his words ringing in my ear. The thing I was focused on was that he’d said, “our power.” I was smiling when my feet touched down on the cement floor on the other side of the portal. The breath left me at the stark difference this room was to the clear, open air of the last test.

      If I had to describe this room, the word that came to mind was: dungeon. Dark grey stone walls closed the room in on all four sides. There was no door. The room was large but oppressive. There was a dais up front with a rectangular desk that ran along one wall. Behind the desk were four people: Jacqueline, Professor Mortimer, the Nephilim who was head of Diamond House, and a female vampire. They all looked down at me as I stood there cowering. Jacqueline had some sheets of paper in her hands.

      “Alessia,” she said. “Come, we’d like to discuss the results of your written examination.”

      Uh oh.
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      I moved forward across the cold floor. There was no desk or even a seat on this side of the table’s divide. I had a sneaking suspicion that in different circumstances, this room might be used for containment instead of testing. There was a black scorch mark in the corner of the room that I wasn’t all that keen on inspecting.

      Jacqueline and the professor continued to speak in hushed voices, their heads angled close. The vampire sat with her arms crossed over her chest. So I let my attention settle on the Nephilim. It was a mistake.

      He was, for all intents and purposes, perfect. Just like Brigid, there wasn’t a hair out of place on his head. Sensing my attention, he leaned forward in his seat, his powerful shoulders on full display. Sky-blue eyes pierced me. My eyes were blue too, but next to his glowing crystal orbs, they seemed like dull blobs. A smile tugged at his lips. I dropped my gaze. Not because I was embarrassed but because it seemed disrespectful not to. Sophie was right though. He might be Michael’s bloodline and a born warrior, but there was something less intense about him compared to Malachi.

      After a moment more of silence, Jacqueline cleared her throat. Every muscle in my body tensed. I couldn’t stop staring at the documents in her hands. Seeing where I was focused, Jacqueline put the papers down.

      “I’m sure you know your written examination results aren’t going to be anything to write home about,” she said. It was the way she said it that lifted my dark mood. She sounded…not amused, but unsurprised.

      I didn’t respond, though. They knew my history and the fact that I had no prior training in this area. “What we’re interested in are these drawings you’ve made,” Jacqueline continued. “You said your grandmother never let on that you might be a witch?”

      “No,’ I said. “She didn’t say a word.”

      “But it was your grandmother who taught you how to draw these circles?”

      “She told me stories about them. It was more of a game than anything else.”

      The professor tapped the table with a pen. “On the day you were extracted from the human world, you drew one of these circles unwittingly.”

      “I think so.”

      “Can you show us which one?”

      He spread the pictures I’d drawn on the table and motioned me forward. I scanned the pages until I came upon the one I wanted. The protection circle. My sleep circle was a variation of this same pattern.

      “Interesting,” the professor said. “Malachi said you did it without needing to give the circle a physical representation.”

      I stared back at him blankly. He ran a hand through his greying hair. “Oh, right. I keep forgetting you don’t know what any of this means. You drew the circle in your mind rather than, say, on the ground or in the air the way the high mages do.”

      I nodded.

      “I don’t suppose a demonstration is out of the question? If you don’t mind?”

      I glanced at Jacqueline. She held up her hands. “It’s entirely up to you, Lex.”

      I scratched my cheek. “Isn’t this a test, though?”

      Professor Mortimer gave me a sheepish smile. “Not really. This is more a professional curiosity. If you don’t want to do this, it won’t affect your course syllabus.”

      “Because I’ve proven I don’t know anything.”

      “That isn’t your fault.”

      I was happy enough with that admission. At least I wasn’t going to be punished for being a dunderhead. “Okay. What would you like me to do?”

      The professor reached into a drawer attached to the table and produced a piece of blue chalk. “Just for our benefit, could you please draw the circle you use to protect yourself?”

      Taking the chalk, I stepped into the middle of the room and began to draw. I always started with the smaller, inner circle first. It gave me a better gauge for the rest of the markings. After the first circle was done, I laid my hand against it and wished for protection. When I did it in my head, a feeling of calm always washed down my spine. As I did it here, the blue chalk line glowed in a bright pulse. That had never happened before.

      “Ahhh….”

      “Keep going,” the professor urged.

      Biting my tongue, I finished the ritual by drawing two bigger circles as well as smaller circles and lines that interconnected them all. By the time I was done, their watchful gazes didn’t seem all that intimidating anymore. Also, I was so mesmerised by the glowing circle that everything else in the room could have disappeared.

      “Desi,” the professor asked, “could you please see if you can break through the circle?”

      Rising from her seat, the vampire stalked towards me. I watched her come closer like a baby seal watches a shark. She didn’t attempt to hide the fact that she was a predator. Not with the skin-tight black jeans she wore or the fitted biker jacket.

      “I assume you had no idea of the type of fiend you were trying to keep out when you made these circles?” the professor asked. Desi was pacing around my circle. I stood inside the centre and tracked her movements. When she got behind me, a shiver of apprehension flooded my gut.

      “No,” I said. “I didn’t really believe in them.”

      Desi continued to stalk. It was fascinating to watch her skirting the perimeter of the outer circle like it was live electricity. Yet when I extended my arm out, it felt like nothing at all. When she did the same, her arm slid through the perimeter without a problem. But she didn’t enter. She came to a stop in front of me. Her top lip curled up into what I think might have been a smile. It showed off her canines that were elongated to sharp points.

      “I can’t sense a thing from her,” she said. “My sense of smell isn’t as acute as a shifter, but I can’t scent her at all. Nor can I detect her with my compulsion.”

      The blank expression on my face must have said it all. “She is, from what I can tell, completely invisible to the supernatural world.”

      “Fascinating,” Professor Mortimer said. “Thank you, Desi.”

      He rubbed his chin the way an evil mastermind would. “I know Kai and Evan already corroborated the potency of your protection circle in action. But I would love to see that as well.”

      Jacqueline leaned in and whispered something in his ear. “Oh, right,” he said. “How are you feeling, Alessia?”

      I glanced down at my hands. “Fine.”

      “No fatigue?”

      I shook my head. “Do you feel up to another demonstration?”

      “Sure, I guess.”

      Jacqueline angled her head to the side and nodded. Like she was begrudgingly giving consent for something. Professor Mortimer pointed at the Nephilim.

      “This is Bradley. He is one of the Academy’s most gifted students. I would be very grateful if you could demonstrate the same spell you used when Kai extracted you from the human world.

      Bradley rose from his seat. Where Desi had exuded an ominous calm, he projected confidence. Safety. The expression on his face was a stark contrast to that. When his back was turned to the others, he smirked at me.

      As a result, I pushed all distractions to the periphery and focused on examining his movements. He proceeded with apparent nonchalance. The red chequered shirt he wore was fitted over his bulging physique. I bit my tongue to stop the sarcastic remark from slipping out. Here was a guy who knew he looked good. Better than good. But oh boy did I want to punch him in the face.

      I should have started the protection circle way before this but the professor had asked that I replicate the results of the incident in the psychiatric hospital. That time I hadn’t had any time to even think about what I was doing. This time, I was watching Bradley so closely that I saw it the instant the tendon on his forearm twitched.

      He didn’t say a word as the outline of his broadsword appeared between us. Unlike Kai’s, this sword was shiny and new. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought he had magicked it for cosmetic purposes. All of that was pushed to the side as I lifted my left hand an inch above my waist. I projected a sense of impenetrability into the circle I drew with my finger. The circle completed at the same time the blade of Bradley’s sword slammed down onto my forehead. A couple inches from my hairline the blade hit an invisible force field. Sparks of multicoloured lights burst between us.

      He pulled back and brought his sword down again. And again. And again. Each time I grit my teeth, forced my overreacting heartbeat to slow, and reinforced the notion of safety. After several dozen similar blows, something wavered in Bradley’s indomitable ego. He wasn’t getting through.

      Sweat started to gather on my collar and my armpits. That fatigue the professor was talking about caught up with me. Done with playing this game, Bradley brought his arm back. A slow lick of red fire crawled along the top edge of the blade. This time when he attacked, I shoved back against the circle with a command of my own.

      I wasn’t sure where the knowledge came from. All I knew was that I didn’t care for the vicious look in his eyes. As though he was trying to break me. We might be many things, but Hastings women did not break. Nanna had proven that much to me.

      When Bradley’s sword collided with the circle, a thunderous crack reverberated through the room. I felt it shudder through my bones, making my molars ache. I fell to my knees as a hollow feeling ate into the pit of my stomach. A guttural growl emitted from two metres away where Bradley had been thrown when he made impact. Out of the corner of my eye I saw him stagger to his knees and make a forward motion.

      “I think we’ve seen more than enough,” Jacqueline called out. Just like that the air in the room cleared. Bradley extended his sword arm, the point directed right at me.

      “Neat trick,” he said. “Only problem is that you have to stay inside the circle in order to keep yourself safe.”

      I wasn’t sure if it was a compliment or a criticism. Judging by the way he sauntered off without giving me a backward glance, it was the latter.

      “This is truly fascinating,” the professor said. I was glad he thought so because I felt like I’d been stepped on by a five-tonne elephant. It made me remember that I’d woken up so late this morning I hadn’t had a chance to have breakfast. Not that eating regular meals was something I was used to anyway.

      “And Raphael detected none of the supernatural in her?” The professor was addressing Jacqueline.

      “Nothing of any consequence.”

      They exchanged a hard look that made all of the hairs on my body stand up to attention. I cleared my throat. My parched throat. My stomach grumbled.

      “Is there any chance I could get something to eat?” Yeah, yeah. I was standing in a room with some of the most powerful people in the Academy and all I could think about was food.

      “Didn’t you eat before the trials?” Desi said.

      I shook my head. “I got woken up late.”

      Jacqueline suppressed a grin and then tried to cover it up with a stern expression. “We pride ourselves on discipline at Bloodline Academy.” At the same time, a plate of sandwiches appeared on the table. “Having said that, it’s your second day so we’ll let it slide.”

      Not looking a gift horse in the mouth, I grabbed for two sandwiches, one in each hand, and stuffed the one on the right in my mouth. I tried to speak at the same time. As a result, it came out as indistinguishable mumbling.

      “Beg your pardon?” the professor asked.

      I chewed and swallowed as fast as I could. “May I please take some for Sophie?”

      “Both your hands are already full,” Bradley noted. He looked at the bulge in my jeans. “As are your pockets.”

      Clearly, they did not understand the power of motivation. Not hearing an outright no, I shoved another two sandwiches into my left hand. A portal opened at my back. The professor gave me a nod. “Thank you for your time, Alessia. It’s been very enlightening. I’ll be in touch.”

      I swallowed and massaged my throat to get it down. I’d already eaten two sandwiches in front of them. I was sure the look Desi was giving me was disgust. But I was suddenly ravenous. Surely, as a vamp, she could understand that. “About my written exam...”

      “We’ll discuss it after your trial,” Jacqueline assured me.

      “I’m not going to be kicked out, though, am I?”

      Again the two adults gave each other looks. “We’ll have to modify your curriculum,” Jacqueline said. “But, no, I don’t expect that you’ll be kicked out.” I breathed a sigh of relief and walked through the portal before they could change their minds.
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      The portal spat me back out into the courtyard. There were already a couple dozen kids waiting there. I caught sight of Sophie standing next to a withdrawn Fred. She waved at me and weaved through the crowd. “I brought food,” I said.

      She took a couple of sandwich triangles gratefully. “Oh my Gaia! How did you even manage to get a hold of these?”

      “It’s a long story.” I held out a sandwich to Fred. “How was your trial?”

      He took the offered food, looked at it for a second, and then dropped his arm. He hadn’t exactly been the picture of health before, but now his skin appeared ashen. I could see a sheen of sweat glistening on his brow.

      “I don’t know if I’m going to be able to handle this,” he said.

      “What happened?”

      “Darkness. My trial was in complete darkness. I’m afraid of the dark.”

      Sophie gave me a pointed look over the top of his head. Even I could tell that was a strange thing for a light mage to say. “I know what you’re thinking,” he said. “But it’s a lot harder to come up with the goods when you’re scared out of your mind.”

      That I could sympathise with.

      “I’m sure they’ll find a way to help you get through it,” Sophie said. She licked her fingers and held out her hand for the last sandwich. I passed it to her.

      “I’m not so sure. Everyone here is so strong. Why would they bother with someone who can’t even do the thing he’s supposed to?”

      I didn’t have an answer for him. In fact, I was the one with the least answers. “I don’t think they can really expect you to just not be afraid of what you’re afraid of,” I said. “Anyway, I’m sure there are things even these people are scared of.”

      “Yeah,” Sophie said. “Like the Soul Sisterhood.”

      “The what?”

      She waved away my question. “You’ll learn about them soon enough. They’re like the bogeyman to supernaturals.”

      “I didn’t even know that was possible.”

      In the time it had taken us to polish off the sandwiches, a few more students popped up. The sky that had been bright this morning was beginning to turn overcast. “Hmmm,” I said. “It looks like a storm might be coming.”

      “You’d think they would do something about the weather on a day like this,” Fred said. He took a single bite of his sandwich, turned green and then threw it into the bushes surrounding the courtyard. I almost had a heart attack. When I tried to go after it, Sophie held me back citing embarrassment. I didn’t even care. Wasting food was a number one offense in my book.

      A chime rang above us. Or what I thought was above us. It was difficult to tell with the open-air courtyard and so many walls amplifying the sound. The woman that had been at the entrance to the exam buildings appeared behind us. “Students,” she said. “You’re free to return to your dorms.

      Hmmm. That was anticlimactic. Fred withered. “Thank Gaia.”

      We started to turn towards the doorway with the crowd. “I don’t know why but I thought it would be a lot harder than this,” I said.

      Sophie was frowning. She kept glancing around her as though it was some kind of trap. “It does feel a little too easy. I mean, there was just that really basic written exam and then my practical kitchen witch demonstration. I could have done that in my sleep.”

      “Speak for yourself.”

      She patted me on the arm but the disturbed expression never left her face. “I don’t know. Something isn’t right. Weren’t there a lot more people than this when we started?”

      Come to think of it, the courtyard was a bit sparse. I tried to do a quick headcount but I was a little bit too short to get everyone before they slipped through the exit.

      “Maybe they were let out earlier,” Fred said. I got the sense that he didn’t really care how it happened. He just wanted out. Now that I really thought about it, I was tired too. The magic circle demonstration had kind of zapped my mental energy.

      I was yawning and rubbing my eye when the first scream broke out. In front of me, Sophie stopped walking. I collided with her back. She reached behind and gripped my arm. Too short to see past her and the other students in front of us, I could only rely on my hearing and non-visual senses to give me an idea of what was happening.

      Fred plastered himself to Sophie’s side, his arms trembling. More screams from the line ahead of us. I heard footsteps peeling away from the group.

      “What’s happening?” I shook Sophie’s arm. She took a step back as though to shield me.

      “Something’s going on up front. Can we get back inside the courtyard?”

      Somebody was already trying to do that. I could hear the metal lock being shaken but the door wouldn’t budge. Frantically, I tried to find the adult in this situation. But the woman who had greeted us at the front door had disappeared into thin air. Fred was shaking so hard that he made Sophie’s teeth chatter as she spoke.

      “There’s some sort of creature blocking the path back to the dorms.” I didn’t know how Fred could possibly get any paler but he proved me wrong once again. Around us, the light slowly began to fade. Fred tipped his head to the side and met my gaze. I heard what he’d said earlier about darkness. His terrified features became obscured in a haze of dark and then became a canvas of moonlit starkness.

      “Is that an eclipse?” I pointed up.

      “That can’t be possible,” Fred said. He was holding on so hard Sophie’s skin was turning white where his fingers dug into her. She tried to gently detach him, but he was stuck good. It was going to become one of those situations where he was going to drag her down with him as he became hysterical. And boy was he skirting the edge of hysterical.

      I pried his fingers off her one by one. His head whipped in my direction, mouth dropping open. I could sense his intent.

      “Don’t even think about biting me,” I said. He clamped his mouth shut. I should think so. Of course, as soon as Sophie was free of him, the mollusc started clinging to me. I shoved an elbow between us to dissuade him. I felt terrible when he retracted his arms and wrapped them around himself. It was so dark now that I could barely see in front of us.

      “Can you give us any kind of light?” Sophie asked him. It was like talking to a plank of wood. Fred was now rocking back and forth on the spot. Around us, more shouts rang out. During Fred’s meltdown, everyone else seemed to have moved ahead, leaving the three of us standing here.

      “We have to get back to the dorms,” Sophie said. “This just isn’t right at all.”

      “What do you think it is?”

      “I’m not sure. But the last time things got all screwy and confusing like this, the Academy was attacked by demons.

      “Don’t they have guards for that sort of thing?”

      “Yes, but they can’t guard against everything. Which is why we’re in training. Come on.” She snatched Fred by the front of his shirt and dragged him along as we made slow progress forwards. I could hear the voices of other students ahead but they were muffled as though coming to us through a film of glass. These were not ideal travelling conditions. After a few dozen steps, I almost thought perhaps Fred had the right idea and we should find a place to hold up until the worst of this business was over. I kept waiting for someone official to come charging out from the sidelines to wrangle us all up and take us back to safety.

      Around us, half a dozen flares ascended into the sky. They gave us a moment of visibility.

      “Thank goodness,” Sophie said. “Someone’s raised the alarms. Hopefully the guards will be alerted and we’ll be out of here in no time.”

      We waited. The seconds ticked by without so much as a breeze whipping past. Given that I’d seen more than one magical being teleport, the fact that none appeared wasn’t a great sign.

      “Nobody’s coming,” Fred cried.

      “Let’s keep going then.” Sophie urged us forward. Despite our slow progress, we managed to get past the sheltered walkway between the courtyard and the front door. Sophie took the lead and carried Fred along like he was a human flesh handbag. I brought up the rear which made it all the harder to see anything up ahead. And then seeing was no longer an issue. A horrible sound the likes of which I had never heard shook the great expanse of lawn around us. It was like the roar of a lion interspersed with the high-pitched whistle of a bird with the rattle of an insect thrown in.

      Sophie stopped dead in front of me. Her head whipped around in both directions before she started to back up. She ran right into me but didn’t stop. She shoved me until my back was against a solid surface.

      “Get back inside,” she screamed. The whites of her eyes reflected the moonlight. They were so wide her face might as well have been all irises. I tried to fumble for the doorknob only to find that I was sweeping my palms against a smooth surface.

      “Where the hell is the doorknob?”

      She shook her head and pushed Fred back at me. Something thumped in the distance. I could hear shouting but my head and ears felt like they were stuffed with cotton wool. Fred did the thing that woodlice do and curled up into a ball. I nudged him with the tip of my sneaker. “It would be seriously nice if you could give us some light right now,” I said. He whimpered and ignored me completely.

      “No,” Sophie said. “We shouldn’t bring attention to ourselves.”

      Somebody else must have been thinking along the same lines as me because a whoosh of red light blazed across the open campus. It was almost blinding against the previous darkness. The light turned out to be fire. It erupted from the unprotected hands of the golden-winged Fae who followed Brigid. Her control of the fire was less impressive than the fire itself. While it shot out in two long beams from her hands, it also spat cinders onto the lawn. Those, of course, caught fire too.

      Soon there were more blazes around us. The only good thing about that was that the perimeter was now lit up for us to see. And I kinda wished it wasn’t. Because what we saw hovering just in the distance was something I could only have conjured up in my nightmares. It was a Frankenstein-type creature with the wings of a bird and the head and torso of a lion. Where the tail should have been was a long, black coil with a wicked-looking spine at the tip.

      Sophie gave a little sob. “What is that thing?” I asked, backing up involuntarily into the wall.

      She swallowed and tried to speak. But her watery eyes were fixed on the monster coming closer to us. Finally, a single word spat out of her scratchy throat. “Manticore.”

      I wasn’t sure what that actually meant but in supernatural language it must have meant big-ass scary monster because all of the remaining students backed up and started running. Golden Wings extinguished her hands, extended her wings and zipped out of there faster than lightning. The rest of us flightless losers weren’t so fortunate. I was following the flicker of her wings as she raced away only to see her shudder to a halt mid-air.

      She turned in a wide arc, eyes narrowed, face disturbed. She hesitated, looking as though she was going to actually turn back. The manticore roar-screeched again. This time it also stomped a foot forward. Its thundering heel came down on the turf. The softness of the grass should have absorbed some of the impact, but I swear I could feel the vibrations in my hair follicles. Golden Wings turned and fled until I could no longer see her.

      “Where the hell are the guards?” Sophie hissed.

      “Probably dead,” a boy running up beside us said. His fangs flashed in the moonlight. Not the sharp incisors of a vampire but the razor-edged spines of a predator’s teeth. His eyes had turned an unnatural yellow. Fred peered up at the dark-haired boy and then at the blanketed sun. His voice was barely a whisper.

      “You’re not going to turn, are you?” He was clinging to Sophie again. Oh brother.

      “It’s not a full moon.” The boy’s brows furrowed. Shifter, I thought. There was no need to wonder what sort because the manticore bellowed again and the boy gave up the reins on his animal. His bones and tendons snapped and twisted. Clothing shredded and muscles elongated until there was a canine crouched beside us. In his shifted state, his hair had turned into a golden tan colour with darker brown stripes running along his torso. I wasn’t sure what I was even looking at until he growled and it hit me.

      “Tasmanian tiger,” I breathed. I was sure when he turned his head up to look at me the twinkle in his eye was a wink. But I couldn’t concentrate on the wonder of seeing a supposedly extinct creature right now. Not while there was an enormous monster in between me and the dorms.

      “How are we going to get past it?” I asked the world at large. Golden Wings had left us with a legacy of burning spot fires that was edging precariously close to the tree line. There were maybe half a dozen other kids who were ahead of us in the queue and had managed to run. Now we were stuck here like sitting ducks.

      “Is there any way we can distract it?” Sophie suggested. A quick glance around showed me there were two vampires to our left, another Fae who for some reason wasn’t using her wings to fly, and a pair of dwarves to my right. They were about my height and solidly built. Both were young but with dark hair almost down to their hips in thick, elaborate braids. What I liked best about them was that they were both packing axes.

      “Any chance you know how to use those?” I asked them, pointing to the weapons strapped to their backs.

      The one closest to me, the female, snorted. “Of course. You think we’d carry weapons we don’t know how to use?”

      “I don’t really know much about anything,” I said.

      “Figures,” the other dwarf, a male, said. “That’s why you were chosen last for the Houses.”

      I let that comment slide. Right now wasn’t the time to be starting up new grudges.

      “This is stupid,” Fred said. “We need to run.”

      “If we scatter, it’s just going to pick a target and come after one of us.”

      “One is better than seven,” the female dwarf said.

      Before I could even suggest the distraction again, she and her companion linked hands and started running. The Fae and the vamps did the same. So did the shifter boy. Sophie and I shared a quicksilver glare before we took off. I grabbed Fred under one arm, Sophie grabbed him under the other, and we started towards where we thought the dorms were located.

      The disturbing bellow of the manticore rang out into the fraught darkness of the night. I’m ashamed to admit that I was silently hoping it had somebody else in its sights. By some miracle, we got about fifty metres and a break in the darkness revealed a familiar path. Sophie must have seen the same. “Almost there!” she screamed. But I hardly heard her. Because intermingled with her scream was another that I would know with my eyes closed.

      “Lex!” Nanna pleaded. Her voice came from behind us. Without thinking, I stopped running and let Fred go.

      I scanned the darkness. My eyes were drawn automatically to the areas lit up by the fire. When I spotted her, my heart kicked against my ribcage. In the clearing just beyond where the manticore stood guard, there was a pyre of twigs and branches. Rising up out of the pyre were seven wooden masts. There was a person tied to each one of those masts. And there, dead in the centre, was my Nanna.

      “Mama!” Sophie screamed. She was looking at the figure to Nanna’s left.

      We started running back at the same time, leaving Fred standing there with his mouth gaping open.
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      All I could do was watch as an ember from the fires that Golden Wings lit drifted on the breeze to the base of the pyre. By some unnatural force, the kindling set alight faster than anything I’d ever seen in my life. It must be supernatural fire. An insidious rage simmered in my chest. They’d lied to me. They’d said she was safe with Raphael. And now here she was being tormented by whatever the hell this monster was. I would have run headlong into the manticore had a pair of stubby arms not caught me around the waist.

      “Are you daft or what?” the female dwarf said. I struggled against her.

      “Let go of me!”

      She shook me like a rag doll. I thought of bloody Basil safe in my room while Nanna was about to be turned into barbecue.

      “It’s a manticore. It’s almost impossible to kill!”

      “She’s right,” Sophie said. “Even if we somehow get close enough to go for a strike, its hide is impenetrable.” Her chest rose and fell. She’d stopped running too but her focus was still on her mum.

      “Then how are we supposed to get past?”

      “Please don’t draw its attention,” Fred pleaded. I hadn’t noticed him tagging along.

      “Why don’t you just run away?” I snapped. He pointed to a tiny man with greying hair. His head bobbed up and down because he was passed out.

      “My grandfather is there,” he said.

      “How did this thing capture our relatives?”A vampire who’d doubled back snarled. His teeth were no longer hidden by the glamour Sophie told me the vampires liked to use to befuddle their prey.

      There was no time to figure anything out because the manticore had had enough of preening and puffing up its chest. A chasm of fear mixed with rage bubbled up in my chest as it reared. It took a running start and then flapped wings that spanned twice the length of my body. It jumped just shy of the mid-way point between us and sailed through the air. If Golden Wings had been fast, the manticore was lightning. I blinked and it was right on top of us.

      Everyone else in the group had the wherewithal to scatter. I jumped clear at the same time as Sophie. My body twisted in the air, turning back around as I watched Fred standing rooted to the spot. The manticore’s clawed foot raked him across the chest. It wasn’t even deep enough to gouge but the beast was so powerful that an inch-thick gash opened up his chest.

      The monster would have dug deeper but my mind was already working. I drew the circle closed as the manticore whipped around and struck out again. This time it hit the invisible shield. A screech of claws against magic boomed in the night. Sparks of bright blue ignited. Fred lay beneath the protective circle, his mouth open wide in a silent scream. He clutched at his chest, breathing ragged.

      The manticore turned mid-air. Its leonine head cast about and landed on me. Uh oh. Somehow, the beast knew that I was the source of the shield. It dove as I pushed myself to my feet and ran. Based on what I’d seen of the monster’s flight, there was no way in hell I was going to be able to outrun it.

      I sprinted in a long zigzag pattern, hoping to throw the monster off course. It was a pointless exercise.

      “Lex!” Sophie screamed. Despite my better judgement, I turned around only to watch as the manticore’s tail whipped down on me. It was going to skewer me through the middle and I wasn’t going to have enough time to evade. Closing my eyes seemed like the only way to stop the thundering of my heart. I braced for the impact, but when I heard a thwack and it wasn’t followed by pain, my eyes snapped open. Two axes lay on the ground. They had pushed the tip of the manticore’s tail off course.

      Instead of trying to retrieve their weapons, the dwarves took off in separate directions. I did the same. While they raced off to the side, their primary goal to avoid death from the manticore, I pushed towards the burning pyre.

      Like Sophie’s mum, Nanna was out cold. The flames were now surrounding the base of the pyre. Soon enough they would be licking at her feet. I grit my teeth and kept running. A scream tore me from my single-minded sprint.

      Sophie was pressed against the wall of the trial building. Her position told me she’d been attempting to cut a path around the perimeter. The black tail flashed. I drew the circle once more. When the point of the manticore’s tail hit the barrier, a shrill explosion burst in my mind. Something wet and metallic slid down my nostril.

      Instead of being discouraged by the magical rebuff, the tail reared back and stabbed at the air again and again. With each strike, it felt as though something clawed inside my mind. I fell to my knees.

      Dizziness stole the rationality from my judgement. There was no way we could win this based on sheer force. Bradley had been right. My circles might be strong on the defensive front, but I didn’t have the strength to hold them intact while a supernatural creature of this calibre bore down on me relentlessly. Soon, I would be out of luck.

      The manticore wasn’t giving up. It was a beast that seemed to have been honed for fighting. There was not one scrap of its body that held any weakness. Sophie was attempting to do something with her own magic. It glowed like rose-pink fire in her hands. She tossed grains of salt in the air and forced them into a circle. When the manticore snapped its teeth in her face, Sophie shoved her magic at it. The thing sneezed. Sophie’s magic dissipated.

      She squealed as the manticore swiped at her with claws alternating with its tail. My shield was becoming weaker. The perimeter of protection around her retracted. The next time it struck, it almost looked like the thing grazed her face. Sophie dropped to her knees, her arms throwing up to cover her head.

      A shudder ran up my body. Behind me, someone was using the manticore’s distraction to slip past. I heard a yelp as they tried to leap over the wall of flames engulfing the bottom of the pyre. The manticore heard it too. It reeled around and let out another roar before swooping on its new prey. I allowed the circle to dissipate and collapsed onto the grass. A moment later, shaky arms dragged me up.

      “Thanks.” Sophie’s lip trembled.

      I could only nod at her. My stomach grumbled something fierce. “Good grief.” Sophie pointed to the air above the pyre in which the manticore was being attacked by the remaining Fae girl. She held up a flaming stick. It was a match next to the creature. She looked like a tiny doll compared to its bulk.

      As she fought with it, the vampire raced around the pyre trying to find a spot where the flames weren’t as thick.

      “He won’t be able to get through,” Sophie said. “Vamps burn in magical fire just like anyone else. So do shifters.” The Tasmanian tiger stood a distance away from the flames. I’d seen him take a running start and try to leap over them. But they were too high. Now he was baring his teeth, his ears flattened against his elongated head.

      “There has to be some way to beat it,” I said. Just as I spoke, the manticore lashed out. The Fae attempted to evade but she was too slow. The thing caught her in its deadly grip and squeezed.

      “No!” I screamed. We all heard the crunch of bone. An emerald burst of light ignited between the manticore’s palm. For a second, my chest exploded with relief. Emerald light meant only one thing. Malachi was here.

      Except he never materialised. All that happened was that the manticore tossed the Fae girl over the top of the pyre. The vampire jumped and caught her before her body crashed. He set her down, his hideous expression twisted into a mask of simmering fear.

      Screams broke out on the pyre. The flames had reached their intended target. Sophie and I both tried to step forward but we stopped at the same time. The manticore swung in our direction, its black eyes seeming to reach into my soul and amplify the fear racing through my veins. It told me that even if I did manage to get past, how was I going to save Nanna? The flames were already lapping at her feet. She might be unconscious, but somehow, I still heard her wailing. It told me the only way I would live was if I ran.

      Nails dug into my palms. The shocking burst of pain helped to dispel the avalanche of despair. This was not happening. I would not abandon the woman who had given up everything to raise me. When the manticore bellowed again. I opened my mouth and screamed with it. There was a moment of sheer fury coming from both ends. And then I started to run towards it.

      “Lex!” Sophie called.

      “Get your mum!”

      The manticore whipped over my head as I ducked and rolled. Two other bodies landed on the grass beside me. The dwarf girl uncurled on my left, the tiger on my right. The manticore swooped on us once more. The dwarf hefted her axe and tried to take a swipe at its underbelly. Her blade made a direct hit but the sound that rang out was that of metal on metal.

      “Please don’t tell me it has a metallic hide!”

      “There’s nowhere on its body that is soft,” the dwarf said.

      That was complete bullshit. Maybe I was stupid, but there was no way in hell a creature could be utterly impervious. If that were the case then it would mean the world should have been overrun with them. My stomach rumbled again.

      As usual, all I could think about was food. Ducking to the left to avoid having my face torn off by six-inch claws, I watched the thing sail, turn and come back for us. “So you’re telling me that this thing has a metal stomach?”

      And that was when I remembered the rosehips in my pocket. I heard Peter’s voice in my head. An army marches on its stomach. Surely, this creature was as soft on the inside as the rest of us.

      “Cover me!” I stepped out in front of them. The dwarf yanked me back.

      “That usually means you get behind us,” she screamed in my face. She tossed me back and they stood guard. Not that we were doing anything particularly useful besides ducking and covering. I ripped the rosehips out of my pockets. The hips were small and red like elongated currents. Inside, I could feel the ripened seeds pulsing. Jacqueline and Raphael had declared me a hedge witch. It hadn’t really come as a surprise. Nanna had beaten a fondness of plants into me. I hoped it would save both of us.

      When the manticore swooped again, the female dwarf lashed out with her axe. The tiger jumped up and corralled it so that it couldn’t get too close. I waited for its mouth to get in the right angle and....now! With all of the strength I could muster, I threw the hips into the open cavern as it roared.

      “I can’t protect us and do this at the same time,” I told them. Given the choice between offense and defence, I only had the strength for one thing.

      The dwarf grabbed my arm and tried to drag me away. I wrenched her off and pushed them. “Run!”

      “Lex!” I heard Sophie scream my name but I shoved it all away. I scrambled for the words Thalia had said to me. Reach for the well of power. Hold it tight and ask the earth to work with me. Frantically, I closed my eyes and tried to find the well she was talking about. The roaring of water in my mind was tremulous. I wasn’t sure what Thalia classed as a well, but the ocean I saw scared the crap out of me. I didn’t like big expanses of open water. Nanna had taken me to the beach once as a child and the unpredictable vastness of it had made me cry.

      Now I dropped to my knees and begged for the well to help me save her. The rushing in my ears turned into a tsunami. As I felt the manticore’s presence bearing down on me, the hundreds of potential rose bushes inside its belly reached out to me.

      Grow, I urged them.

      Life burst forth from every seed. I fed them with the waters from the reserve of power until the seeds became thick canes of briar. Long spines with thorns twisted and curled until they were eviscerating the manticore from the inside out. Still they continued to grow. I heard screaming all around me as something enormous collided with the earth.

      My eyes were still closed. In my mind, all I could focus on was the rush of life feeding into the canes. They throbbed for an instant and then I felt them flourish as they sent out roots to anchor them to the earth. Once the roots hit the dirt, their canes grew so thick they could have held up the foundations of the Academy.

      A hand landed on my shoulder and shook vigorously. “Blue,” a deep voice spoke. My eyes snapped open. Kai sank into the grass beside me. My vision swam with images of an enormous amount of twisted thorns to my right and a pyre of sticks burning in front of me. The masts were now also aflame.

      “Nanna!” I pushed off the ground and tried to get to her. Kai grabbed me around the waist and held me back. I thrashed in his hold but his grip was iron.

      “Let go!” I screamed. My foot connected with his shin, but he didn’t so much as flinch. As my fury unleashed, the thorned branches around the mound contracted. The earth groaned. I continued to kick and punch the Nephilim who wouldn’t leave me be.

      “Calm down, Blue,” he said again.

      “Shut up! Is that all you can say? Where were you?” I was screaming in his face. His hardened expression never wavered but something in his deep green eyes unlocked. “We were being attacked and you did nothing. You promised to keep her safe! You promised!”

      I tried to head butt him but as usual, he was too fast for me. While I squirmed, he calmly placed his palm on my forehead. Where he touched me, a balm of drowsiness turned my limbs into jelly. A second later, I was unconscious.
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      There were voices in the room and they were speaking too loudly. I groaned and tried to turn over but my body wouldn’t move.

      “She’s awake,” an unfamiliar male voice said.

      My head was stuffed with rocks and my throat with glass. One eye opened at a time to see yet another room with a high ceiling. It stank of sulphur in here. I made an undignified sound. Something heavy landed on the base of the bed, sending shockwaves through the covers.

      “Urgh.”

      Arms wrapped around me. “Thank goodness you’re awake,” Sophie said. She squeezed so hard I felt my eyes popping out of my head. I thumped her on the back.

      “Can’t breathe.”

      She backed up immediately. “Oh, sorry!” Scooting back, she sat on my bed with her legs crossed beneath her. When I tried to sit up my arms trembled. Somebody reached out to assist me. The face I came into contact with was grey. Not a sickly grey but one that reminded me of the skin of some of the reptiles in the zoo. Except the man who owned the skin was humanoid with a thick, protruding forehead and pointed ears. His hands felt cool and rough on my elbow as he helped to prop me up with pillows behind my back.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked. When his mouth opened, his teeth showed through. They were sharpened.

      “Lex,” Sophie hissed out of the corner of her mouth. “Stop staring.”

      The man-creature smiled, showing his rows of teeth. “It’s quite alright. I imagine she’s never seen a basilisk before.”

      “I’m sorry.” I didn’t stop staring. His skin was shimmering like an oil slick in water. I didn’t flinch when he cupped my face in his leathery hands, his thumbs pulling up my eyelids.

      “How’s your head?” His voice was a low baritone, soothing but with a touch of command. It was nice after all the bellowing and shrieking from the manticore. My memory came back in one painful gut punch.

      “Nanna?”

      I tried to wriggle out of his hold but I was weak as a kitten. He held tight, the coolness of his fingertips making me less anxious.

      “She’s fine,” Jacqueline said. I heard the telltale click of heels across tiles. Out of the corner of my eyes, I watched her walk into the room. The man let go of me. “Doctor Thorne,” Jacqueline said. She nodded her head at the doctor. “How is she doing?”

      “Exceedingly well. She appears to be almost fully recovered. Besides a little confusion.”

      “A little?” I burst out. I saw now he was wearing a white lab coat. The coat did very little to cover what appeared to be a tail that trailed along the floor. “Are you actually a medical doctor? How long have I been here?”

      “You’ve been resting for almost nineteen hours. And no I’m not a medical doctor in the human sense,” he said. He reached out and tapped my nose with one of his claws. A spark of static electricity zapped me. “Malachi took care of your physical injuries. I was just monitoring the supernatural side of things to make sure you were stable.”

      None of what he said made any sense. They all seemed to be speaking in riddles. “I’ll leave you ladies to it. Mr. Mendlesen continues to require soothing.”

      I looked at Sophie who grinned at me. “It’s Fred,” she said. “He can’t seem to believe that it was all an illusion and he wasn’t actually injured.”

      “What?”

      Jacqueline reached out and patted my arm. Today she wore a white blouse and a thin pencil skirt. I remembered the golden circlet around her head during the trials. It reminded me that for all their apparent humanity, these weren’t humans.

      “You performed very well in the final trial.”

      Again my mouth opened but nothing came out. “You can rest assured that your grandmother was never in any danger. Nor were any of you. If you were, we would have pulled you from the arena.”

      “The Fae who was crushed –”

      “Is perfectly fine. Though I should probably think about reassigning somebody other than Malachi to the first tests.” She shook her head but there was a fond smile on her lips. “He tends to push much more than the others.” I was not impressed.

      “You’re saying that all of that was an illusion?”

      She nodded. I glanced at Sophie for confirmation. “I couldn’t believe it at first either,” she said. “But then they showed me the manticore again inside the arena.”

      I blew out a breath. “This is nothing like the exams at home.”

      “I should hope not.” Jacqueline leaned over. She brushed a strand of hair from my face. If my last principal had done that, I would have punched him in the face. But there was something so compellingly maternal about her that I wanted to lean into her hand.

      “The professors and I are very impressed with the calibre of students this year. Never before have so many chosen to remain and fight rather than fleeing.”

      “You trapped the people we love,” I said. “Of course we’d fight.”

      Her smile was soft. Then she pushed off the bed and pulled an envelope out of thin air. I wasn’t sure if I would ever get used to things just magically appearing like that. “Here is your class schedule for the remainder of the semester.”

      She continued to hold on to it even after I’d reached out and grabbed it. “Bear in mind that some of the subjects you’ve been assigned are unusual. We believe it’s only fitting given your circumstances. If you have any queries, feel free to speak to Alex in my office. Or, given that he will be your mentor, you can take it up with my grandson.”

      My mouth was still gaping open long after she’d exited the huge room that I now saw must be an infirmary. There were rows of beds lining either side of the walls. Staff in medical clothing were tending to the few other patients.

      When Jacqueline had gone, Sophie made an unabashed squealing sound and jumped at me. “Ahh! Did you hear what she just said?” She tugged at my arm. “You’re going to be spending so much time with Kai!”

      I blinked at her. When her enthusiasm didn’t catch on, her smile dimmed a little. “Next time I see that smug bastard, I’m going to punch him in the face!”

      A chuckle floated in the air around us before a shimmering outline coalesced into the unmistakable form of the Nephilim who was fast becoming a thorn in my side.

      I made the leap before any of us knew what was happening. If he wasn’t so fast, and I wasn’t hampered by bed sheets, my fist might have had a chance of connecting with his face. Instead, my foot caught in a tangle of cloth. I pitched forward. Sophie tried to stop me from tumbling over the side of the bed but my elbow hit her in the temple. She cried out, and reeled back. I expected to face plant on the floor, but he reached out and grabbed hold of me around the waist, my chest pressed against the hard muscle of his.

      In the reflection of his too-green eyes, I saw the snarl on my face. “You sick bastard,” I snapped. I pushed against him, wanting to take another swipe but too distracted by the hum under my skin where our bodies touched.

      “Glad to see you’re not taking it lying down, Blue,” he snapped back. Though his voice was barbed, his arms were gentle as he settled me back down.

      “You think that was funny?”

      Sophie was making mayday signals beside me, but I was too riled up to take heed. “I thought it was useful.”

      “Oh, well then, I guess it’s okay as long as Malachi Pendragon thinks scaring the shit out of people is useful.”

      “You didn’t seem scared to me.” Something sharp and shrewd danced across his face. That’s it. I was going to punch him again. He must have noticed because he took a single step back. He crossed his arms over his chest. Sophie just about swooned beside me. I grit my teeth to stop my own faint from overwhelming me.

      “Don’t tell me how I feel,” I said. “You even think about using my nanna to hurt me again and I’ll run you through with your own damn sword.”

      Sophie’s face turned a shade of pink. It gave her dark skin a nice healthy glow. If only she wasn’t embarrassed for me.

      “Noted,” Kai said. “The headmistress thought it might be a good idea for you to get some supplies given your classes start tomorrow.” He needn’t have looked so pointedly at Sophie’s T-shirt that I had somehow ripped all the way across the hem. “So if you’re done with your tantrum, I’ll be waiting outside.” He was about to turn and leave when he glanced back. “Good going, Sophie. I think Max is in the commons right now rubbing it in to Drake’s face that he picked you.”

      The door was barely closed before Sophie screamed so loudly it made the other patients groan. “I think I’m going to burst into flame,” she said, throwing herself backwards onto the bed.

      “I think I’m going to throw up.”

      “Aww, c’mon. Don’t be like that. It was just a part of the trial.”

      “I thought she was going to die.” My fingers were gripping the sheets so tight I heard a tear. Sophie scrambled up into a sitting position and hugged me.

      “Okay,” she said. “I get it. I’m sorry. I guess the rest of us, besides Fred, are kind of used to the things this place throws at us. I forget how bad it must be for someone who is new to it all.” She rubbed soothing circles around my back.

      But for all her placating, I could still feel the pulse of excitement in her jerky movements. “Alright,” I said. “That’s enough of that.”

      “He is seriously gorgeous,” she stammered.

      “The assholes generally are.”

      Her lips turned into a thin line. “You think he’s an asshole?”

      “Did you not see the way he spoke to me?”

      She scratched at her head. “You weren’t exactly being a cupcake yourself.”

      I grabbed the pillow and flung it at her. She braced and it bounced off her arms. “Oh, is this how it’s going to be? What happened to chicks before dic –?”

      A gruff throat clearing interrupted our giggling. “Ladies,” Doctor Thorne said. “If you’re recovered, please spare some thought to our other patients.” With a slew of apologies, we hightailed it out of there.

      “Should we go see if Fred is okay?”

      Sophie shook her head emphatically. “Don’t bother. He’s kind of freaking out right now. Let’s give him a bit of time to recover and then we’ll go and see him.”

      “Maybe after we get back from this shopping trip then.”

      “We?” She turned big, doe eyes at me.

      “Did you think I was going to suffer through this trip with that jerk-face by myself? As my roommate, isn’t it your obligation to come with me?”

      “I don’t know how he’ll feel about that.”

      I wasn’t intending on giving him a choice. So why was I slightly offended when we got to the front of the infirmary and he simply shrugged his shoulders when I informed him Sophie would be coming along with us.

      I also didn’t know why I expected to see a vehicle. All of the evidence to the contrary said that we would teleport. Kai didn’t even give us a chance to prepare ourselves for it. One minute we were standing in the open courtyard of the rather illustrious infirmary and the next he grabbed both our shoulders. That disturbing interplay of pleasure and pain ripped through me as a kaleidoscope of colour burst across my eyelids. I blinked and we were standing beside a wishing well in what I could only describe as some sort of medieval fair.

      Sophie whistled. “Are we in Rivia?”

      He nodded.“It’s the closest place I could think of to get this out of the way.”

      What a typical guy thing to say about shopping. Not that I particularly loved it either. Nanna used to take me when I was younger. At that age, all I’d wanted to do was hang out in the toy store and the bookstore. I couldn’t think of the last time I was in a mall or shopping centre since Nanna was put into the Institution.

      “What is this place?” It was like an intersection between a role-playing game and a movie. Everywhere I looked there were people dressed in ephemeral clothing. Others walked around with all manner of weaponry strapped to their backs. I stared outright at a pointy-eared Fae who hover-walked by. She had burnished-orange wings and wore a gown of the same colour. It billowed around her knees. Behind her, in the trail where she floated, flowers and plants burst from the earth to bloom. A second later they returned to their normal state. She turned her head towards us. As I watched her, she swept her gaze over Kai’s muscular form. Her bowed lips curved into a smile.

      I tried to roll my eyes so only Sophie could see, but Kai caught the last of it. The vein in his jaw tightened. “This place is protected by the Nephilim,” he said. I could see the dismissal coming and part of me was relieved.

      “Good,” I said, before he could get more words in. “Sophie and I will buy stuff and you can brood in the corner.” I didn’t know what money I would use for said stuff but it didn’t matter. At the moment, all I wanted to do was get away from him and his incessant scrutiny.

      For a second, he seemed to be considering what I was offering. Sophie was giving me a death stare.

      Finally, he sighed. “My grandmother will kill me if anything happens to either of you.” I deflated a little even as something inside of me twisted. Why hadn’t he taken the offer? He said so himself that the place was guarded. Now that I knew the whole trial had been a scam, the pulse of fear in me had dissipated.

      I grabbed Sophie’s arm. “Let’s make this quick.” She pulled a face.

      “You’re not fun at all.”

      That wasn’t the first time someone had said something like that to me. I pushed the listless feeling it gave me aside. For all its oddness, this place didn’t seem all that dissimilar to the stores I’d been to as a child. Sure there were one or two shops that had an odd stench stretching out way past their front doors. And instead of trinkets and toys, some of the shops had shelves holding what appeared to be severed limbs and live bugs in them. But for the most part, shops were shops.

      “You’re going to need everyday clothes,” Sophie said, giving me the once over. Then she leaned in close and whispered, “and underwear I’m assuming.” We both glanced sidelong at Kai who was giving me his best bland expression while engrossed in a paperback that he’d pulled from his back pocket. It figured that there looked to be a dead body on the front cover.

      Sophie did most of the shopping. I tried on things and expected them not to really fit. I had a...difficult body shape. Skinny but too tall to fit kids’ clothing. My hip bones were a little wide so I didn’t fit into the smaller sizes either. But whatever Sophie offered me—and she stuffed a lot of things under the change room door—always fit perfectly. I’d never win any modelling contests, but I wouldn’t look like I’d just rifled through the charity bin either.

      I glanced warily at the clothes she kept piling into my arms. “How are we going to pay for all of this?” I asked. Once or twice I might have slipped some medication into my pocket in the drug store when I was really desperate. But doing a runner dragged down by all this stuff would be impossible.

      “I’m assuming the Academy is going to pay for it,” Sophie said. “We’ll charge it at the register and see.” Despite her casual words, I was still slightly apprehensive when the total flashed up on the register. It was the most amount of money I’d ever spent in my life.

      The girl behind the counter looked at where Kai was engrossed in his book on a bench. “Bloodline Academy?” she asked.

      Sophie nodded. “I’ll put in on their account then.” It was as easy as that. I didn’t know how I felt about it. Then I remembered the awful scare they’d put my through and decided that it was worth some clothes.

      Kai ground the heel of his boots into the cobbled path when Sophie pointed to the store with mannequins in underwear in the display.

      “I’m going into that store.” He pointed to the black cavern of a store with the racks of spiky weapons on display. “Yell out if you need me.” He walked away then came back. “Only if it’s an emergency. Needing an opinion doesn’t count.”

      “As if I’d ask you,” I muttered under my breath. Sophie clamped her hand over my mouth when his shoulders tensed before he walked away.

      Her eyes got huge. But then he disappeared into the weapons store. “Gargh. Have you got a death wish or something?”

      I shrugged. “He’s so bloody smug. I was just pointing out that I have less than zero interest in his opinion.”

      She only grinned at me like she didn’t believe me and then crooked her finger to lead me into the underwear store. Or, the feminine torture store as I wanted to rename it. Sophie had almost no sense of personal space. She barged into the change room while I was trying on a bra. “What the hell?” I screamed, cupping at my boobs. “What are you doing? Get out!”

      She dissolved into a round of giggling. “What’s the problem? We share a room!”

      “I don’t care, you creep!” I tried to swat at her with a pair of hot-pink panties she’d picked that I was so not going to buy. Somebody banged on the door.

      “Is everything okay in there? Only one person allowed in the change rooms. Store policy.” We both held our breath until the store person huffed and walked away.

      Sophie burst into uncontrolled laughter, her chest heaving so loudly it sounded like sobs. After a moment, a grin split across my face.

      “I’m not kidding!” She was fanning her face with her hand, trying to take big gulping breaths. Finally, she managed to get a hold of herself. By this stage, I looked like a beetroot from head to toe. It didn’t help the situation at all that I was almost completely naked and still trying to hide my body.

      Wiping at the tears on her face, Sophie held up yet more choices. There were more colours in her hands than in a rainbow. “No,” I said.

      “But they’re so pretty!”

      “I don’t know what fantasy Academy you think I’m going to, but if the trials are anything to go by, pretty is the last thing I need. I want black. I want flesh tone. I want grey. Those are my colours.”

      She scrunched her nose and took a step towards me. “Once we graduate from the Academy, if we’re any good, we might find ourselves on the front line of the war,” she said. “What’s wrong with trying to have a little fun now?” Her ample lips turned up into her version of a smirk. Those brown eyes were dancing. She was so pretty it was ridiculous for me to think nobody wanted to hang out with her just because of her powers.

      “Besides,” she took another step forward, “If you have a colour, it’s definitely blue.” Her brows practically reached the sky as she announced this. The meaning of her words turned me from a beetroot into a tomato.

      She was laughing. “C’mon! If you’re sparring with him, and things get hot and heavy, you don’t want to be wearing a flesh-tone nothing sports bra if you need to take your shirt off.”

      As she spoke, I awkwardly wriggled back into my T-shirt. Or her T-shirt, to be exact. “On what planet,” I said, my head getting stuck in the sleeve, “would I be sparring with him?”

      She gave me a quizzical look. “Did you not look at your timetable? I heard Jacqueline talking to Professor Mortimer about it while you were unconscious.”

      “No, I just stuck it in the back pocket of my jeans.”

      Now that she mentioned it, I was curious. I rifled through my pockets, taking out a few remaining rose hips and the envelope in question. Ripping it open, I sat down to go over the classes that had been designated to me. Sure enough, the last lesson of every day on my schedule was reserved for Malachi Pendragon. Sophie read over my shoulder and squealed. “I don’t care what you say. You’re getting this and this.”

      I registered something sapphire blue and something else magenta before she unlocked the door and stalked out, leaving me bewildered. There were some classes that I could understand like Herbology and Demonology 101. But what in the hell was Arcane Magic and Portions and Alchemy?

      Furthermore, most of my morning classes had “for beginners” written after them and they were held in the junior campus. The sales girl scowled at me when I came out of the change room with a mountain of underwear in my arms. I slunk away after setting them down in the unwanted pile.

      I found Sophie inspecting something lacy and bright red. She held it up to the light. “Unless you’re planning to get that for yourself, I suggest you step away from the lace.”

      She placed the lingerie set in front of her chest. “What do you think?”

      “For real life or a porno?”

      She threw a pair of socks from the rack at me. “You’d look hot in it,” I said. “But I don’t know, maybe something leopard print might be more what you’re intending.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “What is it you’re trying to imply?”

      “Oooh. Shoe doesn’t fit so well now that it’s on the other foot, does it?” I made a sound that I hoped would translate into a lion’s roar.

      She blushed so hard it was adorable. “You’re the worst!” she said. But I could see her eyes darting to the animal print section. I wagged a finger at her.

      “I’m no expert, but even I know that would be so lame. Go with the red. Or if you can find something gold for your skin tone.”

      Of course we then had to traipse around the store looking for things that suited her. While I followed behind, I asked her why my morning classes were in the junior campus. She paused. Frowning, she snatched the papers from me.

      “Oh jeez.”

      “What?” I snatched them back.

      “You’re not just having classes over at the junior campus,” she said. “You’re actually in the junior class. The under twelves from the look of it.”

      I glanced down at where she was pointing to the code next to the classes that I hadn’t paid much attention to. Sure enough, there was a number 12 next to the class. Forgetting all about the underwear, I turned around and walked right out of the store. I almost collected two older women on my mission to get to the weapons store.

      “May I help you?” A salesman jumped out at me almost the very second I walked into the store.

      I ignored him which only prompted him to follow me. “Miss,” he said. “Is there something wrong?”

      “Nephilim,” I grit out. “I need to see the Nephilim.”

      “Nephilim? Oh, you mean Mr. Pendragon? He’s over –”

      But I’d already spotted my intended target at the back of the store in what appeared to be a small version of a boxing ring. He was standing on the stage with a girl in a red shirt that must have been the store’s uniform. She was smiling at him like he hung the moon while he held yet another broadsword in his hands. He seriously had some kind of phallus complex.

      The girl saw me first, her smile erased by the deranged look on my face. When Kai noticed her attention had wavered, he turned and caught sight of me. “Blue,” he said. My teeth ground so hard it was a wonder they didn’t shatter. “What’s wrong?”

      I don’t know why his sudden alertness made the fire blazing in my chest roar. I held up my timetable. “Explain to me why I’m being made to take classes with little kids?” The bell at the front of the door jingled.

      “Lex?” Sophie’s voice called out.

      The expression of worry on Kai’s face morphed into irritation. He brushed past me, his shoulder almost clipping my outstretched arm. The shop girl looked from one of us to the other but chose to remain out of the way. Smart.

      “You know basically nothing about our history and our purpose,” Kai said as he replaced the sword in its scabbard on the rack by the back wall. “It made sense that since we already have beginner classes that teach those things, that you should join them.”

      “Why couldn’t someone just tutor me?”

      He whirled on me. “Why would someone do that, Blue? What are you, a bloody princess?”

      As much as I wanted to, I didn’t take the bait. But man, was I tempted. Instead, I pointed to his name on our schedule. “What’s this then?” I snapped. “Why do I have to have private lessons with you? How is that any different?”

      Something in the way his eyes darkened made me think something I’d said really got to him. But when he spoke, his tone was even. Frighteningly so. The way a predator becomes eerily calm before it strikes. “You’re having private coaching lessons because after that display at the trials, nobody on the school board thinks it’s safe to have you running around out there untrained. And, surprise, surprise, nobody else wanted to train you. So I got stuck with it. Is that explanation enough for you?”

      Sophie found us. I’d never seen her upset before, but those gentle brown eyes were pieces of flint. She wrapped an arm around my shoulders.

      “Back off!” she said, giving Kai a death stare. “As if she needs you being a jerk after everything she’s been through.”

      It was that unexpected snipe that had the indignation in my chest calming. After a second, Sophie seemed to realise what she’d said as well.

      Kai raised a brow at her. But she squared her shoulders and jutted out her chin. I was feeling all kinds of proud. “If you’re done sniping,” he said. “I don’t have all day to babysit you.”

      I waved the timetable at his retreating back. “That’s where you’re wrong,” I said. “According to my schedule, you have all kinds of time between three and five every evening!”

      But he was already gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      When we got back in our dorm, Sophie and I elected to eat inside rather than brave the crowds in the dining hall once more. “The others have been asking after you non-stop,” Sophie said. She was helping me to put away all of my new things. A free standing cherry-wood closet had appeared by magic in my room. I’d also been given a new pillow and a stack of text books were sitting on my side table. I’d never seen this much new clothing in one place except an actual store.

      “What others?”

      She looked at me like I’d lost my mind. “The ones we fought with in the trials? You know, the dwarves and the tiger shifter?”

      Understanding dawned on me. “Oh! They were real? I just assumed they were also an illusion.”

      She made a face and then seemed to contemplate it. “Yeah, that’s probably a fair call given everything else. Everybody’s talking about it.”

      “And so they should be!” Basil piped up from the bed. In the very short amount of time he’d been with me, he’d somehow made himself a little fortress with mirrors. He’d taken the one on the wall down and also confiscated Sophie’s compact which she was not impressed about. “It was the most exciting trial since the one Malachi Pendragon first fought.”

      “How would you even know?” I asked.

      He huffed. “I saw the whole thing.”

      “You did what now?”

      He pointed to the mirror. “They were broadcasting it to the magical community. My favourite part was when the weedy little boy got raked by the manticore and curled over and cried.”

      “That’s real mature, Basil,” I said. “And what do you mean the whole magical community saw it?”

      He pointed harder at the mirror. “This is how we communicate.”

      “Through mirrors? Snow White style? Mirror mirror kind of thing?”

      Basil snorted. “Snow White was such a base witch. She couldn’t even tell a poisoned apple from a normal one.”

      I didn’t even want to unpack what that meant. My mind was simply racing with the knowledge that every person in the supernatural community might have seen my breakdown at the end. “Poor Fred,” I said. “No wonder he didn’t want to leave the infirmary.”

      “On another note,” Basil said, “Can somebody lend me some money? I need to make a bet with the dwarves.”

      “Does it look like I have any money?” I asked.

      “How did you pay for those new things?”

      “Academy credit.”

      Sensing I was useless to his purposes, Basil turned to Sophie. She pretended not to notice and was putting my clothes on hangers. He cleared his throat a number of times. “I can’t hear you,” she said.

      “All I need is two hundred manna,” he said.

      “Two hundred!” Sophie exclaimed. “That’s three months of my salary.”

      “I’d get it back to you. All that needs to happen is for Obsidian House to win the Unity Trials.”

      Sophie threw him a dark look. “You want me to lend you a butt load of magical currency so you can bet against my House winning the end-of-semester trials?”

      I had no idea what either of them was talking about. They kept arguing. It started up again after Sophie came back from collecting our food and then well into the night. Finally, I’d had enough.

      “Will you two please be quiet? It’s my first day of school tomorrow and I do not want to be left behind by a class of twelve-year-olds.”

      They both grumbled but stopped talking. Now that I was sleeping in a room, it was much harder to physically draw the circles around my bed. Instead, I did it in my mind before I drifted off to sleep.

      My eyes peeled open in the middle of the night. It was dark. All I could hear was snoring. I couldn’t tell whether it was Basil or Sophie, but that wasn’t what had woken me. I listened to the wind whispering outside the window and the rustle of leaves in the nearby treetops. I had this incredibly sucky habit of being fully alert almost as soon as I was awakened. It was something I’d honed on the streets. A habit I so wanted to break. Tonight, I tried to squeeze my eyes shut again. But closed eyes does not a sleep make.

      And then I heard it again.

      That voice inside my mind. It punctuated every syllable with a low cadence like it was struggling to push speech past a barrier. You know, that voice they always used for ghosts in scary movies. One winter, when it was especially cold outside, I’d started sneaking into movie theatres to seek shelter. Unfortunately, my timing was crap and they were showing a slew of horror movies. This voice definitely spoke of things haunted.

      Not wanting to wake Sophie because she had classes the next day too, I grabbed Basil by the arm and carried him outside our door. For a soul inside an inanimate object, he sure slept like the dead. I wasn’t even sure why he had to sleep because he had no physical body. But he’d cited keeping in a routine for the day when he would be free. It was wishful thinking. He’d already told me that given his age, his physical body would have expired long ago. There was only one real way for him to gain his freedom. He had to be unbound. With no body to go back to, that freedom would ultimately end in his death.

      “Psst, Basil.”

      There wasn’t a curfew in the Academy per se, but it also wasn’t a good idea to be caught in the hallways at three in the morning. My so-called guard was out cold. I shook him. He grumbled and tried to swipe at me.

      The disembodied voice moaned. A shiver ran down my spine. Rattling Basil harder now, I craned my head to try and get a lock on where the voice was coming from.

      Basil snorted and rubbed at his woollen eyes. It’s funny the habits that we keep. “What’s happening?” he asked. “Why are we out in the hall?” He was suddenly all alert. “Are we being attacked? Where are they?”

      “Shhhh. Not so loud. No, we’re not being attacked.” I’d stalked all the way to the top of the staircase. Peering down into the darkened halls, I tried to get a gauge on what it was I’d heard. The boys’ wing was on the other side of the dorm building. There were definitely rules about going over there. Especially at night.

      You only have one choice, the voice groaned.

      I spun around. Ice stole the heat from my body. “Did you hear that?” I asked.

      “Hear what?”

      “That voice!”

      “All I hear is you screaming.”

      I clamped my mouth shut.

      They will never accept you. All you’ll ever be is subservient. You only have one choice: kill them all.

      I pointed futility where I thought the voice was coming from. Which to be honest was everywhere and nowhere. It occurred to me that I might only be hearing it in my head. But Basil caught on.

      “You’re hearing voices?” he asked. I nodded vigorously. “Did you set up a sleep circle last night?”

      “I always set one up.”

      “What is the voice saying?”

      I hesitated. If it was just a voice in my head, the last thing I wanted was to let people know that it was urging me to kill everyone. That seemed like the kind of thing that could get a person in a tonne of trouble. “Umm...it says a bunch of stuff about not fitting in. About having no choice.”

      Basil propped his nonexistent chin up with a fluffy hand. It wasn’t as dignified as he thought the gesture would be. It was more cute than anything else. But I would never tell him. Sophie had suggested something similar and he sulked for an hour.

      “What does the voice sound like?”

      “Like all the voices I hear in my head!” Uh oh.

      He turned to me then, his expression somehow quizzical for an inanimate object. “What do you mean all the voices you hear in your head?”

      I could feel my eyes darting around. In hindsight, telling him anything was probably a bad idea. If this was how Basil reacted, I probably should keep my mouth shut from now on. “Lex.”

      “It’s nothing,” I said. “Now that I think about it, it might have just been a dream.”

      He repeated my name in that stern adult voice that people often used on me. Like I was some wayward child.

      “Don’t worry about it!”

      “I do worry about it,” he shot back. “The women in your family....they tend to fall prey to...suggestions.”

      “Are you insinuating that I’ve been possessed?”

      “With that kind of lip on you? No. But voices in your head are never good. Not when coupled with the fact that you should be undetectable by supernatural means. At least while you sleep.”

      “Doesn’t that mean that it’s not me but somebody else?”

      He contemplated this. “It could mean a lot of things. Telepathy, while common, is a dangerous ability. It’s what the Dark One uses to bend others to his will.”

      “The Dark One?”

      “What the humans call the Devil.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “No, of course not. The archangels managed to bind him and banish him to hell, but he is and always will be, one of them. The greatest one of them bar perhaps Michael. He will never be truly defeated. And always, he is calling to those who are weak, those who are broken.”

      Goosebumps ran up and down my arms. I thought of the other voice I often heard in my thoughts at times when I felt like all hope was lost. That voice had kept me company for the first lonely months I spent on the streets. It had never seemed insidious. Then again, I had thought it was just a figment of my imagination. Now I wasn’t so sure.

      I tried to warm up my body by massaging my hands over it, but the cold seemed to have seeped into my very soul. It wasn’t every day that you learned the devil, evil incarnate, was a real thing.

      “And you think I could be susceptible?”

      “All humans are susceptible. It’s what he loves so much about you. It’s why he chose to make this dimension his.”

      All of this talk of morbid things had distracted me from the voice. After a couple more minutes on the landing, I didn’t hear it anymore. “Come,” Basil said. “You need to get some rest.”

      As I slid back under the covers, I couldn’t help but turn to Basil. “Were you there when that thing infected Nanna?” I asked,

      He made a mournful sound. “I’m afraid not,” he said. “I never spoke to your nanna, you know. She wasn’t like you. Strong-willed, yes, but she’d grown up as a human. Her grandmother felt it was too dangerous for your family to continue to be part of this world.”

      “Why?”

      “You’ve seen what you can do, Lex. Low witches are not meant to possess that kind of power. Here at the Academy you’ll be somewhat protected. But out there, in the real world, there will be some who will see you as either a threat or a tool. And those will be the ones who are supposedly on our side. Don’t even get me started on the demons who have managed to escape the Hell dimension.”

      “Right,” I said, turning onto my back. “This is all very reassuring.”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t intend for it to frighten you. But I keep thinking I should have been there for Betty. That I should have spoken up and warned her. I was worried revealing myself to her might frighten her to the point of breaking. Ironic, isn’t it?”

      Irony wasn’t what concerned me. “You don’t think I’ll break?”

      He snorted. “If you could have seen the look on your face when you thought Betty had burned alive in that trial, you wouldn’t be asking me that question. Now sleep.”

      “Basil,” I said, as a yawn overtook speech. “Can you tell me everything you know about my great-grandmother?”

      He hesitated. “I will tell you everything I can one day. Now sleep.”

      When I closed my eyes, sleep did come to get me. But not before I heard a sigh inside my mind. Not like the voice that had moaned before. But a softer sound. Something that was so light it could have been blown away by the breeze. It carried with it a single sentiment: Rest, little one.
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      Despite my interrupted sleep the night before, I woke up earlier than the screeching mirror alarm and felt strangely calm. Sophie on the other hand groaned when the mirror sounded and tossed many a clothing missile before violently pulling off her covers. The moment her feet touched the carpet, the alarm cut out.

      “You have to admit,” I said, “that’s pretty impressive for glass.”

      She grumbled something about hating early birds and shuffled out the door to the bathroom. Having already showered and changed into a new pair of dark blue jeans and a light grey T-shirt of my own, I took the time to pore over my schedule while I waited for her to return and we could go down to breakfast.

      Basil inspected my new backpack. It was made of navy canvas with varying sizes of white stars scattered all over it. A bit childish if you asked me, but Sophie said it was whimsical. Was that the look I was going for? Now that I was going to kiddy school it seemed like a terrible choice.

      “Where shall I position myself?” Basil asked.

      “Where is what now?”

      He jumped up onto my knee where I’d spread my timetable. “You don’t expect me to sit around here all day?”

      “That’s exactly what I expect.”

      “Now hold on a minute. I’ve been cooped up in a storage box for years. I’m not going back in there.”

      “Well you’re definitely not coming with me. Especially not to the junior campus.”

      “And why not?”

      “For one, how old are you exactly? How am I going to explain that I’m carrying around the spirit of a thousand-year-old mage into a school with children?”

      “A thousand years? I’ll have you know I’m not even a hundred and ten yet.”

      Sophie arrived back. “I can hear you guys arguing from down the hall.”

      “Basil thinks he’s going to come with me to school.”

      “That’s so not happening,” Sophie said. “The security around Bloodline Junior Academy is astronomical. No way are you going to be able to bring a spirit past the barrier.”

      “There you go,” I said. “No more arguments.”

      If mages could throw tantrums, Basil looked like he would have thrown himself on the floor. Sophie and I made a break for it before it could escalate any further. Halfway down the staircase, I asked her whether it was really true that the barrier wouldn’t allow me to take him. She pumped her brows at me and we fell into a laughing heap.

      “No seriously,” she said, “they do have beefed-up security. But you really don’t want to be that girl carrying around a doll. We’ve got enough social issues as it is without that one on top of everything else.”

      I bit my lip. “I do feel bad for him cooped up like that.”

      She turned to me, her arms coming down on either side of my shoulders. We were halfway to the dining hall. More students than I had seen on the previous day were scurrying around us. “I know he seems harmless enough,” she said, “But we have to put some boundaries on him. Binding a consciousness isn’t a spell that’s done lightly. Whatever he did, it has to have been pretty bad.”

      I’d never thought about it that way. “Hmm. I just thought maybe he and my great-grandmother had a falling out.”

      “Who knows?” Sophie started walking again. “Mages aren’t something to sneeze at. Maybe we can look him up in the library records. All supernaturals of note are in the Book of Beasts.”

      We stopped talking as we got closer to the dining hall. The hubbub from inside was almost deafening. “First day,” Sophie said. She straightened her spine and joined the back of the line. Today, the huge double doors that enclosed the dining hall had been opened wide and extra tables and chairs set up outside on the lawn. It turned the hall into a bit of an alfresco dining situation. I could feel more than a couple of eyes on the back of my neck, but Sophie linked arms with me and made us stare straight ahead.

      Once again there was so much food on offer that I had a hard time choosing. I had gone from famine to feast. The hungry girl inside of me kept waiting for someone to pull the rug out from underneath me.

      “Don’t you dare put that muffin in your backpack,” Sophie said through a grimace. My arm stopped mid-air.

      “But –”

      “You know this place is always open because everyone is on different schedules. You don’t have to hoard food anymore.”

      “I don’t like coming here alone.”

      She shook her head at me. Then she nudged me in the back with her tray, and I had to leave the muffin behind. In the end, I settled for hot buttered waffles with maple syrup, fresh cream and blueberries.

      We were casting around for somewhere to sit when I caught some people waving at us. I did a double-take and squinted. They were sitting on a patch of grass beside the tables set up in the open air.

      “Oh good,” Sophie said. “Come say hello.”

      I was going to ask who these people were but then a horde of bodies appeared in our path. I tried to sidestep Brigid and her posse but she danced around me. Not wanting another repeat of last time, I drew a quick protection circle in my mind around Sophie and me.

      “Well, look what we have here,” Brigid said. As if she had read my mind, Sophie rolled her eyes.

      “Excuse me.” Once again, I tried to move aside. Golden Wings blocked my way.

      “So I hear you got yourself into Obsidian House,” Brigid said. “Are you deaf or something? Did you not hear me tell you to stay away from Malachi?”

      She was clearly drinking crazy juice. Nobody at the trials could have accused me of being chosen last on purpose. It appeared that Golden Wings had not filled her in on that part. Or maybe she was too scared to speak up.

      I glanced around for a teacher or someone to break this up, but the students sitting around us had closed ranks. They blocked off my line of sight to the others who had waved at us. I so badly wanted to lay low and coast through the middle, but she wasn’t giving me much of a choice. I also didn’t want to just be a doormat either.

      “Yes, I’m a new member of Obsidian House,” I said. “Since I’m being upfront, I’m also seeing Kai every weeknight for private tutoring lessons too.” A hush fell over the crowd. Since I was too much of a nobody to have ever been involved with schoolyard politics, I wasn’t sure what was supposed to happen next. I certainly didn’t expect for Brigid to raise her hand and send a gust of wind whipping our way.

      Sophie and I both ducked, but it turned out we needn’t have bothered. The wind hit the protective barrier of my circle and dispersed sideways. It ripped other students up off their seats and launched them across the room.

      While the commotion distracted everybody else, I grabbed Sophie’s arm and we snuck away.

      “You’ve really done it now,” Sophie said as we sprinted outside. “She’s going to be gunning for you bigtime.”

      “I seriously don’t understand what her problem is!” I snapped. “I haven’t done anything to her.”

      “Some girls just take one look at you and decide they don’t like you,” somebody close by said. I looked over and realised it was the female dwarf from the trials. She was sitting on the red polka dot picnic rug with her dwarf partner, the vampire boy, and the shifter boy. “Unfortunately, if that girl happens to be Brigid Harcourt, you’ve got problems. I’m Diana, by the way.”

      I stepped right into the middle of their group and plopped down using them as human shields. “Can I hide here for now?”

      “You just faced off with a manticore,” the vampire said. “You shouldn’t be scared of one skinny Fae.”

      “It was an illusion of a manticore,” Diana shot back. “And you and I both know Brigid isn’t just some Fae. Her father is on the Council.”

      “All Fae are fickle and mean. Council or not.”

      The tiger shifter grunted in between shovelling heaped spoonfuls of bacon and eggs into his mouth. “You just contradicted yourself, Sasha,” he said. “Fickle and mean isn’t exactly something Alessia wants to go up against. Why has she decided she hates you?”

      Sophie just couldn’t help herself even though I was flashing death-ray eyes at her. “Kai was the one who extracted Lex from the human world,” she said. I tried to elbow her but she’d sat down behind Sasha and was too far away. “And now he’s going to be her private tutor.”

      Diana’s eyebrows shot to the sky. Then she and Sophie joined in a chorus of childish catcalls. I gave the dwarf a penetrating glare.

      “I expected better from you.”

      “Oh so just because I’m tough I can’t think a guy is hot?”

      “Gross,” the male dwarf said. “I’m not going to hang around you guys if this is what we’re going to be talking about.” He turned to me. “I’m Roland. Trey and I were discussing our classes before my sister so rudely interrupted with boy talk.”

      I deduced that Trey was the tiger. It turned out this was their first year as well. Unlike Sophie, they had spent the first part of their education in their respective communities before being invited to Bloodline. Supernatural schools were just like human schools then. And Bloodline was the ultimate supernatural prep school. The topic of classes made me want to crawl into a hole and die. It wasn’t long before my shameful secret was discovered.

      Trey blew out a whistle. “Aw man, that sucks.” He squealed suddenly and rubbed his arm where Diana had pinched him.

      “I’m sure it won’t be so bad,” she said. “When you think about it, it’s quite a practical way of doing this.”

      “It’s just another way for that Nephilim jackass to mess with me.” I thought the hush that fell over them was in response to my harsh words. But then I felt the chill of something inhuman crawl down my spine. I’d felt that coolness before. It was in Nanna’s cell before he appeared.

      “Believe it or not, the Nephilim jackass has better things to do with his time,” Kai said. He was standing right behind me. Diana choked on her hash browns and tried to cover it up with a cough. Roland’s dark eyes were bright. Trey fumbled with the spoonful of food that was halfway to his mouth. They just stared over my shoulder. “Are you done running your mouth off so I can take you to the junior school?” I could tell by the lessening of the oppressiveness that he’d started walking away.

      I skewered the last of my waffle and stuffed it in my mouth. “For the record,” I said, “I’m never done running my mouth off.” What came out was a bunch of incoherent words because I was still chewing vigorously. I waved at the group and ran to catch up with him.

      Why? Why was this happening to me?
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      The length of his stride was about twice the size of mine. He didn’t bother waiting for me to catch up either. Clearly he wasn’t impressed. It didn’t bode well that I was breathing hard when I finally caught up to him. I had to sprint just to keep up. It didn’t leave much room for trying to memorise the route.

      “Can you hold your horses?” I puffed.

      “I’m sorry, is this a little inconvenient for you? Because I have all kinds of time to waste on a loud-mouth know-it-all who can’t even admit when she needs help.”

      My nostrils flared. “If you’ve got all the time in the world, why don’t you spend some of it extracting that stick from your butt? Why don’t you just teleport me and be done with it?”

      He barged through a thicket. I had to sidestep to avoid the branches ricocheting back at me.

      “Do you think I’m an inanimate object or something? That I only exist to ferry you around? Look alive, Blue. This is your one and only guided tour.”

      “Well in that case, could you slow the hell down?”

      If it were possible, his stride got even wider. I rubbed my eyes because for a second, I thought he might be floating from one spot to the next. He didn’t even have his wings out. Show-off. My short human legs were burning. The non-existent muscles in the front of my shins ached. But I would rather collapse than give up while he had his panties in a bunch.

      I tried to catalogue landmarks but to my dismay, I’d already become slightly disorientated. We’d crossed over a bridge to get past the foaming, clear water of a river. Then through a tangle of forest where the light couldn’t break through the canopy of trees.

      When my feet hit yet more lawns and I saw the incline up a steep hill, I was ready to weep. A tingle ran up my left arm. This was it. I was going to have a heart attack. I dragged one leg in front of the other until mercifully, we hit the top of the mound.

      A building rose up in the distance. The same bloody building as the one we’d just left. I must have made a pathetic sound because his-royal-jackass slowed.

      “But…” I stammered. “That better be a replica. Because if you’ve been leading me around in a circle, I’m going to strangle you.”

      “You can barely stand up right now, I wouldn’t be making threats.”

      Clearly, he didn’t know me very well. A second later he was walking again. While I was a hot mess of sweat and exhaustion, he barely blinked at the pace. I could only imagine how much stamina he possessed even aside from the fact that he was a supernatural being.

      My screaming legs were secretly grateful that the pace he set was more manageable. I was even beginning to think he might have slowed down for my sake until I ran headlong into an invisible barrier and was thrown back. I would have landed on my ass if Kai hadn’t reached out to stop my trajectory with an arm curled around my back.

      “Thanks for the heads up,” I said, my face flaming.

      “I thought a genius like you would have felt it.”

      His lips twitched. No way. There was no way he was laughing at me right now. I didn’t have time to comment because two men materialised in front of us. They hovered in the air, the span of the white wings behind their backs much wider than they were tall. And that was saying a lot. Both of them were dark-haired, their eyes a stunning coppery gold. They wore khaki pants and T-shirts in calming earth tones.

      “Malachi,” the one on the left acknowledged.

      “Curtis,” Kai greeted in return. He turned to the Nephilim on the left. “Bran.”

      “Is this the one?” Curtis asked.

      “The one and only. I’m sure she’ll make herself known to you.” I shot him a dirty glare.

      “Hello, I’m Lex.”

      Bran winked at me. “It’s not every day one gets escorted by our brother. What did you do to deserve the honour?”

      “Not sure. I’ve been wracking my brain to figure it out myself.”

      Both of them tried to suppress their grins as Kai levelled them with a scarily even look. “She’s going to need passage across the barrier every weekday,” he said, ignoring us. “Make sure the guards know her.”

      “They already know about her,” Curtis assured him. “The tiny human who bested a manticore, with seeds of all things. Come, we’ll show you the rest of the way. I’m sure you’ve got better things to do, Kai.”

      “I do.” Except he didn’t move. When we reached the entrance of the building, I turned around to glance back at the hill. He was still standing there, a shadow across his features, his shoulders set in stone. It wasn’t until Curtis raised a hand that Kai nodded slowly and winked out of sight.

      I blew out a weighted breath. Curtis shook his head. “Don’t take it personally,” he said. “He hasn’t been the same since the battle at Seraphina.”

      “What happened?”

      There was a pause. “Most of his family was murdered by demons.”

      I tripped over my own feet and only just managed to stay upright by flailing my arms. Bran steadied me. “How?”

      Something cold in my gut turned my hands clammy. I glanced at one solidly built Nephilim to the other. It was like someone got a bunch of boulders and sculpted them into human-shaped bodies. My lips turned up into a smile at the idea of someone using rocks for Kai’s brains. But jackass or not, there was no arguing with the fact that he was built for power. They all were. The very idea of anything murdering them sent a trickle of fear right through my bloodstream. Bran seemed to sense where my thoughts were. Or maybe it was the way I was blatantly staring at his washboard abs.

      “Demons are cunning,” he said. “They have to be, given the circumstances.”

      “Isn’t this place well-guarded?”

      They took me through a series of halls that reminded me of the senior campus. “It is,” he said. “But we aren’t omniscient. Things slip through the cracks. Especially when there are so many with abilities that can’t be measured simply through a barrier.”

      Curtis nodded at the closed door a few steps away. The sign above the doorway said it was the administration office. “This isn’t our story to tell. Sufficed to say, Malachi hasn’t been the same since. In fact, that was the most words I’ve heard him string together in a long time.”

      Without warning, he placed his palm on my forehead. A tingle of warm sensation flickered through the connection.

      “We will remember you,” Curtis said. “And the others will be alerted for your passing. Do you remember the way?”

      “Not even close.”

      A laugh. It was pleasant. I didn’t peg him for someone of either Michael or Raphael’s line. When I asked, he only smiled. “We are borne of Uriel’s blood.”

      As if that meant something to me. I would have asked more except a bell went off and kids started streaming through the entrances. Yikes! Day one and I was already late. Five years too late, I wanted to press. But the Nephilim had disappeared.

      Inside the administration office they registered me in yet another huge book. The Deputy Headmaster, a vampire named Dmitri, eyed me suspiciously while his assistant took down notes. I was given directions to the room for my first class: Magical History. When I got there, it was already in session. According to my timetable, I was fifteen minutes late. The chance of slinking into a seat at the back was zero.

      All eyes turned to me as I pushed the door open. The teacher walked-glided over. She had to be another Nephilim. “Uhh hi,” I said.

      “You must be Alessia. I’m Professor Magnus. Welcome to the class.” Professor? She didn’t look any older than twenty-five. They should bottle this ageless supernatural gene and sell it. They’d make a killing. She clapped her hands.

      “Class. I’d like you to meet our newest student. Alessia Hastings. She comes to us from the senior campus.”

      “She’s old,” one of the boys in the back said. A snotty little kid with a mop of wavy black hair and a smattering of freckles.

      “Is she stupid or something?” a girl with blonde pigtails asked. Why was I not surprised that she sported pointy ears and the telltale signs of palest pink wings behind her back. “Why does she have to come to the junior campus?”

      And here I thought the kids my age were rude jerks. The professor turned to me. “Why don’t you tell us a little about yourself, Alessia?”

      God I hated this part of starting a new school. Why did they think the new kid wanted to talk about themselves? As if this wasn’t awkward enough!

      “Umm…”

      “I know who she is!” a sandy-haired boy in the front of the class piped up. He was stocky for a twelve-year-old, his frame almost filling up the room around the desk. “My brother let me watch the senior school trials. She beat a manticore with her bare hands.”

      He proceeded to make growling noises like he was fighting a monster. I liked this kid already. The interruption caused the room to turn into a madhouse of talking and arguing. The professor closed her eyes for a second before she clapped her hands again. Unlike at the human schools I’d attended, these kids grew silent again at her beckoning. I began to wonder whether she was compelling them or something.

      “Your brother shouldn’t be showing you such things, Charles,” the professor said.

      “He told me I had to watch it so I’d know what to look out for when I go through my own trial,” Charles shot back.

      For a second, I saw her face soften. Then she simply waved at me. “Why don’t you just take a seat, Alessia.”

      There was only one spot left. It was next to a little girl with reddish brown hair and eyes of a light green. Freckles dotted her creamy skin. She didn’t take up much room but when I settled down next to her, she shrank further. Her spine was stiff as a board. If I didn’t know better, I could swear she was afraid of me.

      “Now, class, can we turn to page seventeen of our textbooks, please.”

      Textbook? Ah dammit. In my haste to get out the door, I’d forgotten all of my books in my room. This was not turning out to be the best start to the day. Or the Academic year.

      “Who can tell me the names of all the seraphim?” Professor Magnus asked.

      A half-dozen hands shot up into the air but one little girl, a redhead, started talking before she was even called on. “There’s Michael, the storm bringer,” she said, her voice feverish. “He’s the leader of the seraphim. He banished the Morning Star from the Seraph dimension.” I could just imagine she’d been storing all this up to blurt out. Guess there were know-it-alls at every school. I remembered Kai calling me one not so long ago and grimaced.

      A goblin boy mistook my look and stared down at his desk.

      “He did not!” Charles corrected.

      “Did too,” the redhead said.

      “You’re just saying that because you’re of his bloodline! The other seraphim helped too!”

      “That’s enough,” the professor said. “Maddison, next time wait for me to call on you.” She pressed her point by staring the little girl down. But though Maddison snapped her mouth shut, there was defiance in her icy blue eyes.

      “Does somebody else want to continue?” She held up her finger when Charles opened his mouth. Instead, she pointed to a dark-skinned boy with hair so coarse and black, it seemed to glow like strands of metal. “Thank you, Luther.”

      “There’s Raphael, the healer,” Luther said in a surprisingly deep voice. “Gabriel the messenger. Uriel, the seer. Ariel, the protector of animals, and Azrael, he who walks with death.”

      Luther recalled all this without so much as glancing down at his textbook. If he wasn’t using it, I wondered if he’d let me borrow it? Just as I was thinking that, my desk partner pushed her textbook so that I could read the page we were on. I wanted to mouth a thanks but she was glancing down at the floor.

      “Very good,” the professor said. “Chelsea, could you please read the second paragraph on the page to the class.”

      As Chelsea, another Fae with green wings, read, I learned about the fact that the humanoid dimensions were all interconnected. And that it had been the seraphim’s duty to watch over them all.

      “‘The seraphim were vigilant for unrest,’” Chelsea read, “‘but they did not see the threat from within their ranks. For the seraph known as the Morning Star had begun to covet power and dominion over the dimensions and over his own kin. The seraphim waged a war. But they were so mighty that their fighting tore apart the fabric that separated the dimensions. The angel Gabriel repaired the barriers as best she could but there were some that were so damaged they fell. The falling of the barriers unleashed beings from other dimensions into the Earth realm.’”

      “Thank you, Chelsea. Tanner, could you continue?”

      I was already impatient for the rest. A boy’s clear baritone filled the room. “‘In order to correct their mistake, the seraphim gave up some of their powers to descend to earth. Only Gabriel remained in the Seraph dimension and Azrael stood by his post over the dead. The other seraphim crossed the firmament knowing they would never be able to return home. Their sacrifice allowed them to imbue their blood into humans to carry on their fight. From them, the first Nephilim were born. The bloodlines that this Academy was built upon. Over the centuries, the Nephilim came to an agreement with the leaders of the supernatural beings that escaped the war and made the Earth dimension their home. They agreed to work together to continue to beat back the forces of the Morning Star.’”

      “That’s great, Tanner. Thank you.” She walked up to the front of her desk and sat down. “This is the official story of our history. It is a condensed version. Who can tell me what other important events occurred that hasn’t been touched on in the text.”

      Even more hands went up. What the heck was up with these kids? When I was their age, I sat cringing at the back of the room hoping not to be noticed. Kind of like my desk buddy.

      Charles waved his arm in the air frantically. He was so desperate to answer that he looked like he was going to pee his pants. To stop a potential health hazard, the professor called on him. Eyes bright, Charles said, “The Soul Sisterhood.”

      There was a collective intake of breath. The professor frowned. “I asked for history. Not superstition.”

      I thought that was rich considering we were sitting in a classroom with at least six kids whose skin was more leathery than the upholstery in the dorm common room.

      “It’s not superstition,” Charles said. “My brother says –” The professor held up her hand to cut him off.

      “Yes, thank you, Charles. I’d rather not teach my lesson based on the conjecture of Max Thompson.”

      Oh, so this was Max’s little brother? Did that make him a lion shifter too? He sure fit the bill. The bell rang then and everybody jumped up off their seats. My desk mate slid the text book off the table and carefully packed it away in her backpack.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      She just looked at me blankly and walked away. I rifled in my pocket for my timetable. Next up today was Introduction to Runes. I walked out the door and looked around for the right classroom. Someone tugged at my sleeve.

      “Are you lost?” It was Charles.

      “No.”

      He was almost as tall as I was. I couldn’t hide my timetable when he craned his neck to see it. “Come on.”

      He dragged me through the hallway, dodging other kids going in all directions, and into a classroom around the corner. Once we were inside, he dropped me like a hot potato and ran to catch up to his friends. I suppose for a twelve-year-old that was pretty chivalrous.

      The room was mostly full. There were about twenty students and the teacher had not yet arrived, so they were running wild.

      My little desk mate sat on a table close to the window reading a book. The spot next to her was free. I was making a bee-line for it when Maddison swung around in her front seat and flagged me down.

      “Are you sure that’s how you want to start your year?” she said. The girl beside her smirked. “I mean, you’re pretty small for a senior. Sitting next to the runt might stunt more than just your growth.”

      She snickered with her friend. Maddison might have been whispering, but it was a loud whisper that more than a few students around us heard.

      “Lay off it, Maddison,” Luther said. “Why don’t you leave her alone?”

      I wasn’t sure if he was talking about me or the other little girl. When I glanced over, my desk mate hadn’t moved. But the hands holding up her book were balled.

      “Woooo. Luther loves Cassie!” another kid teased.

      “I do not!” Luther said.

      “Then why are you defending her?” Maddison hissed. “Do you have a thing for runts who are only at this school because of who they know?”

      It was the worst case of pot calling the kettle black that I had ever seen. “Come sit with us, Alessia.” It wasn’t a request. The icy steel of her eyes suddenly locked onto me. I was being ordered around by a kid. Hell no.

      Dragging my feet, I walked up to Cassie. “Can I sit here?”

      She looked up at me with those light green eyes. They were misty. “You’re making a mistake,” Maddison called out. When Cassie didn’t say no, I plonked myself down. As a result, Maddison and her friend shot me a look of pure evil.

      Great. It was my first day and I had already made enemies with twelve-year-old bullies. How did my life come to this?
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      Runes turned out to be more interesting than I had guessed. If I ignored the fact that all of my classmates couldn’t get into a PG-rated movie, I was so engrossed that I was disappointed when the bell rang. By the end of the lesson, I sort of understood what some of the symbols were that Nanna had taught me to use on the arcane circles. Had she known too? Or was she just as in the dark as I was? Basil seemed to think no one had ever clued her in.

      Cassie shared her textbook with me again. This time, she didn’t slink off right away. “I have to get back to the senior campus,” I said. “You wouldn’t happen to know the way, would you?”

      It was a long shot, but I was surprised when she nodded her head. “I don’t want this to sound indelicate, but you can talk right?”

      This time, she managed a weak smile. “Yes.”

      I had many shortcomings but painful shyness wasn’t one of them. Thank goodness. Trying to talk to Cassie as she led me back to the senior campus was like pulling teeth. Mostly, I just yakked on and on while she listened quietly beside me. Fifteen minutes later, I spotted the bridge I’d crossed getting here.

      “I think I can find the way from here. I don’t want you to miss any more of your lunch time.”

      She looked like she wanted to say something but couldn’t quite get the words out. “See you tomorrow? And I promise I’ll remember to bring my own books.”

      “It’s okay,” she said. “You can look at mine.”

      I waved at her and hurried to get back. My stomach was rioting. Who knew studying could make you so ravenous? I couldn’t wait to find Sophie before I lined up at the buffet. Since I was late, the line in front of me was huge. Go figure. I was staring intently at the food, my stomach growling. Somebody behind me chuckled.

      I glanced back and saw just a broad chest. Tilting my head brought me into eye contact with dark grey eyes on a handsome face set against light brown hair. If I didn’t know they were supernaturals, I would think that half of these boys were on steroids. The three-quarter-sleeve shirt he wore was stretched to the point of straining.

      He grinned down at me, his smile lighting up his face. My stomach dipped. He dropped his head beside my ear. “The line’s moving.”

      I was so befuddled that someone like him was speaking to me that the meaning behind his words didn’t hit me until seconds later. “Oh!” It was the lamest response ever but it was all I could get to come out of my throat. Whipping around, I closed the gap in the line and made sure to keep my gaze forward. All the while I imagined his attention on my back. I wiped my palms on my jeans.

      “I’m Adam,” he said. For a second, the old paranoia reared its head. Why was he speaking to me? I could imagine my feelings were on display on my face because his expression became pensive. “Sorry, I’ll back off. But before I do, can I suggest the ravioli? It’s so good.”

      He picked up a bowl of the pasta and set it on my tray. Then he did the same for himself. After that, he kept his word and ignored me. I chose some garlic bread and a salad to go with my pasta. A sidelong glance told me Adam chose the garlic bread as well but instead of salad, he’d opted for onion rings.

      Picking up a ring, he offered it to me. “I’ll share my lunch if you consider speaking to me.” A smile tugged his lips. I had trouble swallowing. Suddenly I understood how Cassie might have felt. I wanted to respond, but every time I tried, his pretty face overwhelmed me.

      I bit down hard on my tongue, fighting the urge to make a snarky comment about him breaking his promise not to speak to me. Would you look at that? I was learning. Considering how poorly antagonism had worked in the past, I went for graceful calm.

      “Everything is free,” I said. “That’s hardly an incentive.”

      “And yet you’re speaking to me.”

      “Touché.”

      There were too many faces in the dining hall. It was like looking for a kitchen witch in a haystack. “You’re welcome to sit with my friends and me if you want.” Adam pointed to a table in the very centre of the room. I almost tripped over again when I saw the others at the table. Bradley and the group of Michael’s bloodline. Not a fun prospect. I wasn’t even sure why the thought of sitting with them seemed to rub me the wrong way. A part of me still remembered the feral determination on Bradley’s face when he’d tried to break past my protective circle.

      “You’re a Nephilim?”

      “Ariel’s blood.” Ariel. The one who watched over the earth and its creatures. That kind of explained the animal magnetism.

      Habit had me scanning the few tables with lonelier occupants. No, no, no….bingo. “I’m going to sit with my friend.” I pointed to where Fred was hunched over his tray on a table right up against the back of the room.

      “Well then, I guess we’ll just have to meet again soon.” He honest to God saluted me before he left. Shaking myself out of the stupor, I joined Fred. The poor guy jumped a mile when I set my tray down in front of him.

      “Hey. I’m glad to see you’re out of the infirmary.”He was so pale I’d put him back in if I didn’t know any better.

      “Thanks. I was kind of hoping to stick around in there for a bit longer. It was so peaceful.”

      The volume in the dining hall was distracting at best. Deafening otherwise. I could see what he meant even if I didn’t share his logic. Hospitals were the pits. It was hell on earth. But that might just be my bias showing through.

      “How has your morning been?” I asked Fred.

      “Uneventful. I had Low-Magic Spellcasting and then Potions and Alchemy.”

      “Did you see Sophie in Potions?” I was so dense I hadn’t checked what her timetable looked like.

      “No, but I saw her walking with the dwarf girl to Dimension Integration.”

      “What in the world is Dimension Integration?”

      He chewed on his steak to give himself time to think. “I wanna say it’s the supernatural version of Sociology. We learn about how the different species interact in the outside world.”

      “Does that include the humans, or are we just talking fangs and teeth here?”

      That brought a smile to his face. The first real smile I’d seen. He was sweet-looking when he lost the shadow of fear. “I think what you’re referring to is Hiding in Plain Sight. It’s mostly the vamps and shifters who have to take that class. The ones who grow up cloistered in the supernatural towns.” He set his fork down. “I heard a rumour while I was in the infirmary that you have to spend mornings in the junior campus.”

      I skewered a tomato. “Jeez. Gossip travels fast around here.”

      “You’re telling me. You think cell phones are bad, you should see the mirror networks around here. Literally everyone saw me drop dead during that first manticore sweep.”

      “At least you stuck around. Most of the others ran even though they were probably leaving behind people they care about.”

      At that moment, I caught sight of a prism of colours gliding through the hall behind Fred’s shoulder. Brigid’s head did a one-eighty Exorcist-type turn. It was like she had radar and I was her target. For some reason, I smiled when she skewered me with her eyes. Because now I couldn’t help thinking about when Golden Wings had hesitated before she flew off. I wondered if it was Brigid she’d seen.

      “That’s not necessarily a good thing,” Fred said.

      “How could it possibly be bad?”

      “In this world? Survival is the most important thing. Trust me, there are some on the admissions board who probably think we were stupid to have stayed.”

      “Well, you know what I say to that?” I gave him a one-finger salute. He smiled again despite the sombre expression he had on before.

      “I leave you for half a day and you’re already turning into a bully,” Sophie’s voice said. She slammed her tray down beside me. Fred jumped again.

      “Everything okay?” I asked her.

      “Everything is fine.” I waited. One second. Two seconds. Three – “Okay, everything is not fine! I used some of those rosehips in my Spellcasting class and it turns out they’re hexed. Everything in the trial building is. The magic in them is so potent my spell backfired and almost set the building on fire.”

      “Are you serious? What kind of spell were you working on?”

      “Making soda that gives you added strength.”

      I could see where this was going and it wasn’t pretty. “So essentially, you were making something with the potential to explode?”

      “It did explode! And now I’ve got detention to clean it up.” She wailed and I only just pushed her tray away before her forehead landed on the table.

      Another body slid in next to Fred. Diana barely glanced at him, but he shrank further into himself. “You haven’t heard the best part,” Diana said. “Her detention supervisor is going to be Max Thompson.”

      Sophie made another pathetic sound. I clamped my mouth shut and concentrated on chewing so that I wouldn’t burst out laughing. It worked for about five seconds and then I caught Diana’s eyes and it was all over.

      “I’m glad you both think it’s so hilarious!” Sophie snapped.

      I tried to rub her back reassuringly but she wouldn’t have any of it. “He freaks me the hell out!” she wailed again.

      “Why? Because he’s so gorgeous?” Diana asked.

      A flush crept up Sophie’s neck. “Between Max and Kai, I don’t know how either of you handle it.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.

      And now Diana was throwing me the look. Sensing that this was heading into dangerous territory, I segued into another topic.

      “So a Nephilim named Adam spoke to me while I was getting my food,” I said. Diana’s mouth dropped open.

      “What did he say?”

      At that very moment, her brother arrived with Trey.

      “Nope,” Roland said, hearing the last part of our conversation. “I’m outta here.”

      They turned around and went to find another table. The decent thing to do would have been to take Fred with them. Although Fred seemed happy enough to be invisible while we chatted.

      “I can’t believe you gave up an opportunity to sit with the Nephilim,” Diana said. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “I wanted to sit with my friends.”

      “Screw friendship!” Sophie announced. “You’ve seen what these guys look like right? They’re literally Academy royalty. More than that, they’re supernatural species royalty!”

      “Oh right, so if Max asked you to sit with him, you’d ditch us?”

      Just as I thought, that shut her right up. “What classes have you guys got next?”

      None of them had to check their timetables. “I have Properties of Metals,” Diana said. “Then Weaponry and Combat.”

      It turned out we all had Weaponry and Combat later on. Sophie and I had Arcane Magic, and Fred was in something called, Dead Languages.

      Sophie looked at the timetable I had smoothed on the tabletop and frowned. “How come the room where your next class is isn’t where I’m going?” she asked. “Look.” She’d fished her timetable out of her bag and spread it next to mine. “Same class, different room.”

      Diana came around to have a look. She inhaled sharply. “Ummm...That’s a third-year magic user’s room.” She pointed to my timetable. “Sophie’s is the normal class for students our age.”

      “No,” I said. “Is this some sort of joke? I have to take History and Demonology with twelve-year-olds, and now I have to take this class with third-years? Can I sneak into your class?”

      “I don’t think that’s going to go down well.”

      The bell rang at that point. I raced to my room and threw textbooks into my bag while avoiding Basil’s questions. I was nowhere close to remembering the layout of the school so I had to use the wall navigation system. It was because I was staring at the ground that I didn’t see where I was going and ran straight into the back of somebody in the doorway. The top of my head bounced off what felt like a layer of steel.

      “Ow!”

      His scent hit me before I righted myself. My stomach dropped out like it would if I were going up a roller coaster. “This isn’t happening,” I said, as Kai flattened himself against the doorframe and waved me inside.

      “Well?” he said, when I didn’t budge. “I thought you were in a hurry to get in here.”

      What I wanted to do was either punch him in the face or turn around and run. Both might be construed as him getting under my skin. There was no way in hell I was going to let him think that. So despite my better judgement, I forced my feet in front of each other and entered the room.
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      My heartbeat thumped in my chest, going a hundred miles a second. I stopped dead and tried to take in the room we were in. It was bigger than the gymnasium of my last school. All of the seats were located at the front of the room with a huge empty space in the back. The floor was made of whitewashed concrete, and the walls shimmered with reflective specks that made it seem as though it was glowing from the inside.

      There were over fifteen students in the room and they all turned in my direction as I entered. But my main concern was the Nephilim at my back whose very presence made all of the hairs on my neck stand up.

      There were a few empty seats. Unlike the junior campus, we weren’t made to share desks. Grateful for that small mercy, I found the closest seat, in the middle of the room, and sat down.

      My backpack served as a barrier between me and some of the eyes. I placed it in front of me on the desk and methodically took out my textbook. Somebody tapped on my desk. Sighing, I turned to the right and found myself the recipient of a wide smile.

      “Told you we’d meet again,” Adam said. “Though I didn’t think it would be this soon. Are you sure you’re in the right place?”

      Flustered by my encounter with Kai, I blurted out exactly what I was thinking. “Believe me, if I didn’t have to be here, I wouldn’t be.”

      “Charming as always, Blue.” Kai walked slowing down the aisle. The room was wide with a high ceiling, but it felt like the air had been sucked out. I had trouble taking in a breath as he sauntered past and took a seat at the back.

      “I see you’ve managed to poke the brooding giant,” Adam said.

      I burst out laughing at the comparison. Now that he sat behind me, I couldn’t see Kai’s reaction, but I felt a slow wave of awareness brush against my skin. Like someone had run a cold finger down my spine.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I heard Brigid say. She was just inside the door but was coming closer by the second. She slammed her books onto my desk, her body wedged between my desk and Adam’s. “I think you’re in the wrong place,” she hissed.

      I wish.

      “Why don’t you talk to whoever worked out my timetable?” I pointed behind me. “Better yet, my House Captain is back there if you want to give him an earful too?”

      Colour blossomed on her high cheekbones. It wasn’t a flush of embarrassment but something more sinister. I had a feeling if there weren’t so many witnesses, she’d have turned me into a toad or something.

      “Miss Harcourt,” Professor Mortimer said, “could you please find your seat? I’d like to get started this century.”

      “Of course, Professor.”

      The glare she shot me told me this wasn’t over. I was already tired of this class. All of that disappeared as Professor Mortimer began his lecture on the use of Arcane circles in advanced spellwork. I wasn’t sure why I was in the class because he’d said two words and I was already scrambling to keep up. “By now you’ve all managed to assemble some sort of power base for your circles. This semester, I want to focus on aligning the circles with the Ley lines running beneath the school to try and amplify the scope of the spell.”

      An excited rumble ran through the classroom. I was well and truly lost. As a result, my attention wandered. I noticed that aside from Kai and Adam, there weren’t any other Nephilim in the class. Similarly, Brigid and the Fae girl she had gone to sit next to were the only Fae in the room. There were no other species in the room and certainly none of the para-human supernaturals like vampires, shifters and trolls. The rest of the class appeared to be made up of mages. According to my Magical History textbook, mages came from the Fae dimension, but they were pure-magic users.

      I startled when the others began to get out of their seats and move towards the open space at the back of the room. Sensing that I had missed some instruction, I hung back to scope out what the deal was. They all moved as though they had done this before. Everyone managed to find a spot equidistant from each other. It wasn’t until I squinted that I saw the faint blue lines running along the floor. They marked out placements.

      I figured I just needed to find a spot inside a square that was unoccupied. An elbow clipped my shoulder.

      “Sorry,” Brigid said as she walked past.

      “Really? This is how you wanna play this?” I rolled the side she’d hit.

      “Alessia?”

      I turned to find Professor Mortimer. “I apologise if this is a bit too much right now. It’s just that we didn’t think it would be safe for the others in the lower class for you to be there.” He held out a thin textbook to me. I’d seen a copy of that book on Sophie’s shelf. “This should have everything you need to know to understand the basics of circle work. Unlike other forms of magic, this branch is tied mostly to your connection with the Earth.”

      “Is that why there are so few full-blooded supernaturals in the class?”

      He nodded. “In this one area, the low-magic users, the ones connected to this dimension, are better suited than their counterparts.”

      “So the Nephilim in here?”

      “Are exceptional for their race.”

      Of course he was. I had yet to find something Prince Malachi wasn’t good at.

      “Let’s get you set up over here.”

      It didn’t escape my notice that he was steering me away into the back corner separated from the rest of the class. We passed Kai and Brigid who of course was in the square next to him. She sneered at me. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes.

      “Here we go,” the professor said. I was literally as far away from the others as I possibly could be. The closest person to me was the length of two squares up. The guy turned around to look at me and it was then that I recognised him. It was the other boy who had appeared with Kai in the psychiatric hospital. I wracked my brain for a name. Ivan? Evan! That was it.

      “I don’t suppose you understood any of what I was saying just now?” the professor asked.

      “I understood the words circle and power but that was about it.”

      He rubbed at his short beard. “Perhaps you’ll humour me.” He passed me a piece of yellow chalk. “Today’s lesson was about the possibility of tapping into the Ley line below the school to boost the power of the circle. You don’t have an issue with power. But I’d like to see you try and find the lines.”

      I stared at the piece of chalk. “Okay. How do I do that?”

      “How do you think?” I hadn’t the faintest clue.

      I scratched beneath my eyes. “Any chance we can do this away from all the people watching?”

      The professor crossed his arms over his chest. “Do you think a demon will wait for you to find a more convenient time?”

      “I think a demon would be eating my dust rather than me standing still and drawing a circle.”

      He chuckled. “Why don’t we concentrate on one thing at a time?”

      I huffed and took a step so I was standing in the centre of the square. The professor backtracked so that he gave me some space. I drew the first circle so that it was small enough that only my feet could fit into it. I bisected the circle with another three small circles and then enclosed them all in a bigger circle.

      “Why the three smaller circles?” the professor asked.

      “I learned this morning in my rune class that the number three has powerful connotations.”

      “You could have drawn three consecutive circles inside each other,” he pressed.

      “I could have.” I crouched and tapped my cheek with the chalk. “But this seems more natural to me. Like the petals of a flower around the pistil. In my head it’s a stronger structure.”

      “Of course. I’ll stop interrupting you.”

      Since I was trying to use the circle for a search, I figured it wouldn’t hurt to draw an eye between the second and the outer circle. As I drew, I noticed that some of the other students, including Kai and Brigid, had stopped what they were doing and were watching me.

      “You’ve got very steady hands,” the professor said.

      I didn’t mean to ignore him but I was concentrating so hard on completing the circle that his words seemed to bounce off me. My eyes tracked the growing line of yellow as I drew the piece of chalk closer and closer to the tip of the open circle. The moment the circle was done, a howl erupted from all around me. The room dissolved in a cloud of dense shadow. I was kneeling inside the smallest circle, my head turning every which way, trying to comprehend what it was that happened.

      If I were Fred, I might have wet myself. Darkness engulfed the surrounding area. It became so pitch black I couldn’t see an inch in front of my face. And yet I didn’t feel the tug of panic. I blinked and a tendril of light emerged from the darkness like a vein of precious metal. The tendril grew and expanded, blossoming into a web of colour. The Ley lines. In my thoughts, they were like the roots of a tree, burrowing into the dirt that sustained all life.

      I’d thought they would be parallel lines but why would they be? They were the lines of power that connected the Earth, and like the circles in my drawing, they were stronger if they intersected.

      The darkness around me became a canvas backdrop to the light. It was as though I’d pulled the stars down on me.

      Somewhere, out there, someone called my name. But it was so remote that I paid no heed. Instead, I got to my feet and turned. The web continued to run all along the perimeter of the circle. At certain points, it flared. Those points became pulses of bright coloured lights before the webbing continued. Somehow, I knew each pulse was someone to whom I had a connection. Sophie would get such a kick when I told her that my light was blue. There was no way I would tell her about the jewel of green right beside it. It figured that Kai would show up, but it definitely didn’t mean anything.

      I saw the deep pink light that was Sophie in a cluster by the far right. There in the centre was Basil, a luminous orange, in the solitude of our room. And way on the edge was a speck so small it was hardly visible against the intersecting line of the web. But I figured that one was Cassie. The seed of a strange and budding friendship. My head turned to the left, searching for what, I didn’t know.

      I was so busy admiring the intricacy of the web around me that I didn’t notice the throbbing of a pool of darkness close to my light. It started as a speck and then bled out until it consumed the light around it. Without thinking, I brought my hand down in a chopping motion. The idea was to place a barrier to the encroaching darkness. The moment the shadow touched my palm, all light around me extinguished. Wind whipped hair into my eyes as I tipped forward. My arms flailed, trying to latch on to anything for purchase. Of course, there was nothing. The darkness engulfed me, a falling sensation making my head spin.

      I’d been standing while I traced the web, but now I was on my knees in the darkness. As I watched, a landscape of icicles appeared above me. My breath condensed in opaque clouds. As the ice gained ground, it extended to form the outline of a cavern. Great cones of ice dripped down from the ceiling. Mist hung in the air and swirled over the stark ground. I squinted at what appeared to be a series of catacombs in the wall. What fresh hell was this?

      “Hello?” I tried to push myself up, but my limbs felt weighted down. As though my body wasn’t really here and I didn’t have agency over it. “Professor?”

      Nobody responded. The cold began to seep into my thighs. It crawled like the touch of a million spiders until it touched the tip of my nose. But while it might be freezing, I didn’t feel the bite of it against my skin. No, it was inside my heart where the oppression made its home. The feeling was the complete opposite of taking a bite from the Arcana fruit.

      If I strained, someone was definitely calling my name. But it was so distant I could almost mistake it for the whisper of the wind. There was another sound that took precedence. A light thud followed immediately by another. The beat was agonisingly slow but steady. With every passing second the sound grew closer. My breath hitched as a glow sliced through the dim world to illuminate a figure.

      I stared, open-mouthed, as the creature ambled closer. Another few steps and I saw it was a beast on four legs. Nothing like anything I’d ever seen in any book or documentary. These supernatural creatures had a way of blending together. I could see traits of a buffalo with bulled horns, and a stout nose. The face was definitely bovine, but there were fangs that dripped saliva over its lip. The eyes were set wide apart as though it was built to see all around it. There was something off about the tail as well as the build of the hind legs. When it was mere metres away, I noticed what it was that caused its gait to be so torturously slow. Around its neck, it had a heavy yoke that seemed to weigh it down. But even with the obstacle around its neck, the thing continued to force its way forward. I stared around frantically, trying to search for what it could be targeting. The empty space was not a great sign. And then those red eyes inside that inhuman face latched on to me.

      The creature opened its mouth. A torturous scream pushed past its mangled throat. It sounded very much like the manticore, but there was something agonising in this scream. It took me too long to figure out why. The manticore had been angry. It wanted to keep us away from its prey. This creature was in pain. Its head shook as it lumbered forward. And it looked like it would take that pain out on me if it could. I tried to cover my ears from the wrenching sound but my arms refused to move.

      And then I heard it. A sonorous voice inside my head that tugged at a primal part of me. I’d heard this voice before. It was the one that had woken me from sleep. You think they will accept you when they find out what you are?

      The beast stepped forward once more. Again the weight around its neck pulled it to the ground. Its back legs scraped at the icy floor. It was that strained motion that made me think without the thing around its neck, the beast would be able to stand on two legs. It was para-human and also definitely a demon.

      Kill them, it commanded. Kill them all. Bring them to me so that I might reap their souls for my father.

      It was but a few metres away now. I tried to will my stupid legs to move, but it was like a dream I couldn’t wake up from. I’d always had this recurring nightmare of being chased. But whenever I tried to run, my legs wouldn’t move. It was some kind of sleep paralysis and I had it big time right at this moment.

      They will cast you aside when they find out what you are.

      Somehow, I managed to find my voice. “What am I?” Not that I expected to get answers from a demon. But it was so convincing that I had to at least ask.

      The beast struggled to lift its head. The yoke throbbed with a red glow the same way its eyes did. You are His.

      A shudder ran through its body. Its hide was so thick I didn’t think it was from the biting cold whipping at us. No, it was afraid. What in the world could a demon be afraid of?

      While its head was captured, its arms weren’t. I saw it the moment the thing tried to reach for me. I flinched, biting my lip and trying to inch back. But it was useless. The instant the tip of its finger grazed my cheek, something exploded in my chest.

      A burst of emerald light that threatened to tear me from the inside out. The creature bellowed once more. It swiped with heavy hands, but its previously solid touch whispered through me. The icy cavern wavered. Superimposed over the face of the demon was another face I’d become too familiar with. Green eyes replaced red ones.

      The ground under my butt was no longer cold. In fact, the yellow circle throbbed with heat that leached the last of the nightmare image from my thoughts. Everything faded and the classroom came back into sharp focus.

      “Alessia!” Professor Mortimer cried. But I didn’t pay him any attention. My focus was riveted to the Nephilim in front of me. My eyes locked on to Kai’s glowing green ones. His jaw was set rock hard. The look he gave me was identical to the one I’d seen when we’d locked wills inside Nanna’s cell. There wasn’t anything soft or remotely forgiving in his expression. Only a frightening determination that I would have admired if I hadn’t looked down to find his broadsword impaled in my chest. The stupid jackass had stabbed my through the heart. Just like I’d always thought he would.
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      “Why doesn’t it hurt?” I rasped. I could feel the edges of the sword and the way the green flames licked at my insides. But it wasn’t anything as cutting as I thought it would be. In fact, aside from a buzzing inside my chest, it didn’t feel like much at all. “Am I in shock?”

      My bottom lip trembled. He made a move as though he was going to retract the blade. My arm whipped out and latched onto his wrist. “Don’t!” I cried. “You’re not supposed to remove the weapon.”

      The professor appeared in my line of sight. He mopped at his forehead with his sleeve. “Thank goodness,” he said. “For a second I thought....never mind. Alessia.” He placed a calming hand on my arm. I was still gripping onto Kai for dear life. He didn’t even have the decency to appear remorseful. His eyes might be a cool colour, but that didn’t stop them from singeing me with absolute focus.

      “It’s alright, my dear. You’re not hurt.”

      I stared at the blade. It occurred to me that Kai could have overpowered me at any stage. When his arm moved again, it did so despite my shackling him. The sensation of the blade retracting was more of a tingle than a gut-slicing pain. All I could do was stare as the blade and then the burning tip popped out of my chest. There wasn’t a speck of blood on the glowing silver metal.

      I lost the ability to speak. My eyes must have been like saucers. I could feel the strain of my lids as I took in the crowd around me. Adam and Evan stood behind Kai’s shoulder, their expressions mirroring my own. And in the far edge of my vision, Brigid hovered with her arms crossed over her chest. Her indigo wings beat in a mesmerizing flutter. They were moving so fast all I saw was indigo light. But I could read the death stare in her glance any day of the week.

      The professor tried to bundle me up off the floor but I ripped my arm away from his touch. My hand came up to rest upon the phantom wound in my chest. “What?” I sputtered. It took me a couple more seconds to force my breath to even out. I glanced up into Kai’s stony face. “What just happened?”

      The professor placed his palms on the floor. It was then I noticed he and Kai were standing inside the yellow of my circle. The outline of it was smudged. He’d done it. Malachi Pendragon had broken through my barrier. I started to shake at the thought of being so exposed. But I flinched again when the professor tried to help me up.

      “You blacked out,” the professor said. He held up his hands in a surrender gesture. I pressed my palms to the floor and swiped at the yellow chalk, breaking the circle irrevocably. “The second the circle was complete it was like your consciousness left your body. We tried to call to you but you wouldn’t respond. And then...” he gulped. “You spoke in a tongue that we couldn’t decipher. It almost sounded...”

      He trailed off, but I could already guess where he was leading with this. Brigid had no qualms about saying what the professor so clearly didn’t want to. “It figures that she’s a demon,” the Fae sniped. “Look at her. She’s clearly evil.”

      “She’s not a demon,” Kai bit out. “Otherwise she would have reacted to the contact with my blade.” The scepticism on his face contradicted the words he spoke.

      I thought that speaking to me had an adverse effect on her but being rebuffed by her boyfriend made a shadow fall across her cherubic face. I was suddenly hit with a picture of something not so beautiful behind her perfect mask.

      “Demons can easily hide,” she snapped back. “You of all people should be wary of that.”

      Behind Kai’s shoulder, Adam’s eyes first grew wide and then narrowed. Evan glared up at her. But their reactions were nothing to the white-hot aura of rage that flared around Kai. Beneath my fingertips, his pulse was a drumbeat. When he made to move in her direction, I clamped down hard, my fingernails digging into him.

      I didn’t like her but that look said he was balancing on the edge of something scary. For his sake, if not hers, I didn’t think he should jump overboard. We both noticed at the same time that I was still holding on to him. I dropped my hand and wondered why I suddenly felt a little rudderless.

      His attention refocused on me. “You’re not a demon are you, Blue?”

      I raised a brow in what I hoped was a cutting expression. “Believe me, you jackass, if I had the ability to do demonic things, you’d be on your ass right now.”

      Mine wasn’t the only jaw to hit the floor when he threw his head back and laughed. I had to keep reminding myself he was a world-class jerk because the low timbre of his chuckle shot warmth through my previously cold limbs. If he was hot before, a smiling Malachi Pendragon was heart-stopping. Thankfully, it didn’t last long or I might have forgotten how to breathe. Too soon the mirth clouded over once more with his guarded expression.

      “I don’t doubt it,” he said.

      “How did you break through the circle?”

      He shrugged. Like it was all in a day’s work. The urge to punch him in the head was strong. Luckily the bell rang. Professor Mortimer dismissed the class but held me back. Adam hovered around, but Kai shot him an irritated look. Adam grit his jaw but left like the rest of them.

      “What did you see?” the professor asked me as soon as everyone else was out of earshot. How he knew I’d seen something on the other side was beyond me. I cast a sidelong look at Kai. The last thing I needed was to tell them what happened and have him try to stab me with his sword again. Because although I was pretty sure I wasn’t a demon, I couldn’t account for what I’d seen. Or what the demon had said to me. I found it difficult to think of something that would frighten a demon.

      I took a gulping breath. “I saw the Ley lines. And then they disappeared and I was in an icy cavern. There was a demon in the cavern.”

      Lines appeared around the professor’s mouth. He seemed to be biting the inside of his cheek. “What did this demon look like?”

      I described the cloven creature. Both of them tried to hide their shock, but I saw the note of recognition in their eyes. They knew the creature I had described.

      “Did you speak to it?”

      I nodded. “I tried to get up and run but my body wouldn’t move. It was like I was an insect caught in amber.”

      The professor gave me a smile. He reached out then to pat me on the head. “Whatever anyone else says about you, Alessia, it’s very clear you’re Earthbound. I think I’ve kept you from your next class long enough. Unless you still don’t feel well. In which case I can write you a note to take to the infirmary.”

      I considered the offer but in the end I didn’t feel bad enough to get out of going to the next class. I left them with their heads together, speaking in low, urgent tones. Even I could spot something brewing. But if they were going to let me leave then it couldn’t have been all that bad.

      Slinking in unnoticed to my next class was a feat. The professor in this class had an Amazonian air about her. She was black-haired with bowed red lips. Her outfit was nothing short of gladiator attire. A golden breastplate with leather straps that held it together in the back. Her pants were so tight I was afraid they might tear. She had a proud, straight nose that made her features too sharp to be pretty, but there was something striking about her. An aura of command that I couldn’t take my eyes off.

      She actually smiled at me but tapped her wrist in the universal sign for “you’re late.” I winced and tiptoed to the only empty desk in the room which just happened to be beside Sophie. In the human world, I would have questioned why there was a spare seat next to her, but I was quickly learning that these supernaturals really didn’t like us.

      She gave me a quizzical look but I shook my head at her and mouthed “later.”

      “As I was saying,” the professor said.“You’ve all been trained in some form of hand-to-hand combat since the eighth grade. This year we’re going to focus on finding a weapon of choice that will fit both your preferred fighting style as well as your physical attributes.” Her attention landed on me. I couldn’t be sure but her left eye might have twitched a little.

      I could figure out quite easily what she might have been thinking. I was all of about fifty-five kilos. She had a lasso strapped to her hip that might have outweighed me. Not only was I short, I was kind of on the spindly side. I was hoping with a few weeks of getting in solid meals that I would fill out a bit, but right now, I wasn’t sure what kind of weapon I’d be able to wield.

      “Having said that,” she continued, “you’re going to inevitably find yourself in a situation where you might have to just pick up anything that’s on hand. With that in mind, you will train with all of the weapons at our disposal. You might not have the ability to throw balls of fire like the high mages, but a knife to the throat doesn’t discriminate.”

      With that gruesome image in mind, she made us file out of the classroom with her and into one down the corridor. There were two guards standing on either side of the door. Their eyes were closed. I’d thought they were truant students as I ran past them on the way here but now that I got a good look at them, both were too muscled and seasoned to be studying here. Neither of them budged as the professor opened the door and stalked inside.

      It wasn’t until I’d waited for the rest of the class to walk through that I had a chance to really see why they weren’t reacting. I glanced at their chests to confirm my observations. Sophie was about to step into the room when I grabbed the back of her shirt.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “They’re not breathing,” I said. I took the opportunity to press a finger to the arm of the one on the right. I gave a little squeak when I touched what felt like rock. “He looks so real.”

      Sophie laughed. “He is real,” she said. “They’re gargoyles. They turn into stone during the day, but they’ll wake at sundown and guard the armoury.”

      My jaw was hurting a lot these days from being permanently unhinged. “What if someone tries to mess with them while they’re asleep?”

      She looked up and down their solid bulk. I did the same. She pointed to a mirror that was fastened to the ceiling where a camera might have been. “There’s surveillance. I wouldn’t want to be the idiot that tried to mess with these guys while they’re asleep. They don’t exactly have a reputation for being soft.”

      I could see her point. It was like what I did with my sleep circle. If anyone tried to mess with me while I was asleep, I’d wake up fighting. We entered the room with the rest of the class. I stifled a laugh to find Diana had made a bee-line for the wall with the axes hanging from their racks. Roland had done the same. “What?” Diana said. “Why mess with a good thing?”

      “I didn’t say a word.”

      All around us, students were strolling up and down the aisles of weapons in their racks. There were some in metal cages that the professor was guarding. Every now and again a student would approach her and she would open the cages with a key that hung from a lanyard around her neck. For the most part, it seemed as though she was letting us have free rein to familiarise ourselves with what was available.

      “Any ideas?” I asked Sophie.

      She scratched at her head. “To be honest, I’m more at home with kitchen utensils.”

      Trey walked up beside us with a great big long sword in one hand and a tomahawk in the other. “What about this?” he shoved the tomahawk at Sophie. “It’s kind of like a cleaver.”

      She backed away a little. So did I. The razor edge of the blade glistened in the light. “I don’t think it’s my thing.”

      Trey turned and offered the weapon to me. Gingerly, I reached out for it. The handle was made of a dark wood that had been sanded and varnished so that it shone. As soon as Trey let go, the weight of the weapon dragged my arms down to the floor. I almost took my leg off trying to avoid the sharp side.

      “I don’t think this is me,” I said. He was trying unsuccessfully not to laugh. It didn’t help matters that Sasha walked by with what appeared to be a flamethrower settled over his shoulder. Trey scowled. “No fair! Where’d you get that?”

      Sasha pointed behind him with his thumb. “Professor Eldridge got it for me from the cage.”

      Not to be outdone, Trey marched off for an upgrade. Sophie and I sort of just walked up and down the room while the others played with their new toys. Diana was in her element, swinging the axe around like a dancer.

      “Miss Pierce!” the professor screamed. “I said inspect the weapons not bandy them around with the potential to cut somebody’s head off!”

      Diana winced and lowered the axe. Her brother cuffed her in the back of the head. I left them so that I wouldn’t be dragged into what seemed like it would turn into a full-on brawl. I found Fred sitting on the sidelines.

      He’d been sneaky and made a foxhole for himself out of some of the bags that the weapons were kept in. As usual, the pallor of his skin was almost translucent. Never in a million years would I have guessed him to be a light mage. He never seemed to want to go outside. He’d make a great vampire.

      When I suggested it to him, he got even paler. If that was even possible. “No way are they getting their fangs into me,” he said.

      “So that’s how they turn you? By biting?”

      “Nah, that’s just how they feed. Although the ones at school aren’t allowed to hunt.”

      “How are you doing anyway?” He had bags under his eyes. It was hard to reconcile that it had only been this morning when I’d seen him for breakfast.

      “I’m okay. Just a little tired. I haven’t been sleeping well since the trial.”

      “You and me both.” This interested him.

      “Really? You don’t seem that concerned. I wouldn’t be if I were as strong as you.”

      “I know nothing about any of this. And cut yourself some slack. It’s the first day of school.”

      He shook his head. “It might be the first day of school but my parents went here and so did my grandparents. My great uncle was the one who created the light amulets for the vampires.”

      “Oh. I heard about that.”

      His lips turned down. “Everyone hears about it. I have to hear about it every time we have a family gathering. And here I am too pathetic to even choose a weapon.”

      I wanted to point out that at least he had a family, but he seemed a bit preoccupied with his bout of self-pity. “If it helps, I don’t know what weapon I’d choose either.”

      He glanced at me then. “You are kind of small.”

      “Excuse me! You’re not that much bigger than I am.”

      But though he was weedy, he was still taller than I was. Boys had a tendency to shoot up as well. Whereas I was pretty sure this was about as big as I would ever get. An ear-splitting whistle rent the air.

      “You two!” The professor pointed straight at us. “What do you think you’re doing? Get off your butts now!”

      We both shot up like jumping jacks. Fred might have been mopey, but he was a dead-set chicken. He raced away and pretended to be interested in a set of crossbows. I blew out a breath and went to find Sophie. By the end of the lesson, she had gravitated naturally to the knives. They weren’t even close to being as massive as the tomahawk, but the set she had chosen were elegant in their simplicity. It was now just a matter of aim. Just by the amount of times she’d thrown something at me for making a smart comment, I’d bet she’d be a natural.

      On the other hand, almost everything I picked up was too heavy or too big for me to lift or wield. I was holding on to a wooden staff pretending I was a Jedi knight when the bell rang. I let out a sigh of relief.

      “Next time we’re going to begin our weapon-specific training,” the professor said. “Do not be late!” Yeah, she was looking at me when she said that. I ducked my head and tried to appear conciliatory.

      Diana had trouble letting go of her new axe. The professor had to actually pry it from her fingers. I pressed my lips together as she muttered about her development being stifled. But my mirth lasted about three seconds when we finally left the armoury.

      Sophie said she had a shift at the dining hall but that she would meet me there for dinner after my lesson. Diana made a kissy face at me. They both laughed as they headed off in the direction of the dining hall. The boys had already left, their attention still firmly on the weapons they’d played with. All except Fred.

      “You have another lesson now?” he asked. I nodded. I thought he might veer off at some point, but he kept me company as I followed the footsteps on the ground outside of the main building and over open ground. He didn’t seem as impressed or perplexed as I did that the footprint directions were appearing over the cobblestones and even on the grass.

      “That doesn’t seem fair.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “Then again,” he said, “you’re a bit behind so maybe making up for it might not be such a bad idea. I wish someone would tutor me.”

      “Do you?”

      “Yeah. My circle work could use some strengthening.”

      I stopped when it became clear where it was that the footsteps were leading us. I’d had an inkling but now that the tree line was in view, I didn’t want to go any farther. I was being led to the Grove. The memory of my last escapade there had my palms turning clammy.

      “Are you going in there?” Fred pointed ahead.

      “I think so.”

      “Oh, well, good luck.” He made a hasty exit. I’d blame him but I kind of wanted to do the same. The footprints on the ground continued to flash in the direction of the Grove. When I stood still, they flashed faster. Insistent was the word for it. I thought maybe I could back up a bit and wait for Kai, but then a purple blob appeared in front of me. An unimpressed nymph chortled in my face. Then she grabbed me by the earlobe with one of her tiny hands and dragged me over the fence.
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      I was beginning to think that every supernatural creature was stronger than its physical body appeared. First Basil could leap over structures three or four times his height and now this diminutive wood nymph was hefting me over the paling fence without even breaking a sweat. She dropped me as soon as we were on the other side. If I hadn’t seen it coming and thrown my arms out to break the fall, I would have landed flat on my face. Given the sneer on hers, I had a feeling she was hoping that would happen.

      She flew off down the path I had taken the first time I was here. When I didn’t follow, she backtracked and huffed. Placing her hands on her hips, she screeched at me. I thought my eardrums were going to burst. Through the shrill complaints, I heard the words “lazy” and “stupid” but that was about all I could make out.

      This time when she flew away, I brushed the dirt off my palms and followed her. Despite the temper of my unwilling host, the Grove was just as beautiful as it had been the other night. I allowed my hand to trail behind me, brushing past the scented foliage and smiling at the cool drops of moisture that still beaded on the spider webs. I hadn’t noticed it raining but by now I was beginning to think anything could happen in this place.

      When I reached the glade where the Arcana tree was, I had to shove my hands into the pockets of my jeans in case I was tempted. The purple nymph was joined by two of her kin. They gave off a golden and red glow respectively. Together, they ushered me towards the Arcana tree. I sensed a trap and kept all of my limbs as close to my body as possible. Small as they were, those acorns they tossed had hurt when they knocked me on the head. I did not want a repeat of last time. When my feet would no longer budge, they flew around to my back and literally pushed me.

      “Hey! Quit it!”

      They did not. What they chose to do instead was begin kicking me. Their feet were like tiny hammers. “Seriously, what the hell? Are you trying to get me in trouble?”

      The purple nymph came around to my front. She chattered away. I threw up a hand to stop her. “You need to slow down,” I said. “I can’t understand a word you’re saying.”

      She rolled her eyes. Her friends appeared beside her. All three of them looked at me like I was a moron. The purple nymph opened her mouth. I prepared for the lighting speed communication I was so used to. At first nothing came out. She strained, looking like she was trying to make the words come out in slow motion.

      “New tree,” I heard her say. The red nymph patted her on the shoulder and then pointed to the patch of grass at the base of the Arcana tree. There, pushing up through the dirt was a sapling. Its true leaves were making a break for the dappled sunlight between the tree’s canopy. Judging by their shape, the sapling was another Arcana tree.

      “How is that possible” I asked, taking a step closer. “That’s not from one of the fruit I ate, is it?”

      All three nymphs screwed their faces up at me. I took that as a yes. Still, they didn’t seem as irritated with me today as they had been. The golden nymph flew up close and screamed in my ear.

      “Replant,” she said.

      “Oh!” Now it clicked. “You want me to replant it for you?”

      “Detention,” the yellow nymph said in my ear.

      I wasn’t even surprised. Now that I thought about it, I had gotten off pretty lightly the first time around. They flew away and came back toting a trowel and a spool of hessian. I was in the middle of clearing the turf so I could get at the plant’s roots when footsteps along the path sent the nymphs into a giddy frenzy. I could tell they were delighted because it was the exact opposite reaction they’d had to my arrival.

      It would have been hypocritical to judge them for the way they swarmed around Kai and chattered incessantly because my stomach did a funny twisting thing at the sight of him. He’d changed from his cargo pants into a pair of black sweats. His T-shirt had an Academy crest on it, a shield with a pair of wings open wide. He looked like the embodiment of the House Captain that he was.

      Meanwhile I was pretty sure there was a chunk of dirt in my hair. Ignoring him, I continued to tease the delicate roots of the small Arcana tree from between the grass. When it was ready to be transplanted, I wrapped the damp hessian around it and carried it with me to where the purple nymph had shown me she wanted the new tree. It was a short walk but I could see they wanted some distance between the two trees.

      The nymphs accompanied me, their heads swivelling around as though they expected to be attacked any minute. None of the nymphs left my side until the tree was safely deposited into its new position. They made me water the tree from a little stream using a tiny metal watering can. It took me three trips just to get enough water.

      “This isn’t very efficient,” I said. The red nymph answered back, but it was all chirps and whistles so it was completely lost in translation. I must have had a dazed and confused look on my face because Kai snorted.

      “She says that you’d get more water on the plant if you didn’t spill so much stomping back and forth like you do.”

      “Sounds like somebody doesn’t want my help,” I muttered.

      “Too bad you don’t have a choice,” he shot back. “Now that you’ve planted the tree, you’re obligated to look after it until it reaches maturity.”

      I turned so quickly that water sprayed all around me. The nymphs scattered. The amused look on his face said he wasn’t joking. I pinched the bridge of my nose and dropped the watering can.

      “She said this was detention.” He was leaning back against the trunk of a tree, one leg bent so that the sole of his sneaker touched the bark. The filtered light caused shadows to dance on his face, but they did nothing to dampen the luminous glow in his eyes.

      “You didn’t know what you were doing,” he said, “We weren’t going to punish you for that.”

      “But...” I looked around for the nymphs who had chosen to make themselves scarce. I swear I heard what sounded like a wind chime that was interspersed with laughter. “The footprint directions led me here.”

      Kai used his bent foot to push himself from the tree. “Because this is where we’re meeting for our lesson. Instead you went and got yourself tricked by wood nymphs.”

      I tracked his languid movements, trying to figure out if he was yanking my chain. But I had a sneaking suspicion I knew him well enough now to know that he wasn’t the kind of guy to make a statement unless he could back it up.

      “No way,” I said at last. “They can’t just con me into doing what they want!”

      “They just did. Take a look at your timetable.”

      I retrieved the paper from my pocket. Sure enough, at seven every morning I was now scheduled to come to the Grove to look after the tree. What the hell? I balled my fists. “And where the heck were you while this was happening?”

      He smirked at me. The expression caused his scarred brow to jump. My heartbeat did the same. Urgh. This was so not good.

      “I was busy scouring the grounds for the demon you saw.”

      I’d give him that, he was good at conversational segues. “And?”

      He shook his head. The way he swiped his hand across his face a moment later told me he was as frustrated about it as I was. Shaking himself of the failure, Kai glanced at me.

      “How was Weaponry and Combat?”

      “About as enlightening as this has been.”

      “I take it you didn’t manage to find a weapon you were interested in?”

      I swept my hands from my head to my toes. “Turns out humans aren’t that great at syncing with mythological weaponry.”

      He smiled, this time without ridicule. “That’s got nothing to do with it. You’re just...small.”

      I commanded myself not to blush but it was hopeless. “Well, that’s not changing any time soon so that class might be a lost cause.”

      “I highly doubt it.” He gestured me closer with his hand. My eyes narrowed. I took a single step forward and paused. “If anyone can train you in weaponry it’s Professor Eldridge.”

      “I guess I won’t need additional private lessons then.”

      If I wasn’t looking right at him, I would have missed the split second in which he allowed his lips to pull up on one side. But then I blinked and it was gone. “Nice try. But until we get a better understanding of what you are and what you can do, you’re stuck with me.”

      “Sounds like a glorified babysitting job.” I sat down and plucked at the grass. He didn’t respond. Instead, he surprised me by sinking down in front of me. We were a couple of hand spans away, his legs tucked beneath him.

      “You really have no idea what you are?” he asked, his tone stripped of hostility. I didn’t know what to do with it. An aggressive Malachi I could handle. I didn’t take well to being intimidated. But a reasonable Malachi? I didn’t know such a creature existed.

      “I feel like we’re past these kinds of inane questions. I mean, you did run me through with your broadsword two hours ago!”

      A smile was threatening to break through again but he reined it in. Was this guy ever off-duty? Sheesh. “You’re avoiding the question.”

      “That’s because it’s idiotic. If I was some kind of demon, do you think I’d just admit it to you because you ask nicely?”

      “It’s worth a try.”

      I snapped blades of grass and tossed then in the wind. “If I were a demon, I’d strip the flesh from your bones and devour you.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yep,” I said. “You look tasty.” I could just punch myself sometimes. While I glanced down to give myself time to stop blushing, I heard him shift so that his knees now supported his elbows. If I moved forward, his legs would be bracketing me. But I didn’t dare move an inch.

      “First of all, I would be delicious. And secondly, you don’t know a single thing about demons and how they behave, do you?”

      “Give me a couple of weeks. I’m a fast learner.”

      He was quiet for a while. So quiet that I hazarded a glance upwards and found him peering intently at me. He didn’t flinch or waver when I caught him watching. Like Bradley, he possessed an indomitable self-confidence that we mere mortals couldn’t hope to comprehend.

      “What?” I asked, wondering if I suddenly had something on my face.

      He shook his head. Then he shifted once more and tucked his legs underneath him again. “Have you ever done any meditation?” he asked. The change of subject was so abrupt it gave me whiplash.

      “Not unless I’m having trouble falling asleep.”

      There. The faintest hint of a smile. He hid it with a scowl but there was definite creasing of skin around his eyes. “Well, you’re going to have to learn how to do it,” he said. “And I’m going to teach you.”

      “No offense, sensei, but you’re not exactly the poster child for calm yourself.”

      “According to who?”

      Now it was my turn to give him a look. “According to the way you almost lost your shit today when Brigid said you of all people should know demons are treacherous.”

      There it was again. His top lip had curled like he was biting down hard using his canines.

      “Brigid doesn’t know what the hell she’s talking about.”

      “You’re preaching to the choir. Doesn’t change the facts, though. If she wasn’t a girl, you’d have totally punched her.” I suddenly had a bright idea. “If you teach me to fly, maybe I can punch her for you.”

      The laugh came out of nowhere. One second his green eyes had been smouldering that darker shade of forest green and the next he threw his head back, a grin splitting his face. When he regained his composure, a frown suddenly drew his brows together. “Why don’t you just try to avoid Brigid and focus on your studies? Besides, I can’t just teach you to fly. You don’t have wings.”

      “What about a broomstick?”

      “What about it?”

      “I’m a witch. Can’t I ride a broomstick?”

      He leaned forward, palms pressed to the grass. “How many witches have you seen riding around on broomsticks since you’ve been here?”

      I blew out a breath. “None.”

      “Sorry, Blue. You’re out of luck. Those tiny feet are going to remain firmly on the ground.”

      “What about a unicorn?”

      “They don’t have wings.”

      “Yes they do!”

      “I think you’re referring to an alicorn. And I hate to break it to you but they eat flesh.”

      I looked at him to see if he was joking. “This world of yours bites.”

      “This world of ours,” he corrected.

      I made a face.

      “Close your eyes.”

      Unsure why I even bothered, I closed my eyes like he asked. “This isn’t what I pictured training was going to be like.”

      “Oh? What were you picturing?”

      On second thought, thank goodness my eyes were closed. It made it much easier to disguise the twitch in my cheek. Because ever since Sophie put the notion in my head, I might have been picturing him with his shirt off. There may or may not have been sweat beading on his tanned skin. Don’t get me wrong, he was still firmly in asshole territory in my opinion. He was just an insanely pretty asshole, and well, it was my brain so I could see whatever I wanted in it. I snorted involuntarily. I bet that was the argument serial killers used on their fantasies. I got practical to try and cover up the blush.

      “Apparently everybody else was born with a weapon in their hand. I’m a little behind in that area.”

      “The last thing you need is to learn to be more aggressive.”

      My eyes snapped open. “Pardon?”

      His gaze bore into me. Every trace of the normal human being he was up until now disappeared. “Don’t pretend you don’t know it, Blue. You have zero flight response. Even with a manticore breathing down your neck, you won’t run.”

      “I wouldn’t have had a manticore breathing down my neck if you didn’t have a sick sense of humour.”

      “I didn’t do that to be funny. It was to test your ability to make reasonable risk assessments. You would have kept going until you were dead.”

      I remembered now what Fred had told me. That sometimes it wasn’t about bravery for these people. It was about preserving your own life so you could go on fighting another day. I thought about running away from Nanna to save my own skin. Just the mere notion of it had every instinct in me revolting.

      “But I didn’t die.”

      “Who would have guessed you’d pull that trick with the hedge witch power of yours. Which is the other half of the problem.”

      “How is that a problem?”

      “Low magic isn’t supposed to be that strong.” If I were being dense, I might have misconstrued that statement to be about his ego. He was definitely an arrogant bastard, but for the most part he seemed to be able to put his money where his mouth was. No, this was about me being something unexplained. He wouldn’t teach me to fight because he—because they—were afraid of what I might do with the knowledge. I wasn’t a demon but I was something else they couldn’t fathom. In their world, it seemed to amount to the same thing. I couldn’t be trusted.

      I found myself standing. For once, I was looking down on him. “Why don’t we skip the bullshit,” I said. “I’ll meet you here every day and you can stab me with your sword to make sure I’m not a demon. But otherwise, stay away from me.”

      “Blue – ”

      I started to walk away. He caught up to me quickly enough. When he touched my arm, I didn’t wrench it away. I wasn’t actually angry. Just tired all of a sudden.

      “We have to take precautions,” he said. There was no apology in his stance. I didn’t expect one. Just like there was no apology in mine.

      “I get it,” I said. “I’ll be here tomorrow.”

      This time, when I turned around, he didn’t follow.
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      Sophie and Diana wanted all the goss at dinner. There was a part of me that wanted to blurt out that I was under surveillance, but I didn’t want to ruin their evening too. And I knew I shouldn’t be surprised. Jacqueline did say that they were keeping me here because they didn’t know what I was. If the alternative was a prison then I could see how this was a much better option. Still, it made me pensive so that I was glancing at all of the people around me and wondering if they were there because they liked me or if they were planted there to watch over me.

      “What do you mean nothing happened?” Sophie said. She’d finished her shift behind the counter of the buffet and was now chewing slowly on a chunk of lasagne.

      “You say that like you expected this to be something other than a tutorial.”

      She and Diana were agape. “Of course that’s what we expected! He’s never given anyone private lessons before.”

      My poker face was pretty advanced, but even I had to work hard not to react to the stab of pain in my chest. “Well I’m sorry to disappoint but nothing at all happened. Except I got conned into doing yard work by the wood nymphs.”

      They both made unhappy faces at me. Diana changed the subject to how Sophie reacted when Max did a second drive by her buffet station for no apparent reason. I had barely touched my food, but even I was sucked out of my reverie when the Nephilim entered the dining hall. It was like a vacuum. And no matter how many times they did it, everyone acted as though they had just performed a miracle. Tonight, Kai wasn’t with them. He’d already snuck in a while earlier with Max.

      When a shadow crossed over me, I looked up to find Brigid looming. I sighed inwardly. This was the last thing I needed right now. As usual, her posse trailed behind her. Golden Wings, whose name I found out was Isla, stood just behind her.

      “So you had your first lesson with Malachi,” Brigid said. She inspected her nails like it meant nothing when really, I could see the other hand she had resting on her hip clenching tight. “Don’t think just because he’s been forced to spend time with you that you can –”

      I got to my feet. It occurred to me as she spoke that I didn’t have to take this crap. So I wouldn’t.

      “See you guys later.” I turned around and stalked out of the dining hall. It was the first time ever that I’d left food on my plate. There was a part of me that itched to go back and finish the sawdust-tasting food. But even my habits weren’t making me go back there. It chafed at me that I was being watched like a hawk, but Brigid, who was the biggest bully around, could get away with anything.

      I wasn’t even sure where I was walking until I finally looked around and found myself in an empty field. “Huh,” I said. “So they really do just bring the arena in for the trials.”

      I was standing in the exact same spot where the manticore and I had faced off. Funnily enough, I wasn’t alone. While we were off to the side of the Academy, there were still glow lights enough so it wasn’t pitch black. This was a good thing considering who my company was.

      I made sure to make as much sound as possible as I approached Fred. He glanced up from where he was sitting on the field of grass. His face was lit up from the neck by a glowing amulet. It made it harder for him to see, but I imagined it gave off enough light to stop his phobia from taking hold. When he squinted and saw it was me, he waved.

      “Hey,” I said. “You know it’s dinnertime, right?”

      “I already ate. What are you doing out here? I would have thought you’d be scarfing down food.”

      “Brigid.”

      “Ah.” It was all I had to say really.

      “What are you doing?” From the looks of the candles and sack of salt, I might have deduced he was trying to burn the grass.

      “Practicing my power circles.”

      “With salt?”

      “Yeah. We learned in Potions and Alchemy in year nine that salt amplifies the power of a circle. Plus, it has the added bonus of burning demons.”

      “I see. Okay well, don’t let me interfere.”

      I turned to leave but he stopped me. “Actually, would you mind staying? You’re in the advanced class, and I could really use some pointers.”

      “I don’t even really know what I’m doing.”

      Fred shrugged. He grabbed a handful of the salt from the paper bag and tried to disperse it in a circle around where he sat. Aside from the wonkiness of the line, he seemed to be concentrating on the aesthetic of it and not the intention.

      “This is so bad,” he admitted.

      “Were you thinking about how round the circle was that whole time?” I asked.

      Even in the dark I could see his cheeks going red. “Symmetry can be achieved with practice,” I told him. “But you have to try and block out all other thoughts when you’re building the circle so that it’s imbued with the intent you give it.”

      “That’s what they keep telling me in class, but it’s easier said than done.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was going to say next. “Have you ever meditated?”

      He made a face. “I’m not very good at that either.”

      I scratched my head and crossed teaching off the very short list of things I would be qualified for when I finished school. I smiled, though.

      “Me either,” I told him. “Maybe we can practice that together.”

      This time he grinned. “Really? That would be awesome.”

      But it turned out neither of us knew how. “If we had the internet, we could just look it up,” I said. I was just lucky I couldn’t afford a phone because I had a feeling I’d really be missing it right now.

      “We can go to the library?”

      It was bad that I didn’t even think of that. “Tomorrow? I need to get some sleep. I’ve got early detention from now until eternity.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I got tricked by some wood nymphs apparently. Right after you left me.”

      He winced. “Oh, sorry.”

      I waved him off and promised to meet him the next night at the library. Tonight, I wanted to crawl into bed and just stop thinking. When I got to my dorm room, there was a blinking light on top of the door. I glanced down the corridor and found that some of the lights above a few other doors were also blinking.

      I touched the doorknob gingerly and called out before entering. “Basil?”

      He appeared in the crack I’d opened. “Good evening!”

      “Is everything okay in there?”

      “Of course. Why wouldn’t it be?”

      I pointed up. Not that he could see while inside. “There’s a blinking light in front of our door.”

      “Oh that. It just means there’s a bulletin waiting for you in the mirror.”

      A couple of days ago that sentence would’ve totally confused me. Now I shut the door behind me and went to the mirror. Basil appeared to still be using it as his form of entertainment while we were gone. It sat on the chest between our beds rather than hanging on the hook. “What do I do?” I asked.

      He hopped up next to the mirror. “You place your hand on the glass and say your name.”

      Feeling like an idiot, I touched the cool mirror with my palm. “Alessia Hastings.” A light like that of a laser scanned my hand. Instead of my palm, it read the mark that the woman at the trial had stamped me with. I hadn’t even realised it was still there.

      “Confirmed, Alessia Hastings,” the mirror pronounced in a singsong voice. When I took my hand away, an image of Jacqueline appeared in the glass.

      “Good evening, students,” she said.

      “I’m betting I can’t actually talk to her,” I said out of the corner of my mouth.

      “Shhhh,” Basil hushed me.

      “It has come to my attention that there may be some prohibited conjuring occurring on school grounds,” Jacqueline continued. “I remind you all that these premises and the property surrounding it have been warded for your protection. The use of improper magic is forbidden. Any student caught communicating with a demon will be expelled immediately and passed over into the custody of the Dominion.”

      The message ended abruptly. I whistled. “Well, that was to the point.”

      “As it should be.” He paused and speculated. “I wonder if this has anything to do with your incident with the Ley lines.”

      “It’s seriously creepy that you spend all your time spying on me.” I grabbed him and shoved him into the closet while I changed. He came out sputtering when I was done.

      “Watching over you isn’t spying.”

      “Isn’t it? Who else are you watching over?”

      “Nobody. I don’t have the necessary permission to do it.”

      I glared at him. “When did I give you permission to spy on me?”

      “Sophie gave me permission.”

      The pang of what he said hit me in the chest like a poisoned arrow. Sophie had given him permission to spy on me? Was that just a coincidence or was it part of Kai’s overall mission to keep me under surveillance? I didn’t have the brainpower to mull it over tonight. Instead, I slid into bed.

      “Describe this demon you saw,” he said, jumping on my chest as I tried to sleep.

      “I don’t know,” I grumbled. “A big cow?”

      His black wool brows wrinkled. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you then. Can you get off? I’m really tired.”

      Like any rag doll parent, he seemed to sense something was off with me. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Wooo. That’s the teenage equivalent of being fine. Tell me what happened.”

      I swiped at him but he jumped clear and onto the bed. “I said it’s nothing. It’s just been a long day and I would like very much to sleep.”

      “It is that Pendragon boy?”

      “What?”

      “I noticed him looking at you when we were in the cottage. Sophie tells me he’s the grandson of the headmistress. He’s not giving you any trouble is he?”

      “When do you and Sophie have time to discuss things?”

      “You’re not the only one in this place, you know. Since you won’t allow me out of the room, I have to get my news from somewhere. Now answer the question.”

      I rolled over and pulled the covers over my head. “Nobody is giving me any trouble. In fact, it’s quite the opposite. I’m giving them trouble.”

      “How so?”

      I threw the covers off me and glared at him. “Because I’m not a demon but the things I can do scare them,” I said. “And they don’t know what to do with me, so obviously I have to be watched like a rat in a cage in case I do something to endanger them all. Like I’m the one who has fangs or wings!” After my tirade I flopped back down and pulled the covers over my head again. I felt Basil’s soft, stumpy arm patting what he must have thought was my cheek. Instead he kept swatting me in the eye.

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “We’ll sort that out eventually.”

      “Oh yeah? And what if I turn out to be something unpleasant?”

      “You couldn’t be.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I just know.”

      It was the same kind of nonsensical answer Nanna would give me when she didn’t really know what was going to happen. Somehow, it made me feel better.

      “Okay.” Even if my new friends weren’t really friends, at least I had the doll that had looked after the last few generations of my family. Sort of. I suppose that was the best I could hope for right now.
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      I didn’t hear Sophie come in, but I was awoken at two in the morning by the feeling of ice crystallising against my fingertips. A cloven-hooved shadow blurred in front of me. I tried to push myself up into a sitting position, but once again I was paralysed. The monster ambled towards me. Just as its horns broached the shadows, a disembodied voice cut through my lethargy.

      You think they can’t get you in there? Nowhere is safe for you.

      I gasped awake. This was beginning to get on my nerves. I tried to call out to Basil, but he was snoring soundly in Sophie’s arms.

      Frowning, I tiptoed out of bed and went to the door. Jacqueline’s message replayed in my mind. Was this considered breaking the rules? I wasn’t conjuring demons, but I was hearing them in my head and not telling anyone but Basil about it. After a short moment’s hesitation, I turned the handle and slipped outside.

      I figured that I’d told them about that weird cow monster and they hadn’t kicked me out. Anyway, I wasn’t doing this on purpose. It was my sleep that was getting disturbed so I felt I had every right to check it out.

      You’re falling behind, the voice lured me. They’ll never let you stay if you don’t improve.

      It seriously sounded like it could have come from anywhere. Without Basil here to temper my reaction, I wrapped my arms around myself and took the staircase one cold step at a time. I wished I’d thought to put shoes on before I went barging out of the room.

      It was too much trouble to go back now. Instead, I walked to the front door and pushed it aside. The hinges didn’t make so much as a squeak. Not the best idea when they were trying to dissuade students from sneaking around late at night.

      The air outside was cool but not cold. The ground however was covered in a fine mist again. Cobblestones dug into my feet. Thankfully, I was used to going barefoot. My only concern now would be getting caught.

      What does it matter if they find out, the voice cooed. They will never accept you anyway. Kill them, kill them all.

      A shiver ran down my spine. This voice didn’t belong to the beast inside the Ley line circle I’d created. This one was thicker. Its voice sounded as though it was coated in tar.

      I wasn’t sure where I was walking. Only that I was getting closer and closer to what Sophie had told me was the billabong and swamp areas. Just as the scent of stagnant water hit my nose, I stepped on something that dug into the heel of my foot. Looking down, I picked up the black feather. It was too dark to tell what kind of bird it came from. It could have been a crow or a raven. I’d seen more than one of those flying around the place. Some of the vampires kept them in cages on the rooftop of the Academy. Speaking of vampires, I wouldn’t want to meet any this late. They had some of their own classes at night. Things like Night Hunting and Transformation. The rest of the classes they could take with us because of the invention of the light pendant.

      I was about to drop the feather again when a metallic, salty scent hit my nose. Blood. There was blood on the feather. If I were a shifter or vamp, I’d have no problems figuring out where the blood had come from. But I was an unknown, and the human part of me could only rely on my dull senses.

      I was on the ground sniffing when the flap of wings caught my attention. What made my blood run cold was the scale of the wings in question. Oh shit no. Footsteps touched down on the ground. I pushed up till I was standing and turned slowly to glance at the Nephilim behind me. My head thudded in my chest until I caught sight of Adam.

      The muscles in my body relaxed. Not Malachi. That was all I could think even though I’d been caught in a very compromising position.

      “Alessia? What are you doing out of bed?” He still wore that sardonic smile but there was very little humour in it.

      “I couldn’t sleep and then I heard a noise.”

      “So you came out here to investigate?”

      He approached, his eyes darkened by shadow. Gone was any of the whimsy he’d displayed in class. These Nephilim obviously meant business when they weren’t at school. “To be honest, the headmistress’s bulletin kind of freaked me out. Then I came out here and found this.”

      I held the bloodied feather up to the moonlight like a prize. The thing about a good lie was that you stayed committed until you could think of a distraction. Otherwise you’d come unstuck eventually.

      As suspected, Adam frowned and plucked the feather from my hand. He studied the feather for a moment, his nostrils flaring. Right. So it would seem that Nephilim also had a heightened sense of smell. I was beginning to become annoyed at that fact that we low-magic users seemed to be getting the short end of the straw in terms of powers.

      “Go back to bed,” he said.

      “But – ”

      The deep lines between his brows cut off my response. “You’re not supposed to be roaming about the campus at this time of night.”

      “What about you?”

      Unlike Kai, Adam didn’t feel the need to suppress his emotions. The laughter reached his eyes when he smiled this time. “I’m on guard duty.” For my benefit, he held his hand out, palm up. A silver sword appeared. He clasped it in his grip. “Like I said. I’ll be fine. Don’t let me catch you out here again.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. There was nothing to do but trudge back to my dorm room. At the entrance to the dorm, I turned back to find him still watching me. With a heavy sigh, I waved and slipped inside.

      Sophie and Basil were still sound asleep when I climbed back into bed. I reinforced the sleep circle and closed my eyes. Of course sleep didn’t come. Instead, I lay there replaying over and over the conversation I’d had with Kai. I was literally just a pet they were keeping around until they could dissect me and figure out what made me tick. This was ironic because when I’d arrived, Jacqueline had said I wasn’t in an institution and they weren’t medical doctors. Same difference, I reasoned.

      A couple of hours before dawn, I fell into a fitful sleep. I woke feeling like there were big grains of sand behind my eyelids. Wanting to turn over and go back to bed, I remembered sluggishly that I had to go and take care of the Arcana tree. Not bothering to change from my pyjamas, I slipped my sneakers on and headed out.

      The only good thing about morning obligations was that I managed to avoid Sophie and the others before first period. By the time I got ready for school and made it to the dining hall, it had cleared out a little. Now that I was on my own, I was free to stash as many muffins in my bag as I wanted. Today I settled for two in the bag and one to eat on the way to the junior campus.

      I was just zipping up my backpack when I turned and ran straight into somebody’s chest. This was just not happening. I flinched when Kai tried to steady me and righted myself by holding on to the buffet bench.

      “Sorry,” I muttered, trying to sidestep him.

      “Blue.” I ripped off a chunk of muffin and stuffed it into my mouth.

      “Yeah?” It was indistinguishable but it conveyed an I don’t give a damn attitude, so I went with it. If he was disgusted by my open-mouthed chewing he didn’t let it show. Not for the first time I wondered if there was any emotion bouncing around inside the cavity of that huge chest.

      “Adam said he saw you outside last night.”

      I wasn’t sure what pissed me off more. That Adam had told on me or that I could hear the reticence in his voice. Like I was proving my guilt just by being outside.

      “What about it?”

      I ripped off another chunk and chewed even louder. I was getting good at talking past the muffin. See? Fast learner.

      “What were you doing out there?”

      “I already told him what happened.”

      “Tell me.”

      Rather than argue, I relayed what happened so I could get out of there sooner. “And you’re sure you didn’t see or hear anything else.”

      Thank goodness for the lump of muffin top in my mouth, otherwise I might have given up the ghost there and then. “Why wouldn’t I tell you if there was something else going on?”

      The arch of his brow made me think he wanted to say something more. Instead, he stepped aside and allowed me to pass. I didn’t realise I was running until the stitch in my side became a full-on stabbing. I slowed, trying to get my bearings.

      The footstep directions didn’t extend this far so I’d had to resort to a plain old map like a plebe. I honestly wasn’t even sure I was going in the right direction until I spotted the bridge and let out a sigh of relief.

      I had one minute to spare and had just stepped into the room when a small body raced out. She had her head down so Cassie didn’t see me. She ran straight into me the way I’d run into Kai. It didn’t hurt any less being the one to get run into. Her head hit my shoulder and I winced. What were they feeding these kids?

      She acted as though she hadn’t felt anything and tried to run right through me. “Hey,” I reached out and grabbed her arm. She let out a little sob. “Cassie, what’s wrong?”

      She shook her head and wouldn’t look me in the eye. Two other kids popped their heads out of the doorway. It was Charles and Luther. “What happened?”

      Charles rolled his eyes. “Maddi’s being a snot again.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “What’s going on here?” Professor Magnus stood behind me. Underneath my hands, Cassie shivered.

      “Uh, nothing,” I said. “I’m having some girls’ issues and Cassie was just going to show me where the bathroom is.”

      Without waiting for a response, I grabbed Cassie and bolted. I didn’t have the slightest clue where the bathroom on this campus was, but I figured it would be exactly where the bathroom in the senior campus was located. Point to me when I found it.

      Thanks to classes starting, it was mercifully empty. There was no lock on the door, but I erected a dampening circle to stifle our conversation and hopefully dissuade anyone else from coming in.

      As soon as we were inside, Cassie let out an agonizing wail and threw her arms around my neck. Struck dumb by the unexpected physical contact, I couldn’t do anything but smooth down her hair as she sobbed. I didn’t know why they called her a runt because she was twelve and we were almost the same height. She was bony, though. I felt every sharp angle as she squeezed me for dear life.

      I held her for who knows how long. It was a relief that the professor had bought my story and hadn’t come looking for us. That’s what I thought until it hit me that this might not have been the first time something like this had happened.

      “Cassie,” I asked when her tears had subsided a little. “What did Maddi do to you?”

      It took her a while to stop hiccupping. When she pulled away and swiped at her swollen cheeks, I noticed she was carrying something in her hands. It looked like some kind of flute. At least it would have been if it weren’t snapped in half. Ah, so that was the thing sticking into my back. I’d been worried they weren’t feeding her.

      Cassie held on to the two pieces of the broken instrument and tried to link it back together. But it was snapped clean through. It looked to be a cheap wooden thing not worth a lot of money so I gathered it had sentimental value.

      “Did she break that?”

      Another snorted inhale. Then she nodded. “She said...” Cassie swiped at her nose with her sleeve. “She said I was a disgrace and I need to stop wasting my time.” A single tear slid down her cheek.

      I leaned in and gathered her up in my arms. “Don’t listen to her,” I said. “She’s just being a jerk. The Nephilim around here tend to be.” Even the ones you thought were nice would tattle on you to the jerks as soon as you turned your back.

      Heat bloomed on my shoulder where she breathed on me. She shook her head. “Maybe she’s right. I’m no good at anything, and me playing my instruments isn’t going to help anybody.”

      “What are you supposed to be good at?” She was twelve for goodness sake!

      “By the time she was ten, my great-grandmother was already a weapons expert. She’s strong and fast and smart.” Her lower lip quivered.

      I couldn’t help latching onto the present tense of her explanation. “She is?”

      Cassie nodded. “Headmistress Pendragon is my ancestor.” And now I understood the runt thing. Pushing aside my shock and whatever else that quivering in my gut was, I cupped her cheek.

      “Give yourself a break,” I said. “I think we’d all come off looking pretty crappy if we compared ourselves to Jacqueline. I mean, I’d probably break my neck in a second if I tried to walk around in heels like that.”

      A small smile tugged at her lips. “So Maddison just decided she’d break your flute because you aren’t good at what she wants you to be?”

      The smile morphed into a grimace and then a steely glare. “She thinks she’s so great just because she’s from Michael’s bloodline.”

      “I’m sure everybody around here does their best to dissuade her from that assumption.” I rolled my eyes and thought of the hushed reverence that always fell on the dining hall when the Nephilim walked in.

      “So Malachi...”

      If she was upset before, her expression became pained. It was like her face was settling into a well-worn mask. “He’s my cousin. I’m not a Nephilim so he likes Maddison better than me,” Cassie whispered. “I’m a liability.”

      The vein under my left eye twitched. “I’m sure that’s not true.” My voice had gone low and raspy.

      “Whenever he comes to this campus he spends all of his time talking to her and ignoring me.”

      I coughed to hide the snarl in my throat. “Maybe you’re better off without him.” She peered at me, her mouth hanging open like I’d just told her I ate puppies for breakfast. “What? Don’t tell me you’re in the Malachi Pendragon fan club too? I can tell you now he’s not all he’s cracked up to be.”

      She gave me a watery grin that said she thought I was being an idiot. But it was a smile and I’d take it.

      “Do you enjoy playing the flute?”

      “Not just the flute. I really love music. But like Maddison says, music isn’t going to save me from a demon.”

      “So all the supernaturals around here grow up to become guards?”

      “Not all of them. The ones who can fight do so to protect us.”

      “And the others?”

      “They get protected.”

      I screwed up my face. “That’s total horseshit. If this world is just full of abject misery, what’s the point in protecting anything?” I wasn’t sure if she was gaping at me because of the profanity or because I’d actually said something that struck a nerve. “I’ve been to Rivia, and it didn’t seem like most of those people knew how to fight.”

      “They don’t.”

      “So I guess they’re all worthless too? It seems to me like the seraphim busted up your worlds, and the people who can’t fight are just trying to make the most of a situation that was foisted on them. Let Maddison fight if she’s desperate for it. But that doesn’t mean you have to.”

      “But I’m an Amazon...”

      “Yeah and I’m a senior, but somehow I’m stuck in the junior campus. Stuff doesn’t always have to be a certain way.”

      She contemplated this for a while. Finally, she swiped at her nose again and smiled. “Okay.” She splashed water on her face and we left the bathroom. By the time we returned to class it was half over. Which was a bummer because I was already behind. Maddison glared at us as we took our seats by the side of the door. But instead of shrinking under the baby-Nephilim’s gaze, Cassie turned her seat so that her back was to Maddison.

      As far as victories went, I would take this over beating a manticore any day.
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      Demonology 101 proved to be fascinating. I sat glued to the front of my seat as Professor Gordon, the billion-year-old dwarf, explained the nuances between what certain demons could do.

      He explained using tissue paper how flimsy the barrier between dimensions had become in some places. Because of that, the demons could whisper to us and convince us to do their bidding. I couldn’t help thinking of the voices I’d heard inside my mind. I’d kept my mouth shut about it to Kai because they already knew about the presence of a demon. The last thing I needed was to draw more attention to myself.

      Charles stuck his hand up. “What about if they come through a portal?”

      “Then we’d better start running,” the professor said. He chuckled at his own joke in a very Dad sort of way. “We have contingencies for that.”

      “Not if our so-called warriors spend their time playing the flute,” Maddison dug.

      “If our other warriors don’t want to eat the rest of their meals through a straw they should keep their mouths shut,” I snapped.

      Luther and Charles snorted, but there were several kids who glanced away. Including Cassie. “Don’t worry about it,” she hissed.

      “Now, now,” the professor said. “Don’t get into a bother over an interdimentional portal. It’s very rare for one to open up and it takes a great deal of power. No magic user in their right mind would do that.”

      Except we learned that there were definitely magic users throughout history who had done exactly that. Some of them had done it to gain the power the demons promised them. Some others did it to try and lead a frontal assault on the demons. The worst were the ones who had the power and didn’t know, accidentally opening up portals and being sucked into them. I was almost disappointed when the bell rang for lunch.

      “I wish you could come to all our classes,” Cassie said as she escorted me back to the senior campus.

      “No you don’t,” I said. “The last thing you need is the older kid cramping your style.” At the bridge I waved goodbye. “Don’t let her get to you.”

      My parting words came in handy during Weaponry and Combat that afternoon. I’d successfully avoided my friends all day. When Professor Eldridge asked us to pair up, I sort of stepped back and let Sophie and Diana pick each other. Sophie had turned to me first but I pretended to be tying my shoelace.

      I was really crappy at thinking things through though because people started pairing up quickly around me. As a last resort I had hoped I could have Fred in my team, but he seemed to be MIA from the class.

      Karma came back to bite me in the form of Isla. We were the last ones to pair up. She stood there with her arms crossed over her chest. Her foot tapped the floor like she was expecting me to ask her out on a date or something. We hadn’t said two words to each other but she’d decided she hated me. So I decided I hated her. Two could play at this petty game.

      “Okay, pairs,” Professor Eldridge said. “I want you to pick up your swords and practice the attack and block stances that I’ve been showing you.”

      I went to pick up my sword. There weren’t enough wooden training ones so some of us had to use the real deal. The smallest sword I could find that could still be classed as a sword was still too heavy for me to hold up one-handed.

      Isla smirked as she wielded a weapon that had twice the reach of mine. “I’ll attack,” she said. I hadn’t expected anything else. We were so poorly matched that I thought the professor would put a stop to it. I was sorely mistaken.

      “Good,” she said when she came around to inspect Isla’s form. “It’s even better practice that you’re both physically uneven. A demon doesn’t care if you’re big enough to take it on!”

      That was about as much sympathy as I got. Meanwhile, Isla wasn’t pulling any of her hits. Each time our swords clashed, a jarring vibration shot down my arm. As we parried and struck, her grin grew wider and wider.  I swear I could have shoved a coat hanger into her mouth and there would still be room to spare. I glanced at the clock to gauge when this nightmare was going to end. Five more minutes.

      The end of classes on the senior campus sucked bigtime. The older students sometimes had free periods in between. They often gathered in the doorways before their classes started. I suspected it was a way to psych out the younger students.

      As Isla brought her sword down once more, my knees bent. I lifted my sword to block her attack but the force of her blow shoved me to the ground. “Seriously,” she said. “Why do you even bother?”

      I scrambled to my feet to the sound of laughter coming from the doorway. A flash of indigo caught my attention. That was exactly what I needed right now. While I was distracted, Isla took the opportunity to bring the hilt of her sword down on my fingers.

      “Ow!” I snapped my hand away and shook it to ease the pain. Isla shrugged noncommittally.

      “Watch what you’re doing!” she barked.

      “Ignore her,” Sophie said as she and Diana stepped past. They were parrying in perfect symmetry. It helped that Diana has been taught to fight as soon as she could walk. And she wasn’t trying to kill Sophie. I couldn’t say the same about my partner.

      My whole skeleton was rattling. Most of the other pairs were winding down because it was almost the end of the class. Isla seemed to be working on the premise that she didn’t know when she would be getting another opportunity to kick my butt legally, so she didn’t let up for a second.

      “That’s about as much as we have time for today,” Professor Eldridge said. Isla was in the middle of executing a downward strike. She followed through and bore down on me in my kneeling position. I’d gotten pretty used to planting my feet firmly on the ground to hold my position. But this time, as I staggered forward, an errant wind blew against my shins. The force of it was so strong it shoved me backward. Isla swung wide. Instead of meeting the blunt end of my sword, the tip of her blade angled downward.

      There was a moment when time stood still. I saw the trajectory of her blade and tried to block it with my arms. But I was too slow and out of practice.

      Isla’s dark eyes widened. She let go of the blade at the same time it struck my abdomen and lanced me right through the middle. A scream tore from my throat to be joined by others around the room. I finally understood the difference between a normal sword and an angel blade. When Kai had stabbed me through the heart, it had been to exorcise the demon inside of me. Isla’s sword was nothing so divine. But it was sharp. The sword’s edge sliced through me like butter.

      Searing hot pain erupted under my ribs. The white cotton of my T-shirt bloomed an ugly, sticky crimson. My eyes fluttered in my head as my legs collapsed. The sword I’d been holding clattered to the ground.

      “Lex!” I heard Sophie scream beside me. Everything happened through a fog. Her ashen face appeared in front of me, tears stinging her eyes. I glanced down and shook my head at the piece of weaponry sticking out of me. My mouth opened and closed but no sound came out. Something wet trickled between my lips.

      Professor Eldridge shoved students aside. Isla went flying as the Amazon bent down beside me. “Alessia,” she tried to lace her arms underneath me to lift me, but I swatted at her.

      My voice was back. Like the sword embedded in my side, it was cutting. “Get off!” I screamed. Blood spattered onto her concern-lined face. “Get away from me. Leave me alone!”

      I was so weak that when I went to push all that happened was that I scratched her. I tried to get up onto my knees but the world turned upside down. My feet slipped on the blood that spilled on the floor.

      “Get out of my way!” Kai’s voice boomed from behind us. The crowd around me dispersed to allow him through and closed in again. When he’d been the one to stab me, his features were harder than granite. Today his green eyes blazed with such unearthly fury that it ignited something dark inside of me.

      “Happy now?” I roared. “I can’t fight. And now I’m going to die. Would a demon allow itself to get stabbed?” I saw the blood seeping from my lips in the reflection of his eyes. Sophie was sobbing beside me, holding my hand. My skin was as white as chalk against her ochre tone. I was going to die on a gymnasium floor.

      I was too weak by now to fight him off when Kai attempted what Professor Eldridge tried to do. So I scooted back when he reached out for me. Instead of touching me, he grabbed the edge of the blade in both hands. “Hold her steady,” he said. Sophie locked my torso in her arms. I was delusional because for a second I thought the blade became luminous green. Then it snapped clean off. He repeated the action for the part that was sticking out behind me. When there was no longer an obstacle in the way, Kai scooped me up in his arms.

      My head lolled back, the world no longer a place of sounds and real images. I blanked in and out of consciousness. My eyelids closed. When I opened them again, I was in what appeared to be a private room in the infirmary.

      “What the devil?” Doctor Thorne exclaimed when we suddenly appeared in the room.

      “Move!” Kai barked.

      The last thing I saw before consciousness slipped away were his hands as they pressed down on my wound, the glowing green light brighter than anything I’d ever seen in my life. I wasn’t sure how long I was out of it, but when my eyes fluttered open again, I was met by grim faces. Kai sat beside me in the same position, the line of his jaw a stark warning against his tanned skin. His hair was damp. Beads of sweat trailed down his sideburns.

      When I glanced down, the rest of the metal had been removed from my body. A quick scan told me it was discarded on the linoleum floor. My head still spun, but the gut-wrenching pain had subsided a little.

      Jacqueline stood behind Kai, her hand on his shoulder. She looked down at me and saw that I was awake. The shaky smile she gave me was enough indication of the severity of the situation. Before my very eyes, the open wound that had been leaking blood like a faucet was slowly knitting together. The sensation felt like I was being lit up from the inside out. It was the pleasure-and-pain sensation that accompanied transportation. Except this was drawn out until I was breathing heavily.

      I wasn’t the only one. Kai’s forehead was now crowned in sweat. It soaked into the collar of his light teal T-shirt, making it cling to his skin. His eyes were the pale green of a sapling, his skin no longer bronzed but a sickly grey. Still he kept going, his shoulders bunching like he was hanging on to a precipice and refused to let go. I’d learned in Magical History that Nephilim healing could work wonders on supernaturals because they all derived their power from the same source. The Seraph Dimension. Healing a human was vastly more difficult.

      Jacqueline gripped his shoulder hard. I imagined her nails leaving imprints on his skin. “Kai.”

      He shrugged her off, the light around his hands glowing brighter. In contrast, his lips turned blue.

      “Stop,” I said. His head turned, those intense eyes blinking like he was seeing me for the first time. “That’s enough.”

      He ignored me. I grabbed hold of his hands. Static electricity, or at least that’s what it felt like, raced up my arms. It saturated my skin until all of the hairs on my body stood up. Once I’d been lucky enough to score one of those energy drinks from the dumpster of a discount supermarket. The buzz it gave me was about one tenth of the magnitude of contentment that seeped into my chest right now. And yet, I knew it came at a cost. Kai’s back bowed. I latched on to his hands and bent his fingers back. Even weakened, he was miles stronger than me.

      “Get off, you jackass.”

      “You’re still hurt.”

      “Am I still going to die?”

      His lips formed a thin line but he shook his head. “Then get the hell off me. I’m already a martyr. The last thing I need is to be blamed for the demise of the Academy’s prince.”

      He glared at me. “You’ll be in a lot of pain.”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “How else will I know I’m alive?” He watched me carefully, as though testing the conviction of my words. It occurred to me that these supernatural beings were so used to their powers that perhaps it was strange for someone to suggest actually experiencing the unpleasantness of life.

      “Let go, Malachi. I might just be a strange human, but I wouldn’t give that up for anything.”

      “You’re delusional.”

      “Maybe. But if you take it all away it’ll be like it never happened. Nothing worth having in life comes from a comfort zone. If I don’t feel it, I’m never going to get past it. Please let me go.”

      I stared into his green eyes that were getting paler by the second. Something lurked behind there that seemed to watch me intently. I tugged at his hand one more time. He finally relented. Maybe it was what I’d said, but I reckon it was more that he didn’t want to collapse in front of me. The second he was gone, the dull throb in my side turned into sharp stabbing.

      I grit my teeth to keep from crying out. I had to admit it was bad. But not so bad that I couldn’t take it. I’d had worse in my time.

      “Blue,” he snarled. I was biting down on the blanket. He’d braced himself against the rail of the bed, his chest heaving.

      “It’s not that bad,” I said through a mouthful of cotton. “You don’t have a belt I can bite down onto instead?”

      I couldn’t be sure but I think the exhale of breath might have been the tail end of laughter. Jacqueline stepped in and forced him to his feet, dragging him out of the room while Doctor Thorne inspected my injury. He sighed.

      “The wound is closed.” I wasn’t sure if he was shaking his head at me or Kai. “Do you want something for the pain?”

      “You don’t by any chance have another Nephilim healer in the back for emergencies?”

      His thick tail whipped up. “No more glibness, young lady.” His eyes were kind when he touched my cheek. His hands were ice cold. It was the perfect compress. I leaned up into his palm and sighed.

      “Can you stand there like that for a while?” I asked.

      “You’re not afraid I’ll bite your head off in your sleep?”

      “Please. I just survived a stabbing. Nothing scares me anymore.”

      I spoke too soon. He made me drink a bitter concoction that had my eyes watering and my throat gagging. “No more.”

      “Drink all of it.”

      “What’s in here? You’re messing with me, aren’t you? Nothing tastes this bad!”

      “It’s just knitbone mixed with some willow bark.”

      “Urgh.” I pinched my nose shut and gulped it down. The doctor held a bucket in front of my face in case I hurled it all up like I kept threatening to. But my body was still too exhausted to do that. So I lay back down instead. No sooner had my head hit the pillow did my eyes start to close.

      “Good girl. Go to sleep.”

      “I’ll sleep when I’m dead.”

      But I closed my eyes anyway.
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      My stay in the hospital lasted three days. Jacqueline came by after the first day to tell me that the incident was being investigated. I told her I suspected Brigid. She nodded as though she did too. But the way she wouldn’t look me in the eye told me there wasn’t much hope in actually catching her. Elementals, like low-magic users, were close to the Earth. Our magic was harder to detect. Wind was sometimes just wind after all. That didn’t make my mood any brighter.

      I told the doctor that I didn’t want to see anyone, but when Fred came to see me, I made an exception. On account of being attacked by a fellow Academy student, I was allowed to stay in the private wing.

      Fred spread the sheet of butcher’s paper on the floor and practiced the circles I helped him with. He kept going over the lines until they looked like they were the scratchings of a five-year-old.

      “You’re in your head too much,” I said after he sighed and once again outlined the same circle again. “Just draw the line and let it be.”

      “But it’s really crooked.”

      “So what?”

      “So I’ll get marked down.”

      I highly doubted that. From what I’d seen, a lot of the third-years in my class had poor motor control too. “It really isn’t about the roundness of the circle.”

      “That’s easy for you to say. You’ve been doing this since you were a kid.”

      I wanted to point out that he’d known about being a light mage for his whole life. Yet he refused to light our way when the manticore had come for us. But I was still weak from my recovery and getting into an argument with him was just going to sap my energy.

      “How about we try something different?” I asked him. Reaching out for one of the bandages on the shelf beside my bed, I beckoned him forward.

      “Close your eyes.” I turned the bandage into a blindfold and tied it around his head. Repositioning him on the floor so that he had a clean sheet of paper, I asked him to draw.

      “But I can’t see!”

      “That’s the point!”

      After a couple of false starts and a lot of whining, he eventually gave up and just did as I asked. The results were much better than he’d previously had. When he ripped off the blindfold and saw his circle, he was actually laughing. “Wow!”

      “Now you just have to remember to add in the intent while you draw.” I smiled back at him, noticing again that he seemed deflated.“Are you okay?”

      He rubbed at his eyes once more. “Still can’t sleep. Some of the other boys keep trying to scare me.”

      “How?”

      He shrugged. “They move my stuff and then tell me they don’t know anything about it when I ask. They leave dead animals in my bed.”

      “What?” A dead animal wasn’t a prank. It was murder.

      “Nothing serious,” he paled. “Just, like birds and mice.”

      “I don’t think you can rate the deadness of an animal based on what species they are.” I stood up, my fists balling. “We have to tell somebody!”

      He dragged me back down by the scruff of my jeans. “We’re not going to do anything. If I say something, they’ll just ramp up the pranks. Anyway, they’re not actually killing the animals. They just steal them from the alchemy lab and leave them on my bed.”

      “How do you know?”

      “There’s no blood in the carcasses.”

      My face was twisted into a grimace when the commotion outside filtered into the room. I heard a gruff voice and then a higher-pitched one arguing. It wasn’t until the voices came closer that I realised it was the doctor and Sophie.

      “You need to respect the patient’s wishes,” the doctor said.

      “I’m bringing her food!” Sophie shot back. She barged into the room and stood with her back to the door, glaring at me. When she noticed Fred, her brown eyes flashed murder. “Get out!”

      He didn’t need to be asked twice. He collected his things in a wide sweep of his arms and ran out faster than I’d ever seen him move. Doctor Thorne appeared at the door, pushing it open despite Sophie standing there leaning against it.

      “You need to leave,” he told her.

      She tipped her chin up and glowered at me. “It’s okay,” I said. “She can stay.”

      He glanced between us and then huffed and closed the door. Never one to keep quiet, Sophie stalked right over and stood in front of me.

      “What the hell is going on?” she said. “It’s been three days and they keep telling me you don’t want any visitors. I’ve been so worried!” She tossed the paper bag onto the armchair beside my bed. “And then I get told that people have seen Fred coming in and out of your room!”

      I hopped back up on the bed. “I just didn’t want to see anyone.”

      “How is Fred not anyone?” she said. Her lower lip quivered. “And since when did I become just anyone?”

      I stared down at her shoes. She was wearing a pair of ballet flats in a shade of pink that warmed her skin tone. “Well?”

      “I don’t know what you want from me,” I said. I’d missed her zany sense of humour like crazy, but there was a part of me that couldn’t forget what Kai had revealed. I wasn’t here because they wanted me. I was here because they needed me contained. Who even knew whether Sophie was a part of it?

      “What I want is the truth!” She stomped forward and practically jumped on to the bed. “Why are you dodging me?”

      “I’m not!”

      “Cut the crap, Lex! I’ve had enough experience being the outcast. I know when somebody is trying to avoid me.” The hurt in her soft, brown eyes made my insides ache. “You’ve been out of sorts since you came back from your private lesson with Kai.”

      Not for the first time I wished I was back on the streets. Out there I could run away. In here I was trapped.

      “I really don’t want to talk about this.”

      “Too bad! If you don’t want to be friends, then you at least owe me an explanation. Or are you too good for me now that you’ve proven your magic is strong?”

      I couldn’t believe what she was saying. “What does magic have to do with anything?”

      “Magic has to do with everything around here, and you have a lot of it. More than some of the high mages. More than maybe some of the Fae.”

      “Is that what you’ve been reporting back to the Academy? That I’m some kind of demon with strong magic who’ll eventually kill everyone?”

      I heard the voice in my head as clear as day. It had warned me that they wouldn’t accept me when they found out what I was. If this was the reaction when there was nothing concrete, what would happen when they found out what I was? Would I even be able to handle the truth?

      “Reporting back?” she stuttered. “Who would I be reporting back to? Nobody even knows I exist. Is this about me letting Basil look in on you?”

      I gripped the sheet and glared at her. “No. This is about my powers being weird and nobody trusting me not to be a demon.” I hopped off the bed and paced. “Except I don’t know if I’m a demon or not! Raphael said I’m not. But I keep hearing these voices in my head, and I can’t tell anyone about it because the first thing you’ll do is ship me off into a cell.”

      “You’re hearing voices?” It figured that would be the thing she picked out of what I said. When I whirled and pierced her with my gaze, she withered a little.

      “Yeah, I’m hearing voices. You can run along as tell them about that, and they can come and take me away. I don’t care anymore.”

      Except I did seem to care because suddenly the world was all blurry and my nose was blocked. I took a step forward. My foot slipped on a felt-tip pen Fred had left on the floor. My arms cart wheeled as my legs separated. I was going to either execute a perfect split or I was going to bash my head against the floor.

      Sophie hopped off the bed and caught me just as my ass was about to drop. My momentum dragged her down too. We tumbled, rolling around on the floor. I wasn’t sure which one of us got the giggles first, but one minute we were screeching and falling and the next we were on our backs, side by side, laughing our heads off.

      The door opened. “What’s going on here?” Doctor Thorne said. But we were too breathless to answer. He muttered and left us alone. I was the first to regain composure. Pushing myself up into a sitting position, I winced at my tender tailbone. I’d smashed it on the way down.

      Sophie drew up a moment later. My tears had turned into tears of laughter, but when I looked into her eyes, they spilled over.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I think I lost my mind a bit when I thought I was losing you.”

      “How in the world would you lose me?”

      She shrugged. “You were in that class with all those cool third-years and then you came out not wanting to talk to me. I thought maybe they convinced you low magic isn’t good enough.”

      “One of those third years engineered getting me stabbed,” I reminded her.

      She scratched at her head. “Yeah, now that I think about it, that’s pretty bad.”

      “It’s not just bad! It’s deadly.”

      “But Kai saved you.” Her lips tried to pull into a smile, but she flattened her hands against her cheeks and evened out her expression. It worked for about two seconds before her smile threatened to come through.

      “Oh why bother,” I said.

      She burst out laughing and threw her arms around me. I stiffened, still wary of being betrayed. But she held on tighter. I thought of everything she’d done for me since I’d come here. Also I’d just told her I was hearing voices in my head and she hadn’t immediately shipped me off to the headmistress. So I let my body relax and hugged her back. Something unlocked in my chest. A bundle of nerves that I hadn’t even known I’d been tensing.

      Now seemed like the perfect opportunity to ask about something that had been niggling at me for a while. Her reaction to losing my friendship had brought it to the forefront again. “You said you haven’t had a roommate in six months. And I get that the other kids avoid us because we’re not popular, but I have a feeling it’s something more than that.”

      Her cheek rippled. She blinked slowly and then swallowed. I knew something was definitely up when she looked down at her hands. They were now balled into fists in her lap. “My great-grandfather was a serial killer. That’s why nobody wants to be my friend.”

      Okay, I hadn’t been expecting that. My slack-jawed reaction caused her lips to press into a thin quiver. “He harvested blood and essence from supernaturals to perform black magic rituals.” She told me the story. My mouth dropped wider and wider until I must have looked like one of those carnival clowns.

      “And everyone around here thinks you’re the same?”

      She nodded. “It doesn’t help that he was a kitchen wizard too.”

      Something occurred to me then. Sophie was no slouch in the magic department. She was a low-magic witch but she was top of our Potions class. I had a feeling she hid most of what she could do. Now I understood why. Something else occurred to me.

      “They know who your ancestor is…yet they let you serve them food…”

      “Doesn’t mean they’re nice to me.” For some reason she smiled softly.

      I reached out and held on to her hand. “Screw them. At least your family is interesting. I mean, being related to Fae royalty is so boring.”

      She didn’t smile outright but her strained expression eased a little. “I’d never spy on you,” Sophie said.

      “And if I’m a demon in disguise, I’ll try not to kill you.” She shoved me in the shoulder good-naturedly.

      “They suspended Brigid. And Isla got a written warning.”

      “Oh good,” I said. “Another thing for them to hate me for when they eventually get back here.”

      “Brigid might not come back at all. Kai was so pissed he’s pushing for them to expel her.”

      I gawped. “Can he do that?”

      She nodded. “He’s the last of Raphael’s line. Which means he has a seat on the Council. And they have the last word on what happens in our world.”

      I sputtered. “How is that even possible? He’s not that much older than us!”

      She shrugged. “Money and power are the same in the supernatural world as it is in the human world.” I wondered when I started thinking of the human world as not being my world anymore.

      “It’s not great that you’re hearing voices,” Sophie said after a beat.

      I filled her in on everything that had happened. “Do you think it’s anything to worry about?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “Basil doesn’t think anything can get past the sleep circle, so it’s not me accidentally conjuring demons in my sleep.”

      She blew out a breath. “Well, given what I’ve seen, you’re probably right. But we still need to tell the headmistress about it.”

      “I was wondering when you’d get around to saying that.”

      She held out her hand and I took it. I discharged myself from the infirmary and we headed towards Jacqueline’s office.

      Alex, her admin assistant, was at his desk. I’d learned that he was a mink shifter. He took one look at us and waved us in. Jacqueline was in a gunmetal-grey suit today with heels that had leather straps that crisscrossed over the ankles.

      “Lex,” she said. “I’m glad to see you’re out of the infirmary. What can I do for you?”

      There was no sugarcoating what I had to say so I just came out with it. I bit my bottom lip when I was done, my gaze tracking to the door because I expected it to burst open at any minute. Then I’d be dragged off to the supernatural prisons dotted throughout the country. I’d had a lot of time to kill in my three days in the infirmary. Fred had been good enough to get me some interesting books. One of them was on the supernatural penal system. Now I’d developed an unhealthy fear of the high mages who watched over the prisoners. They were called the Dominion and they scared the bejesus out of me.

      Jacqueline contemplated what I’d said. She folded her hands in front of her on the table. “How long has this been going on?” she asked. I looked at my own white-knuckled fists.

      “Since the first night I was here.”

      “I see.” She picked up a notepad and pen. I glanced at Sophie but she just shrugged at me. Passing the notepad over, I saw that Jacqueline had written my name on the top. “Could you write down everything the voice has been telling you?”

      I did so, but after a while I realised it was kind of repetitive. Jacqueline seemed to think so too. “Well, at least this corroborates the stories.”

      “Corroborates?”

      “Yes,” she said. “You’re not the only one who has been hearing voices. Quite a few of the students, mostly the low-magic users, have reported the same thing. It’s the reason why I had to put out that bulletin.” I turned to Sophie, but she shook her head.

      “Not me. I sleep like a log these days.”

      Jacqueline smiled. “Thank you for coming forward, Alessia. Just...next time try and do it earlier.”

      I couldn’t get out of there fast enough. Relief rattled through me as Sophie and I made our way back to the dorm. I wasn’t the only one who was hearing voices. Who knew it was such a relief to be part of the crowd?

      It was just past lunchtime. There were fewer students around. Normally as we climbed the staircase there was a stampede going every which way. Today, I could throw my arms wide and not hit another soul. I was about to comment on it when the reason hit me.

      “It’s Saturday,” I said, turning to Sophie. “What does everyone do on Saturdays?”

      “If they’re normal they’d be asleep. Which is exactly what I’m going to be do–” She reached out to clutch at my arm. I walked into her. Now she was shaking me and giving me a look that screamed elation. The reason for her sudden agitation was leaning against the wall beside our door. Kai was in full asshole mode today. He was dressed head to toe in black and glaring at anyone who walked past.
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      There was no doubt he was here for us. As we approached, one of the other girls stopped to speak to him. He just shot her a dark look until she squeaked and left.

      “I know we don’t like him right now,” Sophie hissed out of the side of her mouth. “But Oh. My. Gaia.” I’d noticed she called upon a different entity than I did. As a low-magic witch, Gaia was our deity. I just couldn’t get used to the idea even if it made a lot of sense.

      Sophie clamped her mouth shut when we reached our door. Kai peeled himself off the wall and turned to me. “I asked them to let me know when you got out of the infirmary,” he said.

      “Did someone forget to mention that the girls’ dorm is off limits to boys?” I said. Sophie’s foot came down on my big toe. It hurt like hell, but I smiled through it. I must have looked deranged.

      “Nothing is off limits to me,” he said.

      I had to prop Sophie up by the elbow because she almost fainted. “Can we help you with something?” I forced myself to say.

      We were loitering outside the door like a bunch of creeps. But for some reason I really didn’t want to let him inside.

      “I need to speak to you and the doll.”

      “The doll has a name!” Basil yelled from inside. Sophie opened it and he stood there with his rounded hands on his squishy hips. If ever there was a kill face, Basil had it going on.

      Sophie walked through the door and sat down on her bed. Kai and I looked at each other. I’d seen myself in the glass doors on the way to Jacqueline’s office. I looked like death warmed over and left out in the sun. In contrast, the colour was back in his cheeks. The black shirt was a great foil for his eyes. Standing there in the hallway with the walls so close on either side, I noticed just how big he actually was. I could barely see the light from the window behind his back.

      “I’d rather not do this in your bedroom.”

      I snorted. “You’re the one who came here, remember?”

      “It was this or a bulletin.”

      “Next time choose the bulletin.”

      He grabbed my wrist to stop me from turning. Basil all but growled. I sighed. “What is it now? Do you want to stick me with the pointy end of your sword again?”

      On the bed, Sophie made a choking sound. Okay, I had to admit that sounded a bit off. But still, the point was valid.

      “I’m done chasing my tail about what you are,” he said. “You, me, and the doll are going to have a chat.”

      I tried to dislodge him. “Basil isn’t supposed to leave the room.”

      Basil cleared his throat. “Oh well, if it’s for the good of the Academy then I guess we’ll just have to bend the rules a little.”

      Basil marched out of the room before I could object. Kai followed him. “I’ll see you later,” I said to Sophie who was half rubbing her eyes and half staring out to make sure she didn’t miss any of the drama. “You better tell me everything,” she said.

      I shut the door on her and almost had to sprint to catch up. “Where are we going?” I puffed. Three days of being cooped up in the infirmary meant that my exercise routine was even more non-existent than before.

      “The library,” Kai said.

      Normally, the library would have been the first place I’d scoped out on the premises, but with everything that had happened, I’d let it slide. I knew I’d made a mistake when Kai led us through the warren of wings and pushed open the ornate double doors. The book nerd in me had died and gone to heaven.

      The room was more of a tower, a domed skylight the centrepiece that let in ample light and kept the dust and cold from turning this place gloomy. Row upon row of books lined all of the walls. A wooden staircase wound around the edge, leading to upper stories filled with even more books.

      I sucked in a breath. “You’d need a million lifetimes to read all these.”

      “Nonsense,” Basil said. “I bet I could get through these in just under a century.”

      “Do you really want to be stuck in that body for another century?”

      “Good point.”

      Like most of the rest of the Academy, the library appeared deserted today. “Where is everyone?” I asked. Here and there were one or two students, but for the most part, we were alone.

      “Most of the students choose to spend their weekends outdoors,” Kai said.

      “We were outdoors and I didn’t see anyone.”

      “We’ve only scratched the surface of the area surrounding the Academy. You haven’t even been into the billabong or the Fae forest.”

      “I might have been to the billabong if Adam hadn’t stopped me. But you already know that, don’t you?”

      He opened the door to what looked like an office. He kept his expression neutral but his grip on the doorknob was white-knuckled. The feeling was mutual. I didn’t want to be in here with him any more than he wanted to be hanging out with me on a Saturday.

      When he shut the door behind us, a silvery light raced around the frame. Kai and Basil acted like it was nothing. Basil hopped up on the square table while Kai sat down on one of the four chairs. I sat opposite him but my attention was still on the light around the door.

      “It’s a magical seal,” Kai said. “It stops anyone from being able to eavesdrop on us.”

      “Why does a library have this kind of facility?”

      “It’s soundproof. You’d be surprised how popular these rooms get around exam time.”

      I could just imagine. Especially if your roommate, like mine, happened to be a snorer.

      “So what’s this all about?” Basil asked. Somebody had left a moth-eaten book about the properties of crystals on the table. He leafed through it. He was pretty dexterous for somebody who didn’t have fingers. If he really put his mind to it, I had a feeling he’d be more than able to open the dorm door and leave. The question was why he hadn’t tried to do it yet.

      “My grandmother told me you’ve been hearing voices,” Kai said.

      I braced my elbows on the table and tucked my fists under my chin. “Is she your actual grandmother?”

      He frowned. “She might be a couple of greats past being my direct grandmother. But I don’t see what that has to do with anything. The voices?”

      “I’ve told her everything I know.”

      “Are these voices the same as the one you heard when you tapped into the Ley lines?”

      I thought about that. After a moment, I shook my head. “These other voices feel like they’re abstract. Like they’re just floating around and I happen to be there to pick them up. The voice I heard in the abyss, that’s what I’m calling it, that was specific to me.”

      Kai turned to Basil. “You said her great-grandmother was a famous hedge witch.”

      Basil turned another page. “I said she was a great hedge witch. Not a famous one.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “The difference is that you’re not going to find her name in there.” He pointed outside the room to a display case of books, one of which was a huge tome with a thick brown leather cover. The Book of Beasts. Sophie had a newer edition of the book. We had unsuccessfully tried to look up Basil in there.

      “Why not?” Kai asked.

      “Because Hilary didn’t want to have anything to do with the magical community,” Basil said.

      “She was an outsider?”

      “Just the fact that you’d call her that is a perfect example of why she chose to stay away.”

      “That’s impossible. All magical beings are brought into the fold or their magic is nullified so they can’t hurt humans.”

      Basil laughed. I was still getting used to his patched face not aligning with the expressions and sounds he made. No wonder there were horror movies about dolls that come to life. “Beings from another dimension might be able to be detected,” Basil said, “But a witch of the Earth dimension would be impossible to find if she wanted to disappear.”

      I didn’t know what possessed me but I couldn’t help the name that came out of my mouth. “Soul Sisterhood,” I breathed.

      They both looked at me like I’d lost my mind. I’d read up on them as well while I was sick. Apparently when the seraphim and other supernaturals came through the dimensional barrier, they hadn’t counted on the Earth having its own magical defence system. The entity known as Gaia had imbued her essence into her own warriors. A group of women who would become the first in a broken line of slayers. Not just demon slayers, either. They didn’t discriminate between the demons or the other supernaturals. According to the supernatural historians, Gaia was greatly weakened after the Dimension Wars ended. She disappeared altogether a century ago along with her warriors.

      Centuries on, they were a scary bedtime story supernatural parents told to keep their kids in line. The bogeyman of the bogeymen, I suppose.

      “So let me get this straight,” Kai said. “You don’t know what you did to deserve this punishment, you don’t know exactly what it is about her bloodline that makes her magic so potent, and you can’t tell us anything about her great-grandmother that might point to us being able to figure something out?”

      Basil stopped turning the pages. He closed the book in one swift movement without glancing down. “I know one thing,” he said. “Alessia is not a demon. No Hastings woman would allow that.”

      “What makes you so sure?”

      “Do they teach you nothing at this Academy?” Basil said. “How many demons have you encountered who can bring life to anything?”

      Kai leaned back in the chair. It made a creaking sound that spoke of the weight of his muscle. “It’s Demonology 101,” Basil kept going. “No demon from another dimension is able to reap what the Earth has to give.” He pointed at me. “She’s a hedge witch. She kicked your manticore’s behind in the trials using Earth magic. Your angel blade doesn’t hurt her. I don’t know how much more conclusive proof you need.”

      If I’d known Basil would come out swinging for me, I would have brought him out of seclusion a lot sooner. Kai, however, was unmoved.

      “That doesn’t explain how she’s so strong.”

      Basil rounded on him. “Explain to me how a Nephilim of Raphael’s bloodline, a healer, managed to hold off the hordes of the Hell dimension on his own for hours until backup arrived?”

      “Who told you that?” Kai leaned forward. The legs of his chair touched back down on the ground. His green eyes flashed irritation.

      “Nobody needed to tell me anything. The mirror network is quite extensive. There is gossip flying around all over the place.”

      I could have kicked myself for not thinking to pry sooner. Kai’s attention slid from Basil to me. He was obviously not impressed with the idea of me knowing his secrets. Well tough. We were in here and I was being interrogated so two could play at that game. Hold on a second, why were we in here and not in Jacqueline’s office?

      “You don’t have official permission to question me, do you?” I asked.

      “I don’t need permission -”

      “Ah yeah, you kinda do.”

      “No, I don’t. I have a duty to protect the Academy –”

      I stood up, pushing my chair back. “This isn’t about the Academy, though, is it? It’s about whatever personal vendetta you have against the demons for the loss of your family.” There it was. That same shroud of obsession that descended over him whenever his family was mentioned.

      “I get it,” I said. “I’d do anything to protect the people I care about too. But I’m so done with being called a demon because guess what? I’m a bit worried about what I can do too. But instead of helping me, you’re just trying to find ways to suppress my ability because you’re such a control freak.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Basil, we’re out of here.”

      “You don’t have to ask me twice. Is there a Western Romance section in the library? I have a lot of catching up to do.” I suppressed a smile at the thought of my protector reading Western Romances.

      We left the prince in the office, quietly seething with the vein in his brow twitching. “He seems upset,” Basil observed.

      “Don’t worry about it. That’s just his normal face.”

      It turned out there was a section for pleasure reading, and there were more romance novels than anything else. Who knew supernaturals were just as obsessed with happily ever afters as anybody else?

      I didn’t need a library card. Like the mirrors, I simply passed the back of my hand over the scanner and it beeped. “Your borrows have been registered,” the mirror voice said. “You will receive a reminder when the due date is close. Have a bewitching day!”

      “Creepy.”

      I had a feeling Sophie would be up and waiting for a blow by blow. She practically ripped my arm off she was clutching on to it so tightly when I told her I’d blown Kai off.

      “You did not say that to him!”

      Basil interjected on my behalf. “Yes she did. Though now that I think about it, that might not have been such a great idea. He’s arrogant, yes, but he also has a reason to be. Maybe you shouldn’t antagonise him anymore.”

      “Excuse me? You’re the one who called him out on his obsession.”

      “Yes, but I’m not the one whose very presence seems to drive him crazy.”

      I wasn’t sure why but my face flamed at the comment. Sophie dissolved into a bout of laughter. I was saved from further humiliation when the sound of bells ringing interrupted us. Sophie jumped up off the bed.

      “It’s the mirror,” she explained. Picking it up, she tried to activate it but the glass stayed opaque. “I think it’s for you.”

      I accepted the mirror with tentative fingers. The mirror unlocked when I touched it and Kai’s face appeared. I resisted the urge to turn the mirror around to show Sophie in case it was an active call and not a message. A second later, I was glad.

      “Blue,” he said. The pause said it all.

      “Kai.”

      His brow creased just slightly.

      “I told you,” Basil whispered to Sophie. “He gets insane just looking at her. But he can’t seem to stay away.”

      I glared at them both. They turned around, showing me their backs like that was some kind of appeasing gesture. I could see their chests vibrating and knew they were laughing at me.

      “Alright,” Kai said, drawing my attention back to him. His jaw was clamped tight. “I’ll teach you to fight.”

      “Oh well thank you so very much, your royal jackass. But I’d rather learn from someone who doesn’t look like they’d prefer to rip off their fingernails with pliers.” Nobody said he didn’t drive me nuts as well.

      His eyes narrowed. “Be in the Grove after your last class on Monday.”

      The screen went dark and then it turned back into a reflective surface. “Mirror mirror on the wall, who do I want to kill most of all?”

      It didn’t answer. All I heard was the sound of Basil and Sophie’s raucous laughter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

      

    

    
      Every class on Monday flew. Now that I wasn’t so concerned about being a demon in disguise and an angel blade wasn’t dangling over my head constantly, I found the classes fascinating. Though I’d had a bit of time off, the reading I’d done while in the infirmary helped me to catch up.

      Cassie gave me a bright smile, but Maddison sneered when I walked into class. “So you didn’t die then,” she said.

      “Don’t worry, if I do, I’ll be sure to come back and haunt you first.”

      I was pretty sure she made an obscene gesture at me but I didn’t turn around in time to see it. Her friends snickered, though.

      “Ignore them,” Cassie said. I took solace in the fact that she was able to let it go. I had enough problems with bullies my own age. The last thing I needed was more conflict. Professor Mortimer let me sit out of the practical exercises in Arcane Magic in favour of me reading through the book he’d given me on the basics of magic circles. The class was noticeably absent of one indigo-winged Fae.

      “Glad you’re not dead,” Adam said when everyone got up to begin the practical portion of the lesson.

      “I’m sure you’d be the first to tell if I did die,” I snapped.

      The sharp tone took him aback. But he recovered quickly even if his cheeks turned a shade of pink.

      “Hey,” he said, reaching for my arm as I tried to get past. “I’m sorry I couldn’t keep the secret. But we don’t take that kind of thing lightly around here.  I have a duty to protect this place and the other students.”

      I wasn’t sure if it was the physical contact or the actual apology that had me relenting. “It’s fine,” I said, trying to inject a smile into my voice. “I understand.”

      “Friends?”

      I laughed. “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      He gave me his trademark grin that seemed to illuminate this section of the room. The light feeling in my chest lasted until I turned around and caught Kai staring at us. Where Adam’s presence was bright, Kai’s aura seemed to leach the light and oxygen from the room. I could feel my nostrils flaring as something akin to adrenaline pumped through my veins.

      “I don’t know why everyone suspects me of being the demon,” I said to him. “You’re the embodiment of the prince of darkness.”

      He seemed to find this amusing because he smirked and went back to drawing the not-that-perfect circle on the floor. If only Fred could see this.

      At four in the afternoon, my mood had turned sour. I stomped into the Grove where earlier in the day I’d gotten an earful from the purple nymph for being negligent. They were nowhere to be seen. Dropping down on the grass in the clearing, I tucked my head in between my knees and tried to take long, calming breaths.

      “Problem?” Kai’s voice came from in front of me.

      “No.”

      “Is that why you look like you want to tear your hair out?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Blue.”

      “Shut up! Are we going to do this or not?”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. He’d changed into sweats again. They were navy with a matching Academy T-shirt. Was there any colour that didn’t make him look like a demigod?

      I wished I had the ability to teleport so I could always appear daisy fresh. As it was, I was sweat soaked and surly from another bout of getting my ass kicked. This time it was Diana who dealt it. At least she hadn’t tried to stab me in the end. That much I could be grateful for.

      “I think not, considering the mood you’re in.”

      I got up as though to leave. “Sit your ass back down,” he said.

      I don’t know why I complied. That annoyed me so I started ripping out blades of grass. He crouched down in front of me, his eyes tracking the destruction to the lawn. “Bad day at the office?”

      I remained silent. “I’d stop doing that unless you want to incur the wrath of some pissed-off nymphs. Believe me, the screeching and acorn throwing is the tip of the iceberg.”

      My hands stilled. I glanced around for somewhere else to channel my rage but it was too peaceful. It occurred to me there was a reason he wanted to meet here and not inside one of the specialised training rooms.

      I’d learned that there was even a room of suspended reality where the older students went to hone their fighting skills. The surroundings and opponents could be selected based on the lesson or the skill of the fighter. Judging by my current circumstances, I was nowhere near ready to be in that place.

      “What happened?” he asked, bearing his weight down on one hand splayed on the grass.

      I took in the powerful yet elegant lines of his body. I’d never had the displeasure of seeing him in a fight, but there was no disputing the well-honed muscle that sculpted every inch of him.

      “Blue?” his voice snagged.

      “I’m never going to be strong enough to be any good in a fight, am I?”

      “Weaponry and Combat not going so well?”

      I sagged. “I’m making a really good punching bag. But that’s about all I can claim at the moment.”

      “You’ve barely had any training.”

      “How do you train someone to fight a creature twice their size with ten times their strength and speed?”

      He glanced between us. That was just about the physical disparity between us. But I wasn’t even thinking about him. Ever since he’d put the notion in my head, I couldn’t help wondering about the difference between the demon voice and the actual demon in the cavern. I hadn’t been physically present that time. But if I was, and that thing had come at me, I’d be dead meat in less than ten seconds.

      “Now you know how your friend feels.”

      “What?”

      “That pale kid with the thick glasses.”

      “Fred?”

      He shrugged as though Fred’s name wasn’t important. “He’s a light mage who’s scared of his own shadow. His circle work is rubbish. And yet he shows up to every class and is always in the library reading. It sucks not to have the natural advantage. Boo hoo.”

      “Like you know anything about not having an advantage.”

      He leaned forward and glared at me. His face was pressed so close I could see the flecks of gold that made his eyes even greener. “You wanna see the advantages I’ve had?” he said, voice rough. “Let’s go.”

      Before I could even utter a word of protest, he had reached out and teleported us to a room I didn’t recognise. I wasn’t a high-magic user but even I could feel the pulse of something not of this world in the air around us.

      The walls here were made of a gleaming white marble gilded with gold. “Where are we?”

      Just as I spoke, a Nephilim popped into existence not far away from us. He flew up to the ceiling and then out the door. “We’re in the Nephilim archives,” Kai said. He led me on foot through one great hall after another.

      “You know you could have just teleported us right where we needed to be.”

      “Not everything is meant to be easy.”

      “Yeah right.” If I didn’t know any better, I’d think he was trying to show off.

      To prove my point, the next room we entered was full of pristine winged Nephilim. Some of them were in flight. The others simply floated on the marble floor with their wings held close to their backs. They were all in these weird flowing clothes like Michael and Raphael had worn. Some of them turned towards us. They smiled in recognition.

      “Malachi,” a young female said. She brushed past and clutched his hand. “It’s been a long time.” I tried to find a single blemish on her skin and came up empty. Stupid Nephilim.

      Kai just smiled at her and inched his head towards another small room. Inside, the walls were lined with portraits. I was going to make a crack about upgrading into this century but then I remembered supernaturals and technology didn’t mix. He led me to the left wall away from the door.

      “Look at them and tell me what you see.”

      What I saw were catwalk models. Every single one of them was undoubtedly a Nephilim. Whoever had painted the portraits was skilled beyond belief. They’d captured perfectly the essence that radiated from these beings. They were all of unnerving height. Their features were delicate and graceful. They were almost elfin but with a sense of agelessness.

      I was slowly making my way from the left to the right of the room when one face in particular caught my eye. The green eyes were a dead giveaway. As was the strong jaw and slightly upturned mouth. I didn’t need Kai to confirm it for me but I felt like I had to say something to cut the oppressiveness that had suddenly descended on the room.

      “Your dad?”

      In response, he reached out and placed a hand on the portrait. This was obviously one of those places where touching the goods didn’t get you kicked out. “What do you notice about them?”

      It didn’t take long for the shoe to drop. I turned to the wall behind me to confirm my suspicions. Now these were the Nephilim you heard about in the myths. They had been painted with their battle armour on, their gleaming broadswords on their backs, or in some cases, in their outstretched hands.

      “They’re not fighters,” I said, moving back to stand beside him. He was quiet for a second, his gaze resting on the portrait of the female beside his father. His fists balled and he dropped his forehead so that he was leaning against the wall.

      “No, they’re not.”

      He pointed to the picture of a little boy about ten or twelve. His outfit was almost identical to the sweats he had on right now. He just didn’t fill them out nearly so well. I could actually see some of Cassie in that cherubic face.

      I glanced back at the children in the portraits on the other wall and frowned. “They have to be on some kind of steroids,” I said.

      He shook his head, his focus still on the pictures of his dead family. “Every one of them is born that way. With one purpose.”

      “But you’re better than they are. I heard you beat them all in your trial.”

      “Only because I was angry. I wanted it more. And I wasn’t going to let something as trivial as my size get the better of me.” He turned to me then, his green eyes blazing. “So, what’ll it be, Blue? You wanna curl up into a ball and cry, or do you want to make sure nobody ever stabs you again?”

      “Both?”

      He screwed his face up at me. “This isn’t going to be some kind of picnic.”

      I gulped but nodded. If there was one thing I was used to, it was life not being a picnic.
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      I wished life could be like a movie montage where I could skip all of the training and just get to the part where I was a sword-wielding badass. But after two and a half months of training after class every weekday and sometimes on the weekend, I was still barely able to block Kai’s attacks. He wasn’t even using his broadsword. Just a crappy sword he got from the junior campus armoury.

      “You’re leaving your side open!” Kai barked at me. It was a familiar reprimand.

      “I’m not leaving it open! You keep blocking me!”

      We were in one of the Academy’s training rooms. The nymphs got sick of my cursing and Kai’s exasperated sighs a couple of weeks into our training sessions. Plus there were one or two incidences where I’d lost control of the weapon and it went flying into the long borders and sheared off the flowers. We were ostensibly kicked out after that.

      Since most of the blades were too long for my reach, I was practicing with sais. I could see the problem immediately, but Kai was running out of alternatives.

      Having to get in close to an opponent to strike was really the pits. It didn’t help that he was not only bigger and stronger, but he was fast too.

      But if I showed even a hint of giving up, I’d never hear the end of it. He came at me again, his sword arm behind his back, taunting me. I grit my teeth and sidestepped, thinking I would use his momentum to trip him up rather than go for a full-on attack. It might have worked too if the door hadn’t slammed open and distracted me at the last second. My attention flickered to the door. In one fell swoop, he kicked out and swept my legs from beneath me. I landed hard on the mat. Even though it was cushioned, the impact still jarred along my spine.

      The curse was on my tongue, but he came to stand over me, his eyes hard. I snapped my mouth closed.

      “You know what you did wrong, don’t you?” he said, holding out his arm. As much as I hated accepting the help to get up, I’d learned that biting off my nose to spite my face wasn’t a good way to learn or improve. I slotted my fingers into his and allowed him to yank me to my feet.

      It was meaningless for him, but the look on Sophie’s face where she waited for me by the door was priceless. “This totally sucks,” I said, throwing the sais onto the mat.

      “Don’t blame the weapons. You got careless.”

      “I’m trying the best I can!”

      “I didn’t say you weren’t.”

      This was the problem. We were wholly incapable of being in the same room without bickering. What annoyed me the most was that I wasn’t his only student anymore. He also did training sessions for some of the kids in the junior Academy. I’d watched them once when I was actually early for my classes. He didn’t lose patience with them even though Charles was clearly fooling around. But I stepped one hair out of line and he cracked it like it was a mortal sin. My stomach grumbled. It was the only thing that kept me from snapping at him.

      “Do not say a word,” I said to Sophie who by now was bursting with comments.

      She made a gesture as though she was zipping her lips but her eyes were way too expressive. Neither of us spoke as we made our way to the dining hall for dinner. Partly because she was still inflated with mirth but mostly because Kai was following behind us.

      As per usual procedure, he acted like he didn’t know me when we were in public. Sophie and Diana said it was because he couldn’t be seen showing preferential treatment towards me. I knew that was a crock. He was just being a massive jerk.

      As if he cared what anyone else thought of him.

      We were in the middle of the buffet line before Sophie couldn’t take it anymore. “I don’t know how you stand it!” she squealed.

      “Shhh.”

      “If he ever takes his shirt off, you’d better memorize that image so you can give me a detailed picture.”

      I ground my teeth. “For him to take his shirt off, it would have to mean that he’s breaking a sweat. That’s never going to happen because I am so bad at combat it isn’t even funny.”

      Just then the lines turned the corner. The rest of the Nephilim were ahead of us. Bradley was saying something to Adam. The two vampire girls in front of me sighed. All I could think about was what Bradley had said to me during the demonstration for my trial. My circles were only good enough for defensiveness. If ever I were attacked, all the demon had to do was wait me out.

      When I said this to Sophie, she snorted. “Give yourself a break, Lex. You’re getting a lot better than you think.”

      When we reached our table, Diana agreed with her. “I mean, at the start I had to totally hold back when we sparred. Now I use like sixty percent effort.” Roland and Trey thought this was hilarious.

      I was still glaring at them when Fred joined us. He sat down next to me and pressed a finger to the new bruise that decorated my left wrist. “Isla or Kai?”

      “Isla.”

      When Kai hit me, usually as a result of my own negligence, we ended up having an argument about whether he should heal me then and there. It was ridiculous. When Isla hit me, she skewered me with her eyes. I thought for sure she definitely wanted to do it again but couldn’t. Brigid came back to school after a month. Thankfully, they had both steered clear of me for the most part. I couldn’t help feeling like they were plotting something, because every time I looked up, they were whispering to each other.

      Fred made a sympathetic face. I noticed for the first time that he wasn’t as nervous as he had been before. He’d gotten a new roommate about two months back. Ever since then, the hazing from the other boys seemed to have stopped.

      With my additional tutoring, his circle work was coming in leaps and bounds. He was even using his light magic. It was like he was a different person. “Have you guys seen the flyers about the dance?” Fred said.

      I gagged, but the rest of them seemed excited. I raised a brow at Sasha. “You too?”

      He lifted the carton of O- blood and sucked on the straw. His usually pale skin tended to blush when he fed. Today I thought it was a bit rosier than normal. “What? It’s nice to do something once in a while besides learning about all the doom and gloom that might befall us.”

      Trey laughed. “Also, he has the hots for one of the girls in our Dimension Integrations class.” Sasha growled and tried to reach for Trey across the table over Diana’s plate.

      “Will you guys quit it?” she said, swatting Sasha away.

      She looked at Sophie and me. “Do you guys want to go shopping for dresses?”

      “Yes!”

      “No.”

      “Too bad,” Sophie announced. “You’re coming.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “You don’t seem to understand the meaning of too bad.”

      “Come on, Blue,” Diana said. They’d taken to calling me by Kai’s nickname even though they knew it made me mad. “When was the last time we got to do something fun?”

      “I’ll have you know I’m going on a field trip next month with my junior class to Seraphina.”

      “That doesn’t count,” Sophie said.

      “Yes it does! There’s a candy store there where they literally make candy that doesn’t erode.”

      “You don’t even eat candy,” Sophie said. It was true. I had a preference for chocolate. Now that I had food choices, I was actually being picky. But the idea of an endless supply of sugar was too good for this former homeless girl to resist.

      Fred sighed. “I suppose the whole place is going to descend into a frenzy of asking people on dates,” he said. His eyes tracked to where Sophie sat. Subtlety was a skill he was still learning. Someone kicked me in the shin. I winced but turned it into a smile.

      “Anyway, I have to go and pick up some more books for Basil,” I said. “Wanna go to the library, Soph?”

      We were out of there so fast there were still smoke outlines of us. “Thanks,” she said, hooking her arm through mine.

      “Thank you for the bruise I’ll have tomorrow.”

      “Sorry. I just couldn’t think of any other way to get your attention.”

      “Poor Fred.”

      “You’re joking, right? You haven’t noticed how much he’s improved in the Arcane magic class. Some of the girls are starting to notice he’s kinda cute. He’ll have no problem finding a date.”

      “I have a feeling the date he wants doesn’t want him back.”

      She scowled. “He’s a friend. That’s it.”

      I held up my hands. “Okay, no need to bite my head off. I’m just saying, while you wait for Mr. Toothy and Growly to get his head straight, it might be nice to go with a friend.”

      I wanted to add that it would be good for her because I sure as heck wasn’t going. We arrived at the library. The list of books Basil asked me to pick up for him was extensive. I was about to hop on the staircase to the second floor when an alarm blared from the mirrors on the walls.

      “All students to the assembly hall immediately,” the mirror voice said. It repeated on a loop as the doors to all the exits flung open.

      Sophie grabbed me and we exited with the other students who had been in the library. I hadn’t realised we even had an assembly hall, but Sophie seemed to know where she was going. We managed to meet up with Fred and Diana just as I recognised that we were heading towards the junior campus.

      “Holy shit!” Diana said, pointing upwards. I looked to see what I thought was a line of multicoloured shooting stars. The Nephilim darted across the sky in such perfect unison that I didn’t realise what they were until they broke apart mid-air and flew in different directions.

      The ones with the bright golden light unfurled their wings and separated, hanging suspended at the periphery.

      “What are they doing?” I asked.

      “They’re guarding us,” Roland said, coming up beside me with Sasha and Trey. “Something’s gone wrong somewhere.”

      We hit the outskirts of the junior campus. Out of the corner of my eye I saw a blaze of green. Darkness had descended on us during dinner, but the shield of light around Kai seemed to push obstinately against the night. His wings speared out behind him and then retracted and disappeared as he hit the ground. His steps seemed rushed. A small body came hurtling towards him. I watched him drop to one knee as Cassie wrapped her arms around his neck. His lips moved and she nodded.

      She really was small. But I suppose next to him most people were. The urgent throb of his light dimmed, his aura seeming to calm now that he knew she was safe.

      In one of the buildings on the junior campus, the lights had been turned on to blinding. There were guards posted all around the perimeter, both on the ground and in the air. “When did we ever have an assembly here?” I asked Sophie.

      “We had one before you arrived,” she said. “I believe you were being locked up and interrogated at the time.”

      It seemed like a lifetime ago. The interior of the building we entered was nothing like the Gothic-style monolith that it appeared outside. We came in through the side entrance but other students were streaming through from all directions. At the front of the building was a stage and there were mirrors located on all four corners of the square room in the middle of each wall. On the back wall were five giant round clock faces that looked more like sundials. The hands on each were positioned in different quadrants. Each clock was a different colour. Red, silver, blue, green and black. Above each clock was a number counter.

      “What in the world are those?” I pointed to them.

      Sophie bit her lip, distracted by the scene around us. “They’re the House scoreboards.” Now that she’d told me, it seemed obvious. I winced at where the hand was pointed on Obsidian House’s dial. We were smack bang in the middle of the scoreboard. Knowing how competitive Kai was, I bet he loved that.

      We stumbled into the closest seats we could find which was about the middle of the room. I’d lost sight of Kai, but there was something comforting about knowing he was here somewhere. I clamped my mouth shut. I’d never tell him so. His ego was big enough as it was.

      With the addition of the students from the junior campus, I would estimate that there were about six or seven hundred students altogether. We were only one of four such Academies throughout the world. The supernaturals were a much smaller population than the humans. Because they were not meant to inhabit this world, supernaturals had trouble conceiving. They also kept their population low because one supernatural, depending on their strength, could have the destructive capability of a bomb.

      From what I’d read, the population of the Hell dimension was far greater than even the humans. But I felt like that was merely speculation. Or something that had totally been blown out of proportion.

      Regardless, the younger kids were ushered to the middle aisles. A strategic move on behalf of the guards. The middle rows were the safest from any kind of attack. Once we were all inside, some of the guards remained with us while the doors were sealed. Around the room, the professors now stood to add to the protection.

      Peter and Thalia were just about the most nonthreatening people I had ever met. Herbology was my favourite class aside from Arcane Magic. Tonight they were sombre and exuded an air of gloom.

      “I don’t like this,” Diana said. “It doesn’t bode well that we couldn’t do this through a mirror bulletin.” She’d taken a seat in front of me. Sophie was to my left and Fred to my right. The other boys were in front next to Diana. The hairs on the back of my neck suddenly stood up. I could sense eyes watching me.

      Turning behind, I scanned the seats and found myself face to face with Brigid and Isla. I understood Brigid’s dislike of me even if I thought she was a lunatic. She seemed to have this unhealthy obsession with Kai. Maybe they’d dated and he’d broken up with her. Sophie didn’t seem to think so. But I didn’t understand Isla’s dislike for me at all. Sophie turned around and grunted.

      “Don’t worry about them.”

      “I just don’t get it,” I said for the hundredth time.

      “Sometimes there’s just nothing to get. Some people just hate you regardless of whether you’ve done something to them or not.”

      We’d had this discussion a number of times. So much so that Basil had tried to ban the topic. Until I could make sense of it, I just didn’t know whether I could let the topic go. I was saved from my own obsessing by Jacqueline.

      A hush fell over the assembly as she walked up to the lectern that had been set up in the middle of the stage. Professor Mortimer and Professor Eldridge kept pace a few steps behind her.

      She’d traded in her heels for a pair of boots that managed to be elegant despite their sturdiness. A fitted pair of cargo pants and a white shirt hugged her figure. I hoped I looked half that good when I was however old she was.

      Jacqueline cleared her throat and the assembly went preternaturally silent. “Students. I know we rarely have cause to all be together in one place. I’ll admit that I wished we were doing so under different circumstances. I regret to inform you that we’ve received a message from the Dominion. It appears there has been a breakout in one of their facilities on this continent.”

      A wave of gasps filled the room. Everywhere around me, students began to mutter to themselves. Jacqueline held up her hand. It became quiet once more. “The Dominion have assured us they’re doing everything they can in order to recapture those demons and rogue supernaturals who have escaped.”

      She pointed to the huge mirror installed in the wall behind her. It had a gilded gold frame but reflected most of the hall back at us. As I stared, the glass rippled and displayed the picture of a dark-haired man in his mid-fifties. He wore a bright yellow shirt that I figured was the regulation prisoner uniform. The image on the mirror changed every couple of seconds. There were para-human prisoners as well as their mage counterparts.

      And then there were the demons. True demons were ethereal. Their power lay in twisting the minds of those they inhabited. These types of demons got to humans from behind the barrier of the Hell dimension. When they did, the things they could make a possessed person do were beyond heinous. The monsters that had physical bodies had come from dimensions that had traded their freedom for the power the Hell dimension promised them.

      I heard some of the crowd around me whimper at the sight of a demon with six tentacle legs. At the end of each leg was a mouth with serrated teeth. It crawled low to the ground. When it roared, I almost jumped out of my skin. That image was followed by one of a dark-haired Fae, his features narrow and sharp. He had a pair of purple eyes that sparkled like jewels. If he hadn’t been pictured in the mirror, I would have a hard time believing he was a criminal.

      It was difficult to tear my attention away from the images, but I forced myself to refocus on Jacqueline and what she was saying. “The Council have decided to post extra security on the school premises. Students on the junior campus will be escorted to and from the campus by a teacher, and those of you in the senior campus will be required to accompany each other in pairs. I hope that these precautions will turn out to be excessive but we cannot be too careful.

      “I understand that the winter equinox ball is quickly approaching and many of you wish to visit one of our towns to prepare yourselves for the ball. The faculty are still working on coming up with a solution that will still maintain the security of the school. We will keep you posted. Otherwise, be wary of anything that seems out of the ordinary. Above all, look out for each other. Now is the time to set your differences aside. In addition, some of your classes may be rescheduled in order for the faculty to assist with the containment and hunt for the fugitives. Be accommodating, and where possible, there is the library and your peers for support.”

      Nobody wanted to move when Jacqueline left the stage. In fact, all around me, students whipped out compacts and small handheld mirrors so they could contact their families in order to check on them. Sophie was finishing a call to her parents when that tingling feeling crawled up my spine again.

      I glanced around to find Fred staring at the big mirror. His face was white as a sheet. The prisoners’ pictures were cycling back around again. It was the mage who was on screen when I turned to him.

      “Hey,” I said, reaching out to touch his arm. “You okay?” He’d made so much progress in the past few months. The last thing I wanted was for this to set him back.

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” The hand he was using to grip the back of Trey’s chair was blue.

      “They’re pretty scary.” I pointed to the six-limbed monster that was on the screen.

      “Tell me about it. I’m going to have nightmares for weeks.”

      People had started to stream out by that stage. We waited until the crowd thinned a little before Sophie got up and I could get out of my chair too.

      “Any chance we can do some more circle work?” Fred asked before we broke apart after reaching our dorm.

      I was about to answer when a familiar voice called out my name. “Blue!” Or what he considered to be my name. I couldn’t actually remember a time when he’d called me by my real name. I might fall over if he ever did.

      When Kai reached me, my friends had somehow all disappeared except for Fred. And he plastered himself against the wall and pretended to inspect his nails. Kai deigned to glance at him for a second but dismissed him almost straight away.

      “I’m going to join the search,” he said. “Our classes are going to have to be set aside for a while.”

      “Okay...”

      “I can ask one of the others to take over in my place if you’re comfortable with that.” There was a strange edge to his voice that I couldn’t decipher. I tugged on the sleeve of my top.

      “Umm...no offense, but I’d rather not have to get used to another megalomaniac Nephilim.”

      He flashed his canines. For a second, my chest constricted. I was suddenly hit with an odd fear that this wasn’t just some field trip he took to check out a disturbance in the energy around a barrier. He did that quite often. That’s how he’d extracted me in the first place. But this was different. These were confirmed supernatural criminals.

      “Try not to die,” I blurted out before my brain could stop me. My cheeks burned.  I couldn’t look him in the eye so I locked my sights on the edge of the tattoo sneaking out from beneath the sleeve of his T-shirt.

      “I don’t intend to.” We stood there for a second before he cleared his throat and turned to walk away. I saw his shoulders expand and contract like he was taking in a deep breath. Suddenly he was in front of me again. “You’ve improved a lot since we started training,” he said. “Don’t expect too much of yourself.”

      I looked up into green eyes that seemed to be lit up from the inside. “There now,” I said, “that wasn’t so hard, was it?”

      Just like that, the moment shattered. He stomped away. Fred was still trying to appear like he wasn’t eavesdropping. “He’s one intense dude.”

      I shook off the stupor and slung my arm around Fred’s shoulders. “Look on the bright side,” I said. “Now I have all the time in the world to help you with your circles.”

      It was obvious he hadn’t thought of that because a huge grin broke out on his face. I left him and went back to my dorm room. Sophie and Diana were both there. They pounced on me as soon as I walked in the door.

      “You know we’re in a jailbreak situation, right?” I asked.

      It didn’t dissuade them. They forced me to tell them everything Kai had said. It would seem like the world would have to end before my friends would give up on their crazy plans to be matchmakers.
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      Over the next few weeks, the school descended into watchful vigilance. Every time one of the escapees was caught, there was collective excitement. Nobody could talk about anything else. A big mirror was set up in the dining hall so that we could check out the latest on what was happening.

      Through some contacts that he managed to somehow obtain via the MirrorNet, Basil got newspapers delivered to us every day. “Why newspapers?” Diana asked.

      “Because we’re doing ourselves a disservice by concentrating solely on news from the supernatural world. The criminals aren’t going to stick around here waiting to get caught. They’re going to try and disappear in the most populated cities amongst the humans.”

      I didn’t blame Diana for asking. She and Roland had grown up in a purely supernatural community. It had been easier for them in a way because their physical proportions would have made them stand out amongst humans. But Basil was right. There were reports all over the place in the newspaper of crazies driving cars into the centre of the city and shooting at people. All abnormal behaviour that could have been the result of demon persuasion.

      My sleep became a pattern of nightmares. Whenever I closed my eyes, the cold descended on me. I sat paralysed as the bovine demon dragged itself ever closer. As a result, I developed insomnia. To combat it, Basil stayed up with me. We tried all kinds of meditation and some herbal medications Sophie concocted in Potions and Alchemy but nothing seemed to work. So instead of wallowing, Basil began to teach me some of his magic. Blood magic.

      I balked when he told me. “Umm…isn’t that a form of dark magic?” I asked.

      “Only if you allow it to corrupt you.”

      I scratched at my cheek. Fatigue held me in its grip, but I couldn’t close my eyes. “Did you ever think that might be the reason why you were bound?”

      He shrugged. “Who knows at this point?”

      One weekend we’d pestered Professor Mortimer to try and break the suppression spell on Basil to no avail. The secrets he had locked up in his woollen brain were locked up good. I was secretly slightly relieved. There was a part of me that was terrified if he got his memory back, Basil might remember he’d done something unforgiveable. I’d grown to care too much about him that I was afraid I might not be able to handle it. Out of viable options, I settled myself in for his lessons.

      A few days later, we were having breakfast when the screen lit up with a report of another capture. I literally stopped moving the fork to my mouth when Sophie tugged on my sleeve and pointed at the figure on the screen.

      “Oh God,” I said. “He’s going to come back so much more full of himself.”

      The report showed Kai in a showdown with two of the bipedal horned demons. Clearly, he’d been holding back big time when he trained with me. I could barely track his movements across the screen. His body was a blur. The only thing making it possible for me to see where he was striking was the green glow of his blade.

      “Holy shit,” Trey said. My heart leapt into my mouth. He wasn’t playing to capture. Everyone in the hall winced in unison when he grabbed one of the demons in mid-air, stabbed it with his sword, and cut the thing in half. Fred covered his mouth with his hand. His chest heaved like he was dry retching. The other demon pretty much gave up after that.

      For some reason, Sophie and Diana were staring at me. “What?”

      “I’m sorry, but if you don’t get a move on with him, I’m going to have to try and steal him,” Diana said.

      “He just cut a demon in half and that’s what you’re thinking about?”

      “Look around you, Blue. The whole female population needs new underwear!”

      I wished she was wrong, but the sinister look Brigid threw me as she walked past when the lunch bell rang could have stripped paint.

      “Too bad she didn’t stay away forever,” I muttered.

      “It sounds like her dad pulled rank to keep her here,” Diana said. “You know they used to be actual royalty in the Fae Realm?”

      “Ugh. Don’t tell me. I don’t care about anything except that she’s a total jerk.”

      “I feel kind of bad for her,” Trey said.

      Roland rolled his eyes. “You mean you think she’s hot. Why don’t you ask her to the ball?” I blocked out their ribbing because there was nothing I could think of worse than going to the ball right now.

      Except despite everything else going on, when they weren’t talking about the latest prison escapee to be caught, they were all talking about who was taking who to the ball or what they would be wearing. The compromise the faculty had come up with was that instead of the students leaving to go to the supernatural towns, the vendors would bring their stuff to the Academy.

      Everyone was beyond excited. I wasn’t sure why, but ever since the prison break, a knot had formed in the pit of my stomach. I couldn’t for the life of me dislodge it. Coupled with the insomnia, it made my mood bleak. I’d taken to sitting on the top of the staircase with Basil during our lessons, waiting for something bad to happen. He called it the Hastings’ Knowing. I had no idea what it was I was meant to know so I called it the Hastings’ Irritation.

      Instead of training with Kai, I met Fred in the library where we took over one of the meeting rooms and worked on circles together. When Sophie didn’t have a shift in the dining hall, she joined us. Her circles were a lot better than Fred’s, but he had been working so hard that the strength of his was getting stronger. These days I could throw as many pieces of chalk at him and they just bounced off his shield.

      As for me, I’d moved on from the basics book to another one Professor Mortimer had given me called Expanding the Circle. It was meant to help me use other materials to help me strengthen the circles. So far I’d read the chapter on salt and the corresponding insert on saltwater. But I’d dismissed that second part because there was no way I was going anywhere near saltwater if I could help it.

      Sophie came into our room after her Sunday dining hall shift with a metal chest in her hands. After showering, she proceeded to sit on the bed counting what turned out to be money. It wasn’t going well judging by the scowl on her face.

      “There’s not enough,” she said.

      “Not enough for what?” Basil asked. I knew where this was leading and I wanted to steer clear of it.

      “For two dresses!”

      “Why two?”

      She looked at me. I wanted to hug her for the thoughtfulness and also screech from the frustration. Somebody knocked on the door. Diana didn’t even wait for an invitation before she barged in with a jar of manna which she promptly spilled onto the floor. Manna were just coins, really. Except wider and thicker with grooves around the outside and runes carved into the metal.

      Basil told me there were black magic markets where people traded in teeth, blood, and other unmentionable items. Thankfully, the clothing vendors would be accepting cold, hard cash.

      “How much do you have?” Diana asked Sophie.

      “I need a pay raise. I tried to get my parents to give me a loan, but Dad went on a tirade about why I need money when the Academy covers all of my expenses.”

      Diana rolled her eyes. “Tell me about it. My stepmother is rolling in manna from her diamond mine, but I ask for money to buy a dress and it’s like I’m the most spoiled jerk ever.”

      “Well, I can save you some cash,” I said.

      Sophie refused to take no for an answer.

      “Hold on a second,” Basil said. He shuffled out from my lap where we’d been reading the newspaper to look at Diana’s pile. “You’ve got over six hundred manna here! What kind of dresses are you intending to buy?”

      “How much is that in human terms?” I asked, still a bit iffy on the exchange rate.

      “Roughly eight times the value.”

      I snorted in disbelief. Before my shopping trip with Sophie, the only dress I’d owned cost five dollars from the charity shop. “No way! What kind of dresses are these? Magic dresses?”

      Of course that’s exactly what they would be. “Madame Familiar is this boutique that makes dresses that are hexed to fit you perfectly and accentuate your best qualities,” Sophie said.

      Diana made an obscene gesture by cupping her hands in front of her already ample chest. “We all have the same qualities, ladies,” I said. “This sounds like supernatural plastic surgery!”

      “I suppose it is,” Sophie said. “But it’s just for one night so it’s totally worth it.” I didn’t understand her logic at all.

      “Well, I am more than happy not to be wearing one of these dresses so you can save the money for yourself.”

      “At least tell me you’ll come even if it’s in something plain and boring,” Diana said. They both eyed me like a piece of meat. “You know what? I’ve just noticed how much you’ve filled out since you got here. I mean, I can’t even see your ribs through your top anymore.”

      “Is that supposed to be a compliment?”

      “Definitely.” She pointed at the picture of Nanna and Mum. It was the only one I had of my mother. It was taken before I was born. “You’re turning out to look just like your mum.”

      That was just about the biggest lie ever. But I appreciated the effort to try and get me to go.

      Sophie started stacking her money. “What about dates?”

      Despite being low on the magical totem pole, Sophie was physically gorgeous. Besides Fred, I suspected Roland had a little crush on her as well. Not to mention one alpha lion shifter who spent way too long picking food from Sophie’s made-to-order station. Diana was fast becoming a legend in our Weaponry and Combat classes. More than one guy had asked her out in the past few months. I doubted either of them would have any problems getting a date. Yours truly, however, was still a social pariah. Unless one of the boys in my junior campus class asked me. And that was all kinds of wrong.

      “You know you’re not going to get a date for the ball, don’t you?” Diana said.

      “Way to rub it in.”

      She waved a hand dismissively at me. “What I meant was, literally everyone has seen the way Kai is about you. No boy in their right mind is going to poach you away.”

      Basil made a very unflattering grunting sound. “I think that’s enough talk about boys for one night.”

      “Yes, Dad,” we said as a chorus. Then we doubled over laughing. He made Diana go back to her room after that.

      “When did he turn into the parent around here?” I asked.

      “I think it was that time he blasted Kai and got him to back up off you.”

      “Oh yeah.”

      “Do you really have to do that?” Sophie slid into her bed as I walked around the room. I assumed she was referring to the salt I was sprinkling on the floor. I shook the salt to keep it dry.

      “Sorry. It’s become a habit.”

      “We’re inside the Academy. Nothing can happen in here.” Her patience was unlimited. The number of time we’d had to shake salt out of our shoes and clothes could no longer be counted. I did want to point out that she too had a packet of salt on her nightstand. If I didn’t do it, I had a feeling she would.

      “Better safe than sorry.”

      “Ah huh. Try not to wake me when you two leave in the middle of the night again.”

      Hmmm. Clearly I wasn’t as stealthy as I’d thought.

      Still, I only allowed myself to slip under the covers once my ritual was complete. Messy or not, the salt would stay. There were supernatural criminals on the loose. I’d felt what it was like to have something foreign in your mind. It wasn’t going to happen again.
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      We got word a week later that all bar one of the demons has been recaptured. There were reports that sightings of the six-legged demon had been made on the other side of the country. Thanks to the downgraded terror alert, the Academy committee had decided that the junior class excursion to the Supernatural Museum in Seraphina could go ahead if there were extra guards assigned to us.

      That’s how I found myself standing beside the Academy’s bus while Professor Magnus did a roll call. Cassie cast her head from side to side.

      “Whatcya looking for?”

      She sighed. “I thought maybe he’d be back by now,” she said. No guesses who he was. “Kai always comes with me on excursions. But I don’t think he’s going to make it.”

      I patted her shoulder. Over the last few months, her confidence had moved along in strides. Now she barely batted an eyelid when Maddison tried to rattle her. But she was still a twelve-year-old. They all were.

      Aside from the professor, we were getting a number of Nephilim guards including Bradley and Adam. Some of the parents would be coming as well. Charles and Max’s father was a massive unit. I felt invincible just standing next to him.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “If all else fails, just hide behind Charles’s dad.”

      That brought a smile to her face.

      “My mum was going to come but she couldn’t get out of work.”

      I could understand that. The prison admin were working overtime to figure out how the breach had happened in the first place. It was the first of its kind in a long time.

      “Alright, everybody,” Professor Magnus called out. “We’re all accounted for. Make sure you stick with your field trip buddy. I want everyone to make it back in one piece.”

      We got in line to board the bus. As I neared the front, Professor Magnus pulled me aside. “I know you’re technically a student,” she said. Technically? “But we need to be on the lookout today. Since you’re a senior, I want to just remind you that if anything goes wrong, the priority is the children.”

      I nodded at her. Got it. If the shit hit the fan, I was on my own.

      Hopping onto the bus, I slid into the seat next to Cassie. We weren’t cool enough to be in the back, but we weren’t eager enough for the front. So we landed somewhere in the middle. Luther and Charles sat behind us.

      A furry hand shot over the back of our seat. Charles rattled some candy inside its bright yellow box. “No thanks,” I said. I’d been fooled one time too many.

      “What’s wrong with it?” Cassie asked.

      Charles clutched at his heart like he was offended. “Nothing. I swear.”

      A promise from a shifter was usually golden. But Charles Thompson was missing that gene. His mum was a high-magic sorceress and had passed the trait on to his baby sister. She was still too young to understand that Charles wasn’t supposed to be asking her to infuse her powers into candy that messed with people.

      “I think I’ll pass,” Cassie said.

      Luther smiled. “Smart move.”

      “You guys suck,” Charles said. He turned around to try and swindle the kids behind him. They were a pair from another grade. Somebody should probably warn them. Then again, a little suffering never hurt anyone.

      Seraphina was a two-hour drive from the Academy. The route was through the middle of the Australian desert. My teeth chattered even though outside, the sun beat down mercilessly. One of the parents had caged a snowstorm inside a glass ball that sat on the bus’s dashboard. It provided the supernatural equivalent to air conditioning.

      Professor Magnus explained that we would have taken a portal if not for the fact that there was still a demon on the loose. Demons had a compulsive attraction to portals. It was in their nature to trespass on other worlds. I didn’t know why we couldn’t teleport but we were currently short on guards thanks to the demon hunt. Magically, teleporting such a large group equated to the same energy build up as a portal anyway. Both forms of transport would attract demon attention. One Nephilim could look after themselves if they were attacked. Their passenger might not be so lucky.

      At my old school, I wasn’t that big on field trips. The food was always crap sandwiches that were squashed at the bottom of a backpack. I never had any money to spend at the gift shops either. This time I was excited. Seraphina was the pinnacle of Nephilim society. They had built it as their home when they were first brought into being. The brief visit with Kai had only deepened my curiosity.

      Some of the Nephilim who were closest in bloodline to the seraphim still lived there. They guarded the firmament to ensure the demons never tried to make their ascent back to the Seraph dimension.

      The hum of the motor and the cool air made me drowsy. Cassie had the window seat so I let my head rest back. My eyes closed. The doze I’d fallen into was interrupted by a loud pop to my left. The bus jerked to the right, the back fishtailing. White smoke started to billow from the back of the bus.

      “Aww jeez,” Charles said.

      I rubbed my eyes. “What happened?”

      Some of the students tried to open their windows to get a better look. “Nobody open the windows,” the bus driver said. “You’ll let all the cold air out.”

      Professor Magnus kind of negated that when she opened the door and hopped out with Charles’s dad.

      “Flat tire,” the professor announced. Everybody groaned. “Stay on the bus everyone. We’ll have this fixed and be off in no time.”

      We stayed on the bus, but everybody tried to get a look at what was happening. I swooned just a little when Charles’s dad lifted the entire side of the bus with his bare hands. Who needed a jack when you had an alpha lion shifter onboard?

      The bus driver hopped off and closed the door on us. While everyone else was glued to the side watching the tire being changed with a wave of magic, Adam walked down the aisle and sat on the seat in front of me.

      “Hey.”

      Cassie had been looking outside. Now she turned around. I could swear her lips twisted into a grimace before she turned back.

      “Hi.” I wasn’t really sure where to look. Gosh, he was pretty. He was also a tattle tale. The two things cancelled each other out.

      “These field trips are never boring, are they?”

      Cassie made a noise. I bit my lip to stop from smirking. There must be some kind of bloodline rivalry. She wasn’t a Nephilim herself, but it was clear where her loyalty lay.

      “I wouldn’t know. This is my first one with the Academy.”

      He flashed that movie star smile. I heard someone sigh to the left of me where a couple of the female parents were sitting.

      “Well, I’m glad this is turning out to be eventful for you.” He leaned over the seat. His arms flexed so that the muscles stood prominent. Nice. He dropped his chin to rest on his arms. Somebody was trying their best to seem non-threatening.

      “So, the winter solstice ball. Do you have a date?” It was the last thing I would have expected. I laced my fingers in front of me.

      “Umm....”

      He smiled again. “If not, would you like to go with me?”

      Did he say that really loudly? Because suddenly a bunch of kids decided the tire wasn’t all that interesting. Everywhere I turned, eyes were focused on us. Bradley rolled his. I was still the low-magic user who he couldn’t intimidate with his power. Were he and Adam good friends? Was this one of those dares boys liked to force each other to do?

      It didn’t realise I had taken a long time to answer until Adam’s smile faltered. I could feel Diana and Sophie sitting metaphorically on either side of my shoulders. Except both of them were giving me the same advice. I was being asked to the ball by a Nephilim. There was only one possible answer.

      “No I haven’t been asked. And yes I’ll go with you.”

      The grin Adam gave me made my stomach churn. It wasn’t entirely pleasant. All of a sudden I wanted to take back the acceptance. But it was too late.

      “Great,” he said. “I’ll pick you up at seven.”

      When he left, I turned to find Cassie glaring at me. “What did you go and do that for?” she said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Why did you say yes?”

      I scrubbed my cheek with the back of my hand. “Because he asked? Was that wrong?”

      “Only if you want to hang out with brainless morons.”

      Wow. Where was this coming from? “He’s actually pretty smart. He’s in the advanced Arcane Circle class.”

      “So is Kai.”

      My mouth clamped shut. There was no possible answer to what she was insinuating. My gut twisted. I was being told off by a twelve-year-old. Whatever answer I might have come up with disappeared as a warning tingle shot down my spine. It wasn’t anything I’d ever experienced before while at the Academy. It was a sensation I’d learned on the streets.

      Outside, the sunlit desert began to cloud over. It happened like the time lapse image of an eclipse. Storm clouds gathered to give tense relief to the scorching heat.

      A split second warning had me standing. I put my back to Cassie. The window should have been the obvious weak link, but my body was moving of its own accord.

      Something nauseating clutched at my gut and twisted. A pop vibrated through the bus and then the sound of tearing that set my teeth on edge.

      “I don’t feel so good,” Luther said.

      “Everybody get down!” Bradley screamed. Adam stood up. We locked gazes. His angel blade appeared in his hands to light the gloom in a pale yellow glow. Before my very eyes, his image distorted. A long, black fingernail scratched at the air in front of Adam until a fissure had opened up mid-air.

      In the second it took Adam to whip out of his front seat, my mind was already working. Professor Magnus’s warning to me that the children were to be protected at all costs came ricocheting back.

      Too bad the children were scattered along the length of the bus. Cassie was my first priority, but one by one, in almost simultaneous speed, I drew circles around them. The experience in Nanna’s cell had taught me that protection wasn’t enough. So along with the intent to protect, I rooted each and every one of them to this dimension.

      A bright blaze of light boomed. I fell to my knees as the explosion rocked the protective circle I’d drawn around myself. Disorientation had me clutching at my stomach. My body reacted by trying to dry retch. Nothing came up. I blinked several times. My breath came in ragged gasps. A shooting pain laced through my skull. It pressed against the soft tissue of my brain, trying to make me give up my hold on the circles.

      I gripped the handle of the seat in front of me and bit back the whimper. Thumping my fist against the soft leather of the seat, I let out a roar like I’d seen the shifters do when they were sparring. At the time it had made my legs quiver. Now I needed it to purge me of the gut-wrenching fear that speared through my heart.

      I could feel the demon trying to invade my mind. It wanted to know why it couldn’t get a hold on the souls of the children it intended to feed on. I forced my eyes to open.

      When the dust settled, I glanced around to find every single adult lying unconscious. Cassie screamed beside me. I followed the direction of her gaze to find a hand clutching at the fabric of the barrier that was being ripped aside. I knew that hand. I’d seen it on the six-legged demon in the display mirror in the assembly.

      Adam and Bradley were the only two left standing. Bradley charged the demon coming through the abyss. His blade landed heavily on the demon’s clawed hand, slicing it clean off. His smile brightened in triumph only to dim when the stump where the severed hand had been splintered into two new limbs.

      Rage played across his perfect features. He dove once more, cutting furiously as though he could outpace the regrowth of the demon. Adam crouched down and pressed his ear to the face of one of the Fae parents. I heard a little girl sob.

      Standing, his normally clear grey eyes dark, Adam reached up with his sword. The yellow light gathered force around him until he began to glow. His whole body turned into a beacon. The light punched a hole through the ceiling of the bus, and ascended into the sky.

      It brought to mind the way the other students had tried to light the flares in the trials to alert the guards that we were being attacked. Just like that time, Adam’s light soared up into the sky and was then abruptly cut off by the gathering storm. The dark clouds dampened the light and forced it back. It snuffed out as Adam bent over the seat, his chest heaving.

      Bradley continued his attack. He was no longer cutting off limbs but trying to get past them so he could focus on the mouth that held row upon row of serrated teeth.

      This demon was like a cross between a shark and an octopus. If a shark and an octopus were mixed together in a Petri dish of nightmares.

      However fast Bradley was, the demon met him with equal speed. The problem was that inside the confines of the bus, Bradley had very little room to move. His parry and feints were hampered by the seats and the kids huddling in corners.

      As he struggled to keep up, his strikes became desperate. More than once his flaming sword skimmed the edges of my protective shield. The kids behind them shrieked as I winced. The sensation was like sandpaper crawling along my brain.

      With each passing second, more and more of the demon clawed through the fissure. It struck out with one of those gruesome, pulsating legs that was made of a substance both gelatinous and somehow solid. The leg caught Adam in the side sending him reeling back. His wings materialized to provide him with balance.

      As soon as he found purchase, Adam charged again. But it wasn’t enough. With one final groan, the demon ripped apart a hole in reality. The corresponding gap began to weaken the structure of the bus. If we stayed in here much longer, we’d be crushed by either the portal or the metal.

      “Everyone out!” I screamed. The demon had so far ignored me. The sound of my voice had its head area turning in my direction. Resisting the urge to run, I pointed to the hole in the side of the bus that the initial explosion had created.

      Cassie tugged at my hand. “Get out,” I said without looking away from the demon. She began to cry. A tiny but mighty growl emitted from behind me.

      “Charles. Get the rest of the kids out of the bus. Stay behind me at all times.”

      “The demon –”

      “It’s fine.” I tried to put as much confidence into my voice as possible. My left leg was shaking so bad I felt like I needed to sit or I’d collapse. “It won’t be able to hurt you as long as you’re protected by the circles. Go!”

      For a second, nobody moved. The demon’s head still stared at me as its limbs fought off both of the Nephilim. And then I heard the little lion shifter grabbing his friends and pushing them out of the bus.

      “Move!” he roared. One day he would make a frightening alpha. I just had to make sure he reached that day somehow. The demon cocked its gruesome head to the side. In my mind, I felt its ridicule. I so wasn’t getting through this day, it seemed to say.

      It swatted both of the Nephilim away. Its body shuddered. Globs of bile and goo slopped off it but somehow it was growing bigger. The motherflipping thing was shedding its mucous skin. The lip of the fissure could no longer maintain the bulk of the beast.

      It stepped aside and continued to grow. The bus groaned around the demon. When its shoulder hit metal, the bus’s skeleton began to buckle. Metal that had been reinforced and seemed unbreakable split as easily as aluminium foil. The top of the bus tore and bloomed like a metal flower in the sun.

      Dark clouds rolled around us. The air conditioning was well and truly gone but the atmosphere wasn’t warm. In fact, it was downright freezing. Like it had been when I’d accidentally fallen into the cavern.

      I had a distinct feeling the other side of the portal led straight through to the Hell dimension. Now that I was essentially just standing on the base of the bus, I could hear the kids crying in a heap behind me.

      The demon saw them too. It tried to reach out and smash into them with an elongated tentacle, but the slimy limb slid off them like butter. The contact made my stomach roil. When it touched the outside of the circle, the demon left impressions. If I’d had anything left in my stomach, I would have thrown up then and there. Since it had escaped, the demon had been busy reaping souls. Not just any souls either. It had managed to creep back to the prison and had feasted first on its own kind. And then it had moved to the mages who had sought to keep it imprisoned.

      It only fled when it was called by its master. That’s when my heart froze. This thing was just a tool. It was being wielded.

      Now that the demon was ten feet tall, Bradley tried to get between its arms and legs. His aim was to get at where he thought its centre of power might be. Taking a running leap, Bradley’s glorious wings spread out behind him as he lifted himself into the air and spiralled through the writhing tentacles. For a second I held my breath as hope flared in my chest.

      Adam screamed a second before I saw it. While Bradley was concentrating on the demon, another figure stepped through the portal. A flash of red and silver was all I saw before Bradley crashed to the ground. He choked as he hit red dirt, his body rolling with the inertia. The impact might not have been fatal, but the bone-deep groan Bradley emitted made my heart kick in my chest. A line of blood trickled down his back and bled into his right wing. The kids behind me wailed.

      I bit my tongue to keep from doing the same. My eyes welled with tears. Bradley’s shaking hand came up to touch the section of his shoulder that was now bleeding profusely. His wing hung half-severed from his back.

      And then my mind filled with uproarious laughter. The being that had stepped through the portal came towards me. The cloak of darkness that obscured its face slipped off as it approached. I saw the horns first. And then the uneven scar around its neck where the yoke must have been rubbing against its neck for eons. Its cloven feet thudded against the bus floor. The frame that was left rattled as he moved. The demon from the cavern had escaped.

      Without the yoke to weigh it down, the thing stood upright. Aside from the cloak, it wore nothing else. I tried to avoid glancing down at its groin area.

      But what really got my attention was the blade it carried. A gleaming thing twice the size of the blade Bradley had. Its edges weren’t smooth but flowed like waves. It was the kind of weapon that cut and then was fashioned to twist and cause as much internal damage as possible. The lick of red and silver flames along its edge promised pain and death.

      And it was marching straight towards me.
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      “Adam! We need help!”

      He inched towards the demons, his jaw clamped shut. I could almost feel the cogs in his brain working. “You can’t do this alone. Go!”

      Every muscle in his body stretched taut. The demon’s bovine lips pulled back. I gaped at the sharpened teeth dripping with black ooze.

      “I said go!” I screamed. For a second I thought he might charge, but then his wings unfurled and he shot up into the sky. Higher and higher he flew. I had to stop watching him when he became a speck that was barely visible. Why he didn’t teleport was beyond me. Something about the fact that the adults were all unconscious had me thinking magic was involved.

      Some of the kids began to cry in earnest. We’d just lost our last protector. I heard Maddison’s distinct whimper.

      In my periphery, I saw the prone body of Charles’s dad. Next to the six-legged demon, even he looked small. As much as he wanted to run to his father, Charles remained with us. He had Cassie in his arms, a soothing rumble in his chest.

      The demon advanced. I blocked out everything else from my mind.

      “I see you, little witch,” the demon said. Its thick lips smiled.

      “Go back to hell!”

      Its teeth snapped, and I regretted being a smart ass. I really wanted to stay away from those teeth. My mind whirred. What the hell did I do now? Wait it out. I had to wait this out as long as I possibly could. Hopefully Adam would bring back help. Until then, all I needed to do was keep the circles intact.

      It was like it had read my mind. No sooner had I entertained the thought did the six-legged, or should I say fifty-legged demon, strike. Instead of trying to crush the circles of power I had erected around the kids, it latched on and sucked.

      I cried out at the same time the kids did. They screamed in fear. I whimpered in pain. The sensation crawled along the skin on my arms and ripped at my chest. My textbooks told me the circles I produced were a part of my soul. They obeyed me based on the well of my power. The demon was feasting on that power.

      My legs gave out. A shout erupted from behind me. Cassie was by my side, her small hands grabbing at me. Luther’s head appeared under my arm, propping me up.

      “Just a little longer,” he said.

      But we’d run out of time. Pain smashed into the side of my head as the circle around Maddison gave way. She screamed. The demon latched on to her waist. I lurched forward. With the last of my strength, I reinforced the shield around her and gave up the one around myself. The new shield sliced through the demon’s tentacle. She was free.

      I fell to my knees. Black dots danced across my vision. Outside of the circle, the air was putrid. I sucked in a breath only to succumb to a fit of coughing. It was so cold I couldn’t feel my hands.

      The bovine demon reached me. Its cloven foot came to a stop in front of where I was kneeling. Little hands reached out to grab my clothing and keep me with them. But when the demon gripped my shoulder, I was wrenched away. I felt myself being lifted five feet into the air. I gagged at the stench that wafted off the demon. I’d never been anywhere but the city. The only cattle I’d ever smelt were the ones in shrink wrap on the shelves of the supermarket. But man, this thing stank like death. It exuded blood, sweat, shit and fear. Not the demons own fear but the fear of the souls it had devoured to open the portal.

      I trembled as it brought me up to meet its eyes. Frantically I searched both my body and mind for something to fight it off with. My mind was dizzy from the sapping of my energy by the other demon. I fought to remain conscious and hold on to the circles.

      My jeans were the same ones I’d been wearing last night. My insomnia was playing up again. Basil and I hadn’t gone to sleep until almost dawn. One pocket of my jeans was empty. The other was rough with stray grains of salt. There was a small handful in there from where one of the cafeteria packets had burst open.

      The demon’s mouth opened wide. I think it was smiling again. “So small,” it said. “So small to be His. But he will want to see you. Come.”

      It started walking us back to the portal. Oh hell no! It was going to take me through to the Hell dimension. The kids screamed. I tried to kick the demon in the balls but my foot landed against steel.

      The pain was so acute it helped to clear my head. So did the sight of a streak of green against the horizon. For some reason I smiled. He wouldn’t get here to save me. But the kids would be okay.

      Something boomed against the darkened skies. The green light spun so quickly I could barely track it. It wasn’t until the multi-legged demon convulsed, a sheath of green embedded in its chest, that I realised Kai had thrown his sword. All around us, pockets of the darkness burst forth with light.

      I sagged. The demon saw its window closing. It stepped one foot into the blackness of the abyss. Then a shoulder disappeared. It dragged half my body with it. If it had been cold in the Earth dimension, it was glacial on the other side. Half my body gave up the struggle. It just didn’t feel worth it anymore.

      Something crashed into us. Kai latched on to my ankle. The demon lashed out with its sword. My breath came out in a dense cloud of condensation. When the demon struck, the air sizzled with heat. Red and silver radiated from its blade.

      “Blue!”

      Time was up.

      The demon was mostly through the portal. The only thing left on this side was half of me and the hand it used to wield the sword. That’s when I started to sprinkle the salt. I raised my sweaty hand to my mouth and blew grains into the demon’s face.

      It bellowed as each grain touched its skin. Closing my eyes, I imagined the circle that would seal the portal. The salt amplified my negligent strength until section by section; the circle stitched the portal closed.

      Kai tugged at my shoulder. I jammed my salt-crusted fingers into the demon’s eye. It roared and lost its hold on me. Kai wrenched me back into the Earth dimension just in time for me to watch the portal disappear.

      Kai swore. He crushed me to his chest. He said something, but I didn’t hear. Darkness stole the light from my world and I fell unconscious.
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      I woke up screaming. Not a scream of pain. But one of utter rage.

      “Jesus!” Sophie cried, jumping clear of my bed.

      I opened my eyes only to squint at the brightness of the light. “Urgh. Not again.”

      Doctor Thorne blinked from above me. “I think she’s in good health.”

      “How long this time?”

      “Three days.”

      I missed the dress vendor extravaganza. Silver linings, I suppose. The earth rumbled around me. For a second I thought I was still suffering from the disorientation of being between dimensions. It happened again.

      “Is that an earthquake?” I asked. Sophie helped me sit up.

      “I wish,” she said.

      The doctor shook his head. “He was the same last time. Only worse. It went on for weeks.”

      “Seriously, what’s going on?”

      “Kai’s in the illusion training room. He’s been at it for days. He’s draining the Ley line power grid.”

      “Why?”

      Sophie shrugged. “Not sure. We only know he’s pissed. Apparently he tried to strangle Adam after you passed out. He only stopped when Cassie started crying.”

      “Why doesn’t someone make him stop?”

      “He punched Professor Mortimer in the face when he even suggested it. They can’t get him to heal Bradley either. He refuses and says that Bradley can stop being a wimp.”

      What the hell?

      Her face became a quivering mirage as another quake hit us. “Okay, that’s it.”

      I flung my legs over the side of the bed. I was so tired. But there was no way I was going to get any rest with this racket. My legs were slightly tender, but I found I could walk well enough. Sophie went back to the dorms to get me a change of clothes. And then I marched from the infirmary, past the lawns and into the training sector.

      I could tell I was getting closer and closer because the flux in power was making the Fae lights blink. It was seizure-inducing. There was a crowd gathered around the entrance of the training hall.

      “Just great,” a cutting voice snapped. I gave Brigid my most withering death stare. To my surprise, she took a step back. A body crashed into me. Cassie flung her arms around me. Something twice as painful collided with my hip.

      “You’re not dead,” Charles said. “I thought for sure you were a goner.”

      I massaged my hip where he’d rammed his hard head into me. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      Cassie let go and sniffed. Her eyes were red-rimmed. “Why is he doing this?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. But I think it’s my fault.” She sobbed into her hands. Charles rubbed her back. I could feel my jaw clenching.

      That was the face I had on when I approached the door. Max reached out to grab my sleeve. “Don’t do it,” he said. “He’s in a mood. He’ll probably bite your head off.”

      “It’s nothing I haven’t gotten used to.”

      “Seriously. He’s not reasonable right now.”

      “So we’re just going to let him bring the whole Academy toppling down?”

      I pushed the door open and let it slam shut behind me. The last time I’d been in here it was with Professor Eldridge. She was teaching us to shoot arrows at moving targets. Things had been neater back then.

      This illusion was ungodly. It was dark enough that I had to squint to try and pick my way through the obstacles on the ground. It wasn’t until I almost tripped on one that I realised it was malleable beneath my feet. And that it was oozing black blood. Limbs. They weren’t obstacles. They were severed limbs.

      The illusion was so realistic I had to cover my mouth and nose to stop from inhaling the fetid stench of decay. A ferocious growl rumbled from my left. I glanced up in time to see a demon on all four legs running towards me. Just as it was about to leap, something grabbed at its tail. My jaw dropped as Kai yanked the thing back. The demon struggled in his hold but it wasn’t strong enough to evade. Inch by inch, he drew it towards him. When the head was within reach, he latched on to it and squeezed. It popped like a zit.

      My temper snapped.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I said through clenched teeth.

      When he stepped into the light, the ferocity died in my throat. Shirtless. He stood there in just a pair of grey sweatpants. Mist cloaked his shoulders. It turned opaque where his tattoo, a pair of wings encased by a magic circle, branded him. The mist condensed into droplets of water against his heated chest. My eyes tracked a single bead that licked its way down his pecs to the arrow of muscle on his narrow hips.

      I could hear Sophie’s voice in my head. If you don’t catalogue everything to tell me later, I’ll kill you. I was trying my darndest to oblige.

      I cleared my throat. He simply stood there. The pulse in his neck stood out in stark relief. His green eyes felt like they were feathering over me. Suddenly, I remembered the heat of him around me when he’d pulled me away from the Hell dimension. All of that intensity crashed into a wave of raw fury. To hell with tiptoeing around this jackass. I didn’t care how hot he was. Or how badly I wanted to trace the line of that bead of sweat.

      “When are you going to be done with feeling sorry for yourself?” I said. “Because I feel like I’ve been run over by a Mack truck and I can’t get any sleep with this commotion.”

      He took a step forward. “I’m not feeling sorry for myself.”

      “Whatever. I don’t care what this psycho brand of therapy is. We get it, your family died. I’m sorry it happened. But the family you have left is outside freaking out because she thinks you blame her. Now, I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt because even you can’t be that much of an asshole. But my head is pounding, my feet are throbbing, and I’m so insanely hungry I could chew a demon’s leg off. So just stop it.”

      Another step forward.“You think I’m an asshole?”

      “Everybody thinks you’re an asshole. They’re just too scared to tell you to your face.”

      “But you’re not scared of me.”

      He kept walking towards me like he was the hunter and I was prey. So I started forward until we were standing head to head. Or head to chest really. “I don’t know if you noticed,” I said. “But I just survived two demons. I’m the badass now.”

      That was the precise moment when my energy gave out. The Hell dimension illusion disappeared as he caught me. We were back in the training hall again.

      “You’ve got such terrible timing, Blue.”

      My head rested against his shoulder. “Just give me a few days. Then I’ll kick your ass.”

      His laughter made my head rattle. But I didn’t want him to stop holding on.

      “You need to sleep.”

      His muscles tensed. I knew he was going to teleport us. “Not the infirmary.”

      The pain and pleasure tore through me. Basil cried out as we materialised in my dorm room. “What did you do to her?”

      “Not so loud, Basil. My head hurts.”

      Kai laid me down on my bed. A light pulsed.

      “Can somebody turn the lights out?”

      They both just stood there staring at the floor. “Hello?”

      “It’s not the light, Blue.”

      When I turned over to look at what they were staring at, I saw the circles glowing beneath me. Hundred of circles that I had traced in my mind every night since I’d been here. I smiled and rolled onto my back. A second later I was fast asleep.
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      “I can barely see her hands moving,” Sasha said. I would have given him the middle finger but I was too busy shovelling food into my mouth. It was the day of the ball. I’d woken up the evening before and basically spent the rest of the time eating.

      Jacqueline came to see me and told me Kai finally gave in and healed Bradley. Apparently, the demons had gotten hold of a magical explosive. That was the flash of light I’d seen before every one of the adults had passed out. The only thing that had saved me and the kids from the same fate was the protection of the circles. The portal had been sealed over properly by the mages of the Dominion.

      That was days ago. Meanwhile, we were getting a half-day to prepare for the party. I was still excused from my classes, but I was feeling well enough to brave the dining hall.

      “Describe it again,” Diana said. It was in reference to Kai’s chest. I was fuzzy about everything else but that image was burned into my brain.

      I hadn’t seen him since he’d come into my room. Rumour had it that he was serving detention in the swamps for his stunt in the illusion room.

      It was nice to know even princes got detention.

      “I need more food.”

      “How is that possible?” Roland said. “You’re the size of a doll.”

      Sophie came with me. We were standing in line when somebody tapped me on the shoulder. I turned my head to find Adam smiling at me. It hit me then that he’d asked me to the ball and I had said yes. With everything else that had happened, it had totally skipped my mind.

      “Hi,” he said.

      “Hey.”

      “I haven’t heard from you. Are we still on for tonight?”

      I could feel Sophie shaking with curiosity. “Ah…sure. It might have to be short, though. I’m still not completely recovered.”

      “Of course. I’ll come by and get you beforehand.”

      We turned back around. Thankfully he’d only come by to talk to me and wasn’t waiting in line behind us. Sophie’s grip on me was so hard she almost snapped my wrist. “He asked you to the ball.”

      “Yeah. With everything else happening I kind of forgot about it.”

      “He asked you to the ball.”

      After the third time she said it, I had to block it out. It wasn’t until we got back to our seats and she told Diana that it occurred to me she wasn’t smiling.

      “Is there a problem?”

      Thankfully the boys had left. “Do you like him?” Diana asked. She too had a disapproving face on.

      “He’s okay.” I expected them to lay into me about Adam being angel-blooded but instead they just got really quiet. “What?”

      “Does Kai know you’re going with Adam?”

      “What does Kai have to do with anything?”

      But just the mention of that jackass had the burger turning to ash in my mouth. “Thanks a lot. Now I’ve lost my appetite.”

      That seemed to cheer them up a little. On the other hand, my mood spiralled. I’d missed out on the vendors. Now that the rules had been relaxed, I didn’t have enough time to buy something new. And all of my whining about not wanting to go had finally convinced Sophie and Diana not to buy a spare dress for me.

      Go figure.

      To make matters worse, my clothes didn’t really fit me too well anymore. Diana was right. I’d gained quite a bit of weight since moving to the Academy. Five months of this and I could barely get my jeans to zip up.

      “Can I raid your closet?”

      Sophie bit her lip. “Sure. But I don’t know if you’re going to find anything short enough in there.”

      We rifled through clothes together. “How formal is this thing?”

      “Think Met Gala.”

      I choked. “Are you serious? It’s supposed to be a celebration of the winter solstice. As a hedge witch, I feel like the appropriate dress code should be none. And we should be dancing around a fire!”

      “You’re the one who didn’t want to go!”

      “How was I supposed to know Adam would ask me?”

      “You can cancel?”

      I stopped and looked at her. “Who are you and what have you done to my roommate?”

      She sighed. “I mean, doesn’t it feel weird to go with somebody else?”

      “Sometimes I don’t even know if we’re speaking the same language.”

      “I don’t know how much more of this I can handle,” Basil muttered. He was on my bed trying to read yet another romance novel.

      “You know, for someone who keeps complaining about not being let outside enough, you sure spend a lot of time in here.”

      “Pardon me for enjoying the pleasure of my own company.”

      “Did you have any daughters, Basil?” Sophie asked.

      “I…” he fumbled. His fake brows creased. “You know I can’t really be sure.”

      “I bet you did,” she laughed.

      “It would certainly account for how tedious I find this. Perhaps I will go to the library. Can you write me a note?”

      I scrawled a note on a piece of stray paper so that he wouldn’t be accosted in the hallways. Everyone had sort of gotten used to the fact that I had a doll with a mage’s spirit living with me. If he had a note, they knew he’d gotten permission and wasn’t on a stroll to destroy the Academy.

      I ended up settling for a black skater dress that was still a bit loose around my waist. At least it was long enough to reach just below my knees. The strap kept falling down my shoulder. It was going to drive me crazy all night.

      There was no point bothering with makeup and hair when my dress wasn’t all that exciting. So I sat with my back against the wall and watched Sophie get done up. I balled my fists and willed myself not to feel envious when she lifted her dress from the garment bag. Sparkling caramel spilled to the floor.

      “How jealous are you right now?” she asked, her smile warm.

      “A thousand percent.” My words were whispered. It didn’t feel right to raise my voice around such beauty. I helped her slip into it.

      The cut of the dress was simple enough. It had a plunging neckline and cinched waist that would draw the eye to her curvy hips. The skirt flowed all the way to the floor allowing her to wear heels that would inspire Jacqueline. A slit ran just far up enough on her left thigh to be sexy but not too revealing. This Madam Familiar was one dangerous woman.

      “If Max doesn’t notice you in this, he’s blind and stupid.” She grabbed my hand.

      “Don’t say anything about Max. I don’t want Roland to feel bad.”

      I was pretty sure Roland had caught on given how much shit we gave her about Max. But he’d plucked up the courage to ask Sophie anyway, so I shut my mouth.

      Somebody knocked on the door. Sophie turned towards it. “That’s Diana.”

      But when I hopped to open it, there was nobody there. “What the?”

      I thought maybe some of the boys were playing pranks again until I looked down and saw a long, white cardboard box sitting on the floor. There was a sky-blue satin ribbon tied around it. Heels clicked against the floor. Diana appeared in a structured maroon number that accentuated her hourglass figure perfectly. She’d let her braids loose for once and her hair was gathered to one side. I didn’t realise how creamy her skin was until all that hair had been tamed.

      “You look incredible,” I told her.

      And because tonight was turning out to be magical, the tough-as-nails dwarf blushed. “Thanks. What’s that?”

      “I’m not sure. I just opened the door and it was here.”

      I picked up the box and moved aside so she could come in.”

      “It looks like a dress box. And it has a blue ribbon.”

      “Are you just describing stuff now?”

      “Open it,” they said in unison. I placed the box down carefully on my bed.

      “What if it’s not mine?”

      They stared me down until I gave up and did as they asked. The ribbon slipped off easily. My fingers were shaking a little as I lifted the lid off the box and gathered the tissue paper aside. A shimmer of pale blue-grey reflected the light. Sophie inhaled. I lifted the dress out carefully. The skirt trailed down like a waterfall.

      “Oh hell,” Diana said. “There’s no way you’re going to be able to wear a bra with that. Are those pearls real?”

      She touched the pearls with her fingers. I couldn’t even see how this dress would sit on a figure. But it was too short for Sophie.

      “Put it on,” Sophie commanded.

      I just stared at the dress. The material was actually more sturdy than silk but it felt just as decadent. It flowed over my fingers and whispered against the floor. I swallowed hard. Diana was rifling around in the tissue paper.

      “Ah ha!” she waved a Post-It note triumphantly. Even in the magical world, some stationary was vital. She shoved the note in my face.

      I looked at the single word and my whole body tensed. It simply read: Blue.

      “I can’t breathe,” Sophie said. “Like I am legitimately having an anxiety attack.”

      Diana fanned her face with the note. “Is it hot in here or what? Why are you still standing there? Put the damn dress on!”

      I did so tentatively. I was terrified that I would make a sudden move and the dress would tear. Or the pearls would fall off the delicate gossamer thread that somehow held them together.

      The dress had no back. Diana was right. There was no way I could wear a bra unless I wanted to ruin the whole look. Instead of straps, the lines of pearls crisscrossed behind my shoulders to form a web on either side. The pearls ran along the dip in the material that ending modestly enough that my butt wouldn’t be on display. The cut wasn’t fitted like Diana’s dress, but it swept against my skin giving the illusion of both curves and grace.

      “It really does bring out the blue in your eyes,” Sophie said. She looked a bit teary.

      “Do not cry,” Diana ordered. “You’ve already got makeup on.”

      “I just realised I don’t have any –”

      Diana produced a silver pair of strappy heels from the box. They were low enough that I didn’t think I’d twist my ankle in them. When I put them on, it elevated me enough so that the back of the dress formed a small train.

      “That’s going to get dirty and trampled,” I said.

      “I don’t think so,” Sophie said. She picked up a piece of red chalk from the table and crumbled it over the train.

      “Hey!”

      But as we watched, the chalk bounced right off leaving pristine blue silk. “I’m starting to get a little freaked out that he knows what size I am.”

      There was another knock on the door. A teeny-tiny part of me kind of hoped it would be Kai on the other side. When Diana opened it, Adam stood in the doorway. All three of us deflated a little. He swept his gaze over me. For some reason, my first reaction was to reach out and strangle him. He smiled and I regained my senses.

      “You look beautiful,” Adam said. I almost choked. It was the right sentiment. But it was coming from the wrong person. I returned his smile.

      “Thanks. You too,” I fumbled. “I mean, not the beautiful part. I...you know what I mean.”

      He reached out to take my hand. “Ready?”

      I nodded.

      “I’ll see you guys there?”

      It was only as I turned that I saw they were both giving him the evil eye. Around these parts, that was an actual thing. I flapped my other hand at them and was grateful that his back was turned. Diana made a very impolite gesture. What had gotten into them? A few months ago they’d have shoved me at him.

      Adam stopped me at the top of the staircase. “Do you mind if we teleport?” he asked. “There are a lot of people roaming around. You might be more comfortable if we just cut straight to the Fae forest.”

      I’d been so spaced out with training and the voices I kept hearing that it never occurred to me where the venue for the ball might be. My stomach was suddenly squeamish. My mouth said the right thing, though. “Sure.”

      I almost jumped when he wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me into his chest. I had found teleportation to always feel the same. But this time there was no burst of starlight. No wrenching pain or exquisite pleasure. Just a blink and then we were standing in a glade lit up by a million Fae lights and fireflies. Beneath our feet the grass gave way to a polished dance floor wide enough to fit hundreds of students. There was a stage set up on the left. I could see Jacqueline and Professor Mortimer standing there chatting. She was in a glimmering black dress and he was in a tuxedo. I couldn’t help smiling at them in this setting.

      It was like someone had plucked a fairy tale out of a storybook and set it down right here.

      “Would you like a drink?” Adam leaned down and asked.

      “Sure.”

      He went to the bar, and while I waited, the others arrived. All of the boys looked so handsome. But it was Fred who made my eyes widen. He wasn’t wearing his glasses but that was the smallest physical change. Like me, Academy life seemed to agree with him. He’d filled out as well. He was no longer weedy. Athletic might be more accurate.

      I traded a glance with Sophie. “How much exercise have you been doing behind our backs?” I asked him.

      His grin could light up the whole place. “Bradley has been helping me train in preparation for the exams. He doesn’t want a repeat of the trials.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “You mean that time you helped your friends hold off a manticore while the rest of the students ran away?”

      Adam laughed from behind me. He returned with my lemonade and handed it to me. “That really was an eye-opening trial,” he said.

      “Which house are you in?” I asked him.

      He tipped his head towards Sophie. “Sapphire.”

      “I see. So I’m on a date with the enemy?”

      “Is this a date?”

      I walked right into that one. I was going to say something about the fact that I had been awarded five hundred points for holding off the demons during the bus attack. Obsidian House was now in the lead. It probably wasn’t a good move to try and antagonise my…date. Thankfully, Jacqueline cleared her throat in the universal signal for wanting to make a speech. She kept it short.

      “I’m so glad to see you all tonight,” she said. “I won’t keep you except to say that in light of everything that has happened, we all deserve a night off. But that doesn’t mean we stop being responsible.” She then rattled off a list of rules and prohibited substances. Once a teacher, I supposed. We all applauded when she was finished. The band started up and everybody cheered.

      “Would you like to dance?” Adam asked. Just then a murmur ran through the crowd. We turned as a group to look between the spot where the clearing gave way to thick forest to see a figure strolling out of the trees. He wore a fitted black suit and tie with a white shirt. How does a person manage to look perfect in formal clothing and sweats? If I wasn’t drooling, I’d probably hate him. I think I did hate him a little. The other part of me was trying not to hyperventilate.

      My heart stopped. So did every female’s in the glade. Only I couldn’t hide in obscurity because Kai scanned the crowd until his eyes settled on me. And then he started coming this way.
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      One by one my friends peeled off. Some of them to dance, others to avoid the situation. Sophie gave my hip a squeeze before Roland led her away. Adam placed his hand on the small of my back. I gripped the plastic lemonade cup for dear life.

      “I can’t believe it,” Adam said, his lips close to my ear. “He’s never shown up to a dance before.”

      I hardly registered what he was saying. All I could do was shiver at the hard stare Kai was giving me. Somebody stepped into his way. I recognized that mop of dark hair. Max definitely cleaned up nice. I resisted the urge to find Sophie in the crowd. Whatever Max was saying to him, Kai shook his head and sidestepped.

      And then he was in front of me. Or us.

      That sounded weird in my head. Adam and I weren’t anything. He was nice and lovely to look at, but I wasn’t the kind of girl who could keep nice things. All of my shit got stolen or ruined.

      Adam held out his hand. “Malachi. It’s really good to see you here.” Clearly Adam wasn’t the type to hold a grudge. If Kai had strangled me, I wouldn’t be so forgiving.

      Kai’s nostrils flared. He grasped Adam’s hand. Immediately after he let go, he placed that hand on my elbow.

      “Do you mind if I steal her for a second?”

      If Adam objected, I didn’t hear it. Not that there was any time because before I knew it, Kai was steering me away in the wrong direction.

      “The dance floor is that way,” I pointed out.

      “I have eyes, Blue.”

      My defences immediately went up. I tugged my arm away and set the lemonade cup down at a nearby table. “What’s wrong with you? First you get me this dress and then you turn up and act like a nutcase. Can you just be a normal person for one night?”

      “Do you want me to be a normal person?”

      I opened my mouth but nothing came out. He wasn’t normal. Then again, neither was I. Kai closed the distance between us. He tipped my chin up to meet his eyes.

      “The thing is, Blue, if I have to be around Adam for too long, I’ll remember how he flew off and left you and Cassie at the mercy of a demon. Then I’ll want to strangle him again. I don’t think you want that.”

      I turned my head away. “You have no idea what I want.”

      “So tell me.”

      I wanted to punch him. But I breathed through it. “I asked Adam to go find help.”

      “I don’t care. If he spent more time training and less time trying to be everybody’s friend, he would have figured something else out.”

      “Not everybody can be as perfect as you.” He grinned. I stamped my foot. “That was not a compliment.”

      “Sounded like one to me.”

      “Yeah well, you should stop living in a fantasy world.”

      Those green eyes darkened. His lashes shuttered. “I kinda want to stay in this fantasy a little while longer. Dance with me.”

      He made it sound like a request. I heard hints of a command. The refusal was on the tip of my tongue. It was in my nature to be contradictory. Aside from Nanna, authority figures always disappointed. Until I came here.

      “Please.”

      My jaw dropped. I found myself stepping into his personal space. Grabbing the front of his shirt, I pulled him closer. “Say that again.”

      He wrapped one arm around me. “Don’t push your luck.”

      I wished there was such a thing as a magical recording device. The things I could have done with that one word.

      “Okay.”

      No sooner had acceptance slipped from my mouth did he teleport us. The sensation shot through every inch of my body, making my cells come alive. This was definitely just a Kai thing. When the world materialized again, we were inside the clearing in the Grove.

      There were fewer lights in here, but the ones that hung from the trees were just enough to give the area a feeling of intimacy. On second glance, they weren’t lights I saw hanging from the Arcana tree in the centre of the clearing. They were glass jars suspended by magic. Inside each jar was a tea light candle.

      “Isn’t that dangerous?” I asked.

      “Not really. The nymphs have them under control.”

      “I can’t believe you got them to do that.”

      A smirk. “I’m good at getting people to do things I want.”

      My brow rose. He held out his hand. There was a moment of taut silence. I didn’t want to encourage his egotistical behaviour. Kai stepped forward and grabbed me around the waist. I tried to reach up and push him off but the pearls were threaded in such a way that it made lifting my arms difficult.

      I lowered them. Smacking him in the head wasn’t worth ruining this stunning dress. His gaze trailed along the pearls on my shoulder. My skin tingled even though he didn’t touch me. And then he did. He lifted a finger to trace along the line of pearls on my right shoulder. The contact tugged at something low in my gut.

      How the hell did that happen? He was such an arrogant jerk. He took every opportunity to do things that pissed me off. Yet here I was completely at his mercy. I swallowed as he pulled me close. With the heels on, the top of my head reached his collarbone.

      “It’s a great dress, huh?” he murmured. “The way the pearl straps are situated makes it impossible to lift your arms up too high.” He tipped my head up again. The smile he flashed almost stopped my breath. “Means you can’t hit me even if you want to.”

      “Oh yeah, smart ass? How are we supposed to dance? Unless you want me to just stand here?”

      His smile took on a predatory edge. Raising both hands, he skimmed his fingers up my arms and gathered the pearl straps until they sat directly on my shoulders. I was able to lift my arms up to lock around his neck. It was a good thing he threaded his arms around my back to hold me in place because I was in danger of fainting.

      There was no music but we managed to sway in synchronicity. We didn’t speak. It was for the best. Every time one of us opened our mouths, we inevitably started fighting. It hit me then that this right here really was a fantasy. Did I want to wake up from it?

      He was so solid and warm around me. As much as he infuriated me, there was something exhilarating about being in his presence. But also safe.

      It was that thought that had me tensing. I hadn’t been safe in a long time. I didn’t know how to be safe. He noticed my sudden agitation.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Blue –”

      “That’s not my name, you know.”

      He sighed. It was heavy. “Three minutes.”

      “Pardon?”

      “It’s been three minutes of blessed peace.”

      “There are plenty of girls back at the ball who would stitch their lips together just to be in your presence. Why don’t you go and bug them?”

      When I tried to pull away, he locked his fingers around my back. I glanced up at him, my jaw tight. His head dipped. I stopped breathing.

      “I don’t want to bug anyone else. It’s fun to watch you get all flustered.”

      “You are seriously the worst.”

      “So I’ve heard. Not just from you. From Cassie. My grandmother. Max. Professor Mortimer. I’m still working off the blowback from that one.”

      “I can’t believe you punched him.”

      His arms tensed. I pressed my cheek to his chest. “I can. I’ve done worse. After my family was murdered I was like a rage tornado sweeping everyone up and dumping them in my wake.”

      I bit my lip. I wanted to know what happened, but I didn’t want to open that wound up for him again. It seemed he wanted to talk, though. All I had to do was wait and stay quiet. Not a trait I was good at.

      “When I was a kid, I thought we were invincible. I used to watch in the training yards of Seraphina as Michael’s bloodline trained. We’d had peace for too long. When the demons came, they outnumbered and outclassed us.”

      “How did that even happen?”

      “We forgot they’re demons. They don’t fight with honour. Instead of meeting Michael’s forces head-on, they went for our weakest. Our children and the Nephilim who couldn’t fight.”

      “Your family.”

      His grip turned crushing. I held on even harder. “When it was over, I was so angry at all of them. Looking back, I can barely remember the few years after that. All I did was train. It felt like I blinked and went from watching my family die to winning the trials. By then I’d lost almost everybody but Max. I still don’t like Bradley. Or Adam.”

      I thumped his shoulder. “You definitely have issues.”

      My whole body warmed when he chuckled. “Thanks for keeping her safe. For protecting them. I don’t know what I’d do if I lost Cassie.”

      “Does she know that?”

      “Of course she does.”

      I pursed my lips and looked up at him. “She knows you’re trying to protect her. But she’s a kid. It doesn’t matter what you say you’re doing. She wants to be with you. Isn’t the whole point of the Academy existing so that she has a place where she’s safe?”

      “Seraphina was meant to be safe.”

      “Okay, forget the word safe. Let’s talk about living. Life is not about staying one step ahead of death. She’s not going to look back one day and remember all the training you did to keep her safe. She’s going to miss all the time you could have spent with her.”

      I dropped my head. He cupped my cheek and drew me up again. “Blue –”

      “I don’t remember my mother at all. But I remember Nanna always being there. We didn’t have much money, but I don’t care that I didn’t have new clothes or fancy stuff. Everything she taught me while we gardened together is everything I’ve used to get this far.”

      “She’s still alive.”

      I nodded. “Yes she is. And that knowledge keeps me going. But I’m not going to stay in limbo until she wakes up. I have to keep going. Or it’ll hurt her when she does wake up. Keep going, Kai.”

      He leaned down, his features obscured in the shadows. He brushed his thumb over my cheek. “You really are a badass.”

      “Don’t you forget it.”

      He smiled at me. My heart skipped a long beat. The candle lights flickered and extinguished. “Dammit. Time’s up.”

      “Time?”

      “I’m on a curfew. It was either that or miss the ball altogether.”

      I hissed. “Typical. Even punishments for you are different to us mere mortals.”

      He clasped his hands under my jaw, splaying his fingers on my neck. “After everything that’s happened, you’re anything but a mere mortal, Blue. I better get you back before they think I’ve kidnapped you.”

      All things considered, I didn’t mind being kidnapped by him at all.
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      The rest of the evening was uneventful. It was fun to hang out and forget about the demon attacks and the impending exams.

      We left at a reasonable hour. Adam stood for too long at our door. “Okay, thanks,” Sophie said. She slammed the door in his face.

      “Soph!”

      “What! He looked like he was going to try and kiss you!”

      “So?”

      Basil just shook his head. “I do not approve of any of this.”

      Sophie nodded fervently. “Neither do I. Please tell me you’re not going to see him anymore.”

      “Seriously, what’s going on with you? I thought you wanted me to make more friends.”

      “You’ve got plenty of friends.”

      “Sophie.” I grabbed her arm. “What’s up?”

      Her jaw locked. “He shouldn’t have left you there alone with the demons.” Not this again.

      “I asked him to go find help.”

      “I don’t care. He’s a weak asshole.”

      “You sound just like Kai.”

      “I wish I’d been there when Kai strangled him and his face turned blue.”

      “How do you even know what happened?”

      “Charles told Max and –”

      I whirled on her. Red crept up her neck and spread over her cheeks. I grinned. “When did you talk to Max?”

      “That’s beside the point.”

      “Is it? You had a date and somehow he still managed to make time with you.”

      “It was one dance.” She put her hands on her hips. We looked at each other and broke out in hysterical squealing. Basil covered his nonexistent ears and groaned.

      We didn’t go to bed until the small hours of the morning. Since my escape from the demon, I was feeling less mopey about stuff. Until the professors got all up in my head about exam prep.

      “What the hell?” I said. “How is it exams already? I only just got here.”

      “It’s been five months,” Sophie said.

      We were making our way to the dining hall after our final class for the day. I didn’t have practice with Kai because he was still being punished with hard labour in the swamps. Figures that he was the one who did the crime and I ended up paying for it. The only thing I could console myself with was the fact that I had read up on a lot of the theory that had stumped me during my entrance exam.

      Basil and I went over everything late at night while everyone else was still asleep. I wasn’t hearing voices in the middle of the night anymore. The nightmares were another thing altogether. It kept replaying that moment when the demon pronounced that I belonged to someone and tried to drag me into the Hell dimension. I hadn’t told anyone about that part. I’d only just gotten the idea that I wasn’t a demon into people’s heads. The last thing I needed was for them to question this. I wasn’t a demon. I couldn’t be. No way was I entertaining that thought. Luckily, all of the kids had been too preoccupied with dying to have caught it.

      The buzz outside Professor Eldridge’s Weaponry and Combat class was deafening when I arrived back from lunch with Diana and Sophie. “What’s going on?” Sophie asked Trey. Everybody was gathered around a chalkboard at the front of the room. The professor was taping a bunch of lists to the chalkboard.

      “Whoever is stabbing me in the back with their elbow had better step away,” she snarled. A circle opened up around her. She took the opportunity to stride away from the board. When she was gone, the students swarmed.

      “She’s putting up the lists for the exam groups,” Trey said. He then turned his back on us and fought his way to the front of the queue.

      “Why is this such a big deal?” I asked.

      “Since we’re preparing for the Unity Games, the stronger the group you can get into, the higher the chances you’ll be picked to represent Bloodline Academy in the games. They have to include everybody in one trial and pick a leader for each group. If you’re in a team with a House Captain, that’s like being given a golden ticket.”

      The Unity Games were kind of like the supernatural Olympics. They happened once every three years and brought together the four magical schools in the world to compete in trials. It was also a recruiting ground for supernaturals. If you did well, it was likely you’d walk away from the games with a guaranteed job offer. I thought the whole thing was weird. I was the only one. Diana decided to join the fray.

      Fred was ejected by the crowd and raced over. “I got into Bradley’s group!” His grin was infectious.

      “Good for you,” Sophie said. She was frowning, though. When I glanced at where her attention was fixed, I saw the burn mark on his wrist. “Are you okay?” she asked him.

      He shrugged it off. “This is nothing. I’ve just been practicing my circles a lot.”

      “You’re using candles?” That was third-year stuff. Sophie told me she used candles sometimes but she was a kitchen witch and could control fire to a certain extent.

      “Yeah. Brigid has been helping me with wind manipulation and the candlelight helps to concentrate that.”

      I bristled. He seemed to realise his mistake. Sophie turned her shoulder to him and walked off. “Sorry,” he said. “I mean, I know you don’t like her, but she’s been okay to me. And I really do need help.”

      “Do whatever you want.”

      I walked away too. He did need help before. But he didn’t need it now. Maybe I was being petty, but I couldn’t forgive the Fae who had stabbed me. Diana and Trey came back.

      “You’re in Adam’s team,” Diana told Sophie.

      “What about Max?” I said.

      “Diana got picked for his team,” Trey said.

      Diana looked like she was going to thump him. Sophie put on a brave face. I squeezed her hand. She squeezed back harder. “No big deal. He picked his best shot at winning.” I was going to kill Max when I got the chance.

      “Which is probably why Kai picked you,” Trey said to me.

      “Huh?”

      “In the games,” Trey insisted. “You got picked for his team.”

      I laughed. “Why would he choose me? I‘m terrible at hand-to-hand combat.”

      “Doesn’t matter. These exams aren’t just about fighting. He doesn’t need another fighter anyway. You’ve got the strongest Earth magic in the school. It was a smart move.”

      Later in the week, Kai laughed his ass off when I told him what Trey had said. He’d finally made some time to reschedule one of my lessons. “Yeah okay, let’s go with that explanation.”

      He tossed a staff at me. I barely caught it. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He shook his head. “Never mind. Forget I said anything.”

      I wouldn’t let it go. Finally, he dragged his hand through his hair. It highlighted the smudge of something, it looked like seaweed, stuck to his hairline. “I don’t want you on my team, Blue.”

      My jaw dropped.

      “These trials aren’t a joke. They’re dangerous. You remember the one I dreamed up, right? Think of that but at the hands of the school committee.”

      “Why did you pick me then?”

      He glanced sidelong at me. For a second, he stopped curling the hand wraps around his hands. “Because none of the team leaders wanted you.”

      I wanted to say it didn’t hurt. Not saying it and not feeling it were two different things. He saw the look in my eyes. “Don’t take it personally.”

      “Well, when you put it like that, how else can I take it?”

      Obviously he was back to being a jackass. I shouldn’t have expected anything less. As we sparred and he yelled corrections at me, something cold settled in my chest. Alright, if all these jerks didn’t want me on their team, then I would show them exactly what they were missing out on.

      I was so tired of being looked down on just because I was a low-magic user. Hadn’t I proven my circles were just as good as their fireballs? If Fred could win their respect, then so could I. Except I didn’t want their respect. I wanted them to eat their words.

      Channelling my rage, I dodged and struck with a precision I’d never been able to maintain before. Kai feinted to the right. I brought the staff up at an angle to block him and then immediately compensated. His blade swung wide. I shifted my body so that it sliced the air in front of me. When I lashed out, the tip of the staff smacked him on his left thigh.

      We stilled. It was the first time I’d ever gotten in a hit before. I almost dropped the staff and did a victory dance. Somehow, I managed to maintain my dignity. Rather than get annoyed, he smirked. Leaning down, he spoke beside my ear.

      “I’ll make a badass out of you yet, Blue.”

      Not if I did it by myself first.
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      The library was open at all hours these days. We had exams tomorrow and everybody was trying to study. I’d never felt more nervous. Back in the human world I never even bothered to study. Sometimes I didn’t even show up for them. But it was impossible not to get swept up in the tide of anxiety. These kids were magical and their emotions fuelled their powers. More than one explosion had happened over the past week with witches and mages trying to perfect their potions. The vampires were around twenty-four seven, choosing not to sleep so they could work on their compulsions. The Fae got even more beautiful. They went around trying to out-glamour each other.

      Howls rented the air at all hours of the night. The shifters were practicing their transformations. Their heightened emotional toll had them making all kinds of primal sounds.

      “Have a try of this,” Sophie said.

      We were in the small, disused kitchen of the dining hall. Sophie had gotten permission to use it to practice her potions. I sniffed at the spoonful of something red and bubbling that she shoved under my nose. It smelled of roses and raspberry. I opened my mouth. It tasted heavenly. Until it didn’t.

      Clutching my hands over my mouth, I ran to the sink and threw up. Something felt like it was scraping down my throat. My eyes watered.

      “Lex!”

      “What the hell was that?”

      “Rosehip jam with a hint of a memory spell. What’s wrong?”

      “What memory were you thinking of when you made it? Was that during when we were talking about Max? It feels like I just ate gunpowder!”

      I stuck my head under the faucet and tried to rinse out my mouth. It did nothing.

      “Sorry!” Sophie kept apologizing. “Oh jeez. You’ve got smoke coming out of your ears.”

      I ran to the Herbology centre where Peter gave me a magicked salve of lemon verbena, aloe, and peppermint that eventually soothed the burns in my mouth.

      “That’s a powerful smoke spell,” Peter observed.

      “You’re telling me!” I stuck my tongue out and scraped it with my nails. The salve had numbed it to the point where I could hardly feel anything. I sat on the bench beside the nasturtiums and chewed on comfrey leaves.

      “How is your examination prep going?” Peter asked.

      “It’s okay. I think I’ll do better than last time.”

      “Not exactly a difficult feat as I recall.”

      “I’m a bit nervous about my physical exam.”

      “How so?”

      “I got picked to be on a team with Malachi.”

      “Ah. Not to worry. He’ll keep you in line.”

      “Do you mean safe?”

      “I meant what I said.” He grinned. “Give me a hand with these nightshade plants.”

      I put on gloves and helped him relocate the deadly plants. Then we climbed a tree and I gathered mistletoe for the mage’s examinations. By the time I was done with those chores, my mouth was soothed and so was my mind. Being around plants had always given me a sense of peace.

      Basil was waiting for me when I arrived home. Sophie was still out. “I don’t know if I can handle any more studying. I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”

      “Not to worry,” Basil said. “Let’s take a look at your fighting form.”

      He knew nothing about physical combat. The repeated physical exertion tired me out, though. After drawing my circle, I was out like a light.

      It felt like I had barely closed my eyes when the voice dragged me into the cold cavern. I struggled but I couldn’t break free. This was just a nightmare, but while I was there, my entire body was motionless.

      “There you are,” a voice said. This one didn’t belong to the bull demon. It was smooth as molasses. The voice was disembodied. Nothing appeared to claim it.

      “What are you?” I asked.

      “I am what you are.”

      “Which is what exactly?”

      “Trapped.”

      I thought he was referring to my inability to move. “This is just a nightmare.”

      “Not for long. Not now that I’ve found you. Come to me, Alessia.”

      A glacial hand wrapped around my throat. It clamped down. I fought to breathe. My body remained still. I wanted so badly to claw at the thing compressing my airways. A pulsating sound snapped my eyes open. The room was no longer dark.

      A blue glow lit up the floor. When I rolled over to peer over the side of the bed, I saw circles ablaze. They threw off light that reached into every dark corner of my mind. I pressed my hand to the floor. A tingling raced up my arm. It pushed away the voice that had been in my head. I was okay. Nothing was going to get me. Not in here.

      I couldn’t fall back asleep, though. The nightmare had felt too real. I had to make a decision. When the exams were over, I’d have to tell Jacqueline about what the demon had said to me. There was no more hiding. I felt certain that the source of the strength of my power came from something not of this realm. Because of that, I was dangerous. Even if I didn’t intend to be.

      These were the thoughts that were racing through my mind as I tended to the Arcana tree in the Grove. My tree was growing steadily. It was almost as tall as I was. The growth was too astronomical to be normal, but I didn’t question it. There were far more sinister things to consider. I yawned as I watered.

      A high-pitched chattering told me the nymphs were around. Sometimes they showed up to watch me labour. They were still gloating about conning me into doing this chore in the first place. Today I was too wound up to notice them much.

      I was just about to leave when a cluster of them flew at me. They blocked my exit. The purple nymph flew in their centre. She had an Arcana fruit clutched in her tiny hands. It must have weighed more than she did. It put me in mind of those helicopters that flew into remote areas to drop supplies.

      I only just reacted in time to catch the fruit when she dropped it in front of me. I gulped. “What’s this?”

      She flew up to my eyeline. The disdain on her face was something I was used to. “Present.” It was so shrill that’s what I deciphered she’d said.

      I smelled a trick. “No thanks.”

      I tried to set it down on the grass but they chattered at me. “No joke,” Purple Nymph said. They wouldn’t take no for an answer. In the end I pocketed the fruit just so they would let me go. I had to run to get to the junior campus for my first two exams.

      I was puffing when I arrived just in time to watch the last of the kids enter the exam room.

      Was it wrong to feel smug that you aced an exam about Demonology that was meant for kids? I didn’t care. After the disaster that was my first exams, I’d take it. History was much easier this time around too. I was so glad I’d spent all that time reading with Basil. I would borrow him as many romance novels as he wanted when this was over.

      The Herbology exam was also a breeze. Not only did I know the names of all of the herbs, but when I was asked to put together the tinctures and tisanes to cure a vampire’s bite, I didn’t fumble. Mostly because I’d had practice. In all of the angst around exams, Trey got into a scuffle with a vampire and got himself bitten.

      Arcane Magic proved less frightening than last time too. I could name all of the runes used in a protection spell and I was able to draw a map of the Ley lines as dictated by the exam sheet. Even the written portion of Weaponry and Combat wasn’t that bad. I knew what weapons were best employed against the different races. Silver for shifters, Hawthorn stakes for vampires, and iron for the Fae. Bunyips and other swamp and water-dwelling creatures despised fire. And demons? They were created by Lucifer from the realm of the seraphim. They could be destroyed with an angel or demon blade. Or a weapon anointed by the seraphim. Beyond that they could be trapped and sent through portals. Their essences could also be bound to an object and if that object was destroyed, the demon would die.

      I even did okay in the practical application of said weapons. My arrows didn’t go anywhere near the centre of the bullseye, but they didn’t fly off the mark either. I had a few solid hits to the outer ring of the target.

      Diana didn’t flatten me in less than ten seconds when we sparred. On top of that, I didn’t squeal when I went down. Bonus.

      I was feeling pretty good about myself until we went to find my team for the final assessment. The examinations were being done in stages. The first few teams had their physical examinations straight away. Sophie was part of the first group. I found her huddled in the courtyard of the trial centre.

      “Soph!”

      Diana and I bolted to her. I knelt down in front of her. “What’s wrong?”

      She tried to smile despite the tear stains under her eyes. “I’m okay.” She clutched at my hand.

      “This is not okay,” Diana said. “What happened?”

      She shook her head. “Can’t talk about it, remember? Spelled not to.”

      A lump formed in my gut. This was not good. She tried to sit up. With our help she managed to stand and settle on a stone bench instead of the cold floor.

      “Don’t worry about me,” she said. “I’m just being a wimp.”

      That was the last word I would use to describe her.

      “Blue!” Kai called out my name.

      “Diana!” Max called hers.

      We looked at each other. Then we looked at Sophie. She sniffed but gave us a thumbs-up. “Don’t worry, you guys will do great.”

      I stuck my hands into the pocket of the hoodie I was wearing. It curled around the Arcana fruit in there. I pulled it out and offered it to her. Sophie’s eyes went wide.

      She took it from me and took a single bite. Then she pushed it back at me. Her eyes teared up. “Thanks. You’ll probably need this more than I do.” She glanced quickly at my team who were all assembling by the entrance to the trial centre.

      “Good luck.”

      I pocketed the fruit and ran to where Kai was standing. As usual, he had a scowl on his face. My teammates were all equally unimpressed. Looking at them, I was surprised. After Trey and Diana had told me which team I was in, I hadn’t bothered to check the lists myself.

      Evan stood beside the vamp girl who had tested me in my original trial. I scrambled around for a name. Desi! That was it. Their attention was focused on the door to the centre. They spoke in a low tone.

      We were all allowed to bring in a weapon of choice but neither of them was armed. He was a high-magic mage. He didn’t need a physical weapon to fight. She was a vampire. Enough said. I had opted not to bring a weapon because the chances of me hurting myself were pretty high. As long as I had my circles, I would be okay. At least that’s what I kept telling myself.

      “Remember what I said,” Kai murmured to me.

      “Yeah, yeah. I’m here to keep a low profile. Defensive circles only.”

      There was a girl in the tightest pair of black leggings I had ever seen outside of a movie. She wore a matching black singlet top. If I didn’t know any better, I would have thought she was getting ready for a heist. She looked every inch a cat burglar. Then she turned to me and winked yellow eyes. Now I was sure she was a feline shifter. She too was unarmed.

      “I’m Gwen,” she said, holding out her hand. “Your resident leopard.”

      “Lex. The unwanted one.”

      She laughed. “That’s not what I hear. It’s good to meet you.”

      “I’m the only first-year,” I hissed at Kai.

      “No you’re not.” He inched his head to the left. Acid burned in my chest. Isla sauntered over.

      “Close your mouth,” Isla said to me. “Unless you want to catch flies.”

      If I ever got what I wanted, she’d be cold in the ground.

      Seeing that we were all here, Kai pushed open the centre door and stepped through. I stuffed my hands in my pocket again.

      An image of Sophie’s shattered face hit me. My stomach dipped. But I braced my shoulders and followed my team inside.
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      We entered a world of mist and shadow. Barren trees like crone’s hands clawed at the full moon. Silver light cast an eerie glow on the scraggly grass beneath our feet. I had thought it might be the illusion that Kai had used for his extreme demon-killing spree, but it didn’t have the same violent atmosphere. This was much more ominous in a cheap TV Halloween movie kind of way. All we needed now was for lightning to strike in the sky above and rain to pour down. When that didn’t happen, I allowed myself to relax. My foot clipped against a rock. I stubbed my toe and cursed.

      “What’s going on here?” Evan said. He balled his fists. Two spheres of white lights lit up the clearing. I wondered if Fred could do that these days. As far as I knew, he’d basically dispensed with his light magic. I wished Evan had left things dark. Because now I could see that the rock I’d tripped over wasn’t a rock. It was part of a gravestone that had cracked and fallen off.

      We were standing in a graveyard. I backed up away from the site. A shiver ran up my spine.

      “Creepy.”  I took another step back and ran into a body. Isla didn’t make a snide remark which was creepier than the graveyard. In the glow from Evan’s hands, her skin was white as a sheet.

      “What?” I asked.

      She was mute. Her arms crossed over her chest. She’d put away her wings when we walked into the centre but now they popped out. They began to flutter. She lifted off the ground.

      “Isla,” Kai said. “What’s happening?”

      The ground beneath my foot trembled. I yelped and leaped away. I realised I’d still been standing on the burial plot. My mind put two and two together.

      “Ah shit,” I said. “I think the dead are rising! Should have brought a weapon.”

      Kai stepped back with me, putting himself between me and the closest grave site. I turned around and Isla had disappeared.

      “She better not have run off,” Kai bit out.

      “I think she’s up there.” Gwen pointed up into the trees. Now that she said it, I could see some gold against the black of the branches.

      “Is she really hiding in a tree right now?” Desi snapped. Her fangs had shot out. The tremor in the earth turned into a solid rumble. The dirt under our feet crumbled as it shifted. I kind of wished I could fly now too. “Do we run or do we fight?”

      “We fight,” Kai said. “We’d never just leave undead to roam free if this was the real thing.”

      “What if the trial is to make it to the end of the course?” Evan asked.

      Kai skewered him with a deadly glare. “Okay, okay.” Evan held up his glowing hands. “It was just a suggestion.

      The first appendage that came out of the ground was of course a hand. I imagined the corpse had spent all its time scratching at its grave, desperate to get out. That did not help my quivering stomach. A second hand pierced through the earth and then the undead scrambled to claw away the dirt around it. More and more hands shot up.

      Kai’s sword appeared. Rather than wait for the undead to pull themselves out, he stepped forward and sliced through the first skull he saw. The undead shuddered. It gave a cry that shouldn’t have been possible with no throat. It was like a scrape of bone mixed with the howl of the wind.

      And then it turned to ash. In the time it had taken for Kai to dispatch one undead, half a dozen had surfaced. Now that they were being attacked, they popped out of their graves so fast I hardly had time to count them. What the hell kind of cemetery was this? A whimper cut through my nausea.

      Isla wasn’t coming down any time soon. Desi and Gwen went for it. They attacked anything that came at them with a ferocity that made me breathless. Desi started laughing. They were enjoying themselves. Meanwhile, I was trying to be as small as possible so they wouldn’t notice me.

      My eyes bugged out of my head when another hand popped out of the same grave of the undead Kai had killed. We’d made the assumption that it was a single undead to each grave site. That wasn’t the case. The grave closest to me was a few metres away. The undead that rose from it sniffed.

      How did it do that with no fricken nose? The thing’s face was half-decayed. Strips of blackened skin hung off its bones. Maggots crawled in its empty eye sockets. I knew that because it turned its head in my direction. Ah shit.

      I had no hope that the undead would be slow. They were coming thick and fast now. Their reflexes were every bit as good as the shifter and the vamp. Gwen let out a sharp cry as an undead sank its teeth into her calf. Her night-glow yellow eyes blinked before she booted the undead in the head. It flew into another undead coming her way.

      In the treetops, Isla screamed. Just like they’d found me, the undead had sensed her. I had a feeling they were feeding off her fear. Mine was no less potent.

      The sickening stench of decay and the sound of bones rubbing together had the hairs on my neck standing straight. Evan shot a pulse of fire in the direction of the undead trying to climb Isla’s tree. It left his side open. An undead reared up behind him. It would have latched teeth onto him had Kai not taken its head off.

      In the fight he’d had to move away from me to protect the others. Now I was standing out in the open. A sitting duck.

      “Evan,” I said, backing up some more. I thought I would hit the door we came through eventually, but it never happened. “Can’t you do anything about this?”

      “Necromancy is a forbidden practice,” he said, throwing yet more flames at the undead around him. “They don’t teach it at the Academy.” We were being swarmed. They were coming out of their graves like ants. Soon we’d be overwhelmed.

      Isla screamed once more. I turned my head towards her to find an undead scraping at her ankle. “You’ve got wings,” Gwen screamed at her. “Fly, you idiot!”

      Isla did no such thing. She was paralysed by such fear that all she could do was scramble farther up the tree. There wasn’t much more leeway.

      The first undead came at me and its teeth snapped in my face. My brain scrambled. I did the only thing I could think of and drew a circle around it. I imprinted it with the command to unbind. It was about to take a chunk out of my face when it stopped and disintegrated. A green light flashed behind it.

      Kai and I looked at each other. “Was that you or me?” I asked.

      But his attention was pulled away. We couldn’t keep going like this. Either we ran, or we’d have to find a solution.

      “Screw this.” I crouched down and placed my hand on the ground. If they couldn’t get out, then maybe they couldn’t hurt us. Most of the graveyard was given over to annual and perennial weeds. The kind with very shallow and porous roots. But the trees weren’t as dead as I’d thought.

      “What are you doing?” Evan asked.

      “Not sure.”

      I drew the circle around myself first. Couldn’t help anyone if I got bitten. I closed my eyes and tried to locate the well of Earth magic. The roar of it almost had me falling back on my butt. As the others fought, I grabbed on to the roots of the trees in my mind and forced them to come alive.

      Not real, I kept thinking to myself. I knew I was a hedge witch at heart but there was something that I disliked about bringing things that had died back to life. It felt like it was going against the natural order of things. Just like these undead shouldn’t have been brought back.

      As the roots reacted to my command, they sent their tendrils into the earth. I forced them to grow over the holes in the graves, sealing them over so that nothing could come through.  Faster and stronger they grew. But there was only so much nutrition in the ground. “Isla!” I screamed. “I need rain!”

      Instead of listening, she was attempting to get into another tree. “Isla!”

      “Shut up!” she shrieked. Desi shot through a horde of undead and grabbed her. The vampire threw her across the open space. Isla landed with a thud not far from where I crouched.

      Scrambling to her knees, Isla crawled behind me. She was using me as a human shield. My patience ran out. I snagged her by the collar of her blouse.

      “I said I need rain.”

      She clawed at my hands and face. “What’s wrong with you? We’re in the middle of a trial here. Can you just set aside whatever crazy issues you have with me for five damn minutes?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “It’s not a crazy issue,” she said. “You’re an abomination. You shouldn’t be alive.”

      I sputtered. “Well, you shouldn’t be in my fricken dimension!” I shook her. “But right now I don’t give a damn who or what is right. I need bloody rain!”

      Beside my head, I heard the sound of teeth scraping against metal. I turned just in time to see Kai’s blade pierce through the head of another zombie that was just about to bite a chunk off my nose. I stared into the cavernous eyes of the zombie. Something snapped inside me. This was real. The committee might have conjured up the creatures via magical means, but now that they were here, they were one hundred percent real. And I was a million percent crapping my pants. The undead in front of me spasmed. Its limbs jerked before it turned to dust.

      Kai pivoted, his sword swinging with lightning speed. Isla curled into a ball and whimpered. “Isla!”

      She moaned. “They’re disgusting,” she said. “They shouldn’t be here.”

      In those words, I understood what it was she meant. I assumed that in the Fae dimension things were always beautiful. The undead was the antithesis of everything she had ever known. If I was terrified, she was delirious with fear.

      But we didn’t have time for a breakdown right now. Two zombies tag-teamed Desi. While she was fighting off the one in front of her, the one behind grabbed her by the shoulder. Desi twisted, her arm reaching back. She was fast but so were they.

      Fire raged around her. Desi screamed. I remembered what Sophie had said to me in our first trial. Vamps and shifters were all susceptible to magical fire. But Evan had no choice. He wasn’t trained for physical combat at the level they were. All he had was magic. And he knew we were losing ground. Evan clenched his fists and fire erupted from the ground. It began to sweep across the graveyard.

      An undead leaped onto Kai’s back. He unfurled his wings to use as extra limbs and shoved the undead off. If he wanted to, he could fly clear of the graveyard altogether. He could leave us and still make it to the end. There were no actual rules against abandoning teammates. He was a Pendragon. The prince of Bloodline Academy. He could do whatever he wanted. And yet he chose to stay and fight. To protect us at all costs.

      My heartbeat spiked when an undead caught him by a wing. It scratched poisoned claws down the membrane. Blood wept from the wound. Kai let out a soul-crushing roar and ran the undead through the eye socket.

      I smashed Isla across the jaw with my closed fist. “I swear to Oberon if you don’t give me rain this second, I’m going to open up the circle and let a zombie feast on your wings!”

      She clutched at her cheek. Her mouth opened as though she couldn’t comprehend that I’d hit her. “You little shit!”

      “There’s more where that came from! I’m not dying here in a stupid exam!”

      I wrenched my shoulder back fully intending to smack her even harder. She pushed me aside and stood. I could see her knees trembling. I closed my eyes and injected the intent of invisibility into the circle. We just needed a little bit of time.

      Gwen yelped. The fire Evan had created was setting the undead alight. They burned and disintegrated if they got too decomposed. Before that happened, they were walking matchsticks. Now no one but Kai could get close to them. Either we were going to be overwhelmed or we were going to get mauled to death. Not fun choices.

      The first drop hit my eyelash. My eyes flicked open as the well in my mind sighed. The roots of the trees had been straining to maintain their hold, but they were beginning to break against the insistence of the undead.

      Another plop of water fell on my cheek. Then my nose. I grinned. The mist of rain escalated until it became a downpour. My reaction to the water was like the parched earth of a desert. I lifted my head to meet the droplets. The roots of the trees renewed their growth. They twisted and shot out to drag the undead back to their graves. The rain doused the fire so that the others could resume taking out undead.

      One by one the graves stop spewing forth undead. When I could no longer feel the magic trying to push against my own, I let the roots go and toppled over. The rain came to an abrupt end. I was soaking. It wasn’t a great start. But for some reason I felt jubilant. I’d always loved the rain.

      Kai reached out and lifted me to my feet. “You okay?”

      I nodded. Behind me, Isla was still standing there. She was shivering.

      “Thanks.”

      Her eyes flicked past me. Her chest heaved. “If you ever hit me again, I’ll kick your ass.”

      I punched her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            39

          

        

      

    

    
      She came at me with her fists balled. Desi stepped in her way as Kai grabbed me and shoved me behind him. “What the hell are you doing?” he snarled at me.

      “I’m done being bullied by her.” I went around him. “You have something to say to me?” I yelled at Isla. “Let’s do this!”

      “You’re not having a fight right now,” Evan said.

      “Well, I’m not waiting until she decides it’s the right moment to get rid of me either,” I said. “She’s already stabbed me once!”

      Isla shrieked. “That wasn’t me!”

      “Oh yeah right. As if you didn’t love it. I never did a thing to you!”

      “Your very existence is an affront.”

      Gwen growled. It came from the deepest base of her chest. “You’re a real bitch, you know that?”

      “Me?” Isla countered. “Her kind shouldn’t be that strong. There’s something not right about her. I can feel it.” She turned her gaze to Kai. “I know you can too. Which is why we can’t understand why you’re protecting her?”

      “What do you mean you can feel it?” My voice was small.

      “She’s talking crap,” Kai said. He reached out for me. I stepped away.

      “The seraphim might not have sensed demonic origins to your soul, but there’s darkness in your aura. Brigid has the sight. She’s seen you associating with demons.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “You’re lying.”

      “Why would we lie about that?”

      “Why are you bringing this up now?” Desi asked.

      “Because I don’t want to be anywhere near her. She’s evil.”

      I looked at Kai. “Did you know about this?”

      His expression closed over. I gulped back the tears. “Is that why Brigid wasn’t expelled? She told the Council about this and they excused her?”

      I looked down at my hands. My eyes closed and I searched inside me for the well of my Earth Magic. It was there as usual. Glowing a shimmering blue that had always mesmerized me. And yet, when I dipped deeper, the blue became darker. It turned from sky to navy until it became a core of absolute black. I’d never wanted to go near those depths before. I’d been too afraid of what I might find.

      Was Isla right? Was I evil disguised as something else?

      A hand touched my shoulder. I blinked to find Kai in front of me.

      “You’re not evil, Blue.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      I shook my head at him.

      “Evil doesn’t throw its life away multiple times to save the people it loves,” Evan said. I turned to find him smiling at me. “Nobody who saw you inside your grandmother’s room would mistake that for anything but love.”

      “He’s right,” Gwen said. Her top lip quivered at Isla. “Screw this uppity wench.”

      Isla huffed. “She just saved your scrawny ass,” Gwen said. “Without her you’d still be climbing trees.” She walked away shaking her head and muttering about the stupidity of some Fae.

      “That’s it?” Isla said. “You’re going to trust her word just because she saved your life? Demons do all kinds of treacherous things to get what they want.”

      “So do Fae,” Kai said. He wrapped his arm around my shoulder and forced me to move ahead. “We’re leaving. You can stay here if you want. But if you’re going to come along, you try and hurt her again and I’ll take your head off.”

      None of us were surprised when we heard her scampering behind. I wasn’t really paying attention to where we were walking. My mind was preoccupied with what Isla had said.

      “Does your grandmother know about this?” I asked Kai.

      “Yes, she does.”

      “Raphael and Michael?”

      “I think they’ve known all along.”

      “Did you?” I pressed, already knowing the answer. I just wanted to hear it from him. For a long time he treated me like I was an evil jack-in-the-box waiting to spring. He grew quiet. I searched his profile.

      “I knew there was something unusual about you. I just couldn’t put my finger on what it was.”

      “What if I am demonic?”

      He smirked. “What do you mean ‘what if?’ You’re a demonic pain in my ass. You have been from the very first second you got here. But evil? I don’t think so.”

      He sounded so sure. I wanted desperately to believe him. But the darkness in me insisted there was more to it.

      “What the hell?” Evan said. He’d been walking in front, lighting our way with his hands. When I looked up, the grass field disappeared. Skyscrapers now stood in place of the trees. The earth at our feet turned into a wooden boardwalk. I knew that skyline.

      “Where are we?” Desi asked.

      I gulped. “We’re in Melbourne. The Docklands.” I pointed to the left where the apartments gave way to the shipping yards. And the river. The filthy, stinking river. Something screeched to my right. My blood turned cold.

      I spun with the rest of the group to watch as a low body scampered between the buildings. “What was that?” Gwen asked. Isla moved closer to where we were huddling. Goosebumps crawled across my skin.

      “They’re rats,” I said. Just the thought of them made me break out in hives.

      “They can’t be,” Isla sneered. “They’re enormous.”

      “They’re magic rats then!”

      Kai grabbed my arm. “We need to move.” He pointed to where a mass between two shipping containers undulated. My body turned to stone. All I could do was stare as the mass burst forward into dozens of rats the size of Rottweilers. Their eyes glowed red, throwing their long noses and sharp teeth into view. Their noses twitched. They hissed. Their rotund bodies slipped across the wooden planks. They were coming for us.

      I screamed. My eyes closed.

      Terror blanketed me. I could hear Randall’s gravelly voice laughing in my head.

      “You scared of a little old rat,” he’d said while he’d dangled a fat rodent in my face. It hissed and spat, its claws trying to scratch at my face. He’s tossed it into the river, but instead of running away, it had come back up the bank and charged at us. I’d been the one to run.

      But running wasn’t something my brain was telling me to do now. “Blue!”

      Kai scooped me up in his arms. I buried my head in his chest, shivering. My ears filled with the screeching of the rats on our tail.

      “In here!” Evan said. “This door is open.”

      The city winked out as we entered a dark building. Evan’s light illuminated the inside of what seemed to be an abandoned warehouse. The smell of motor oil and fish made me gag. But it was nothing compared to the roiling in my gut as scraping began to be heard outside.

      “They’re trying to find a way in,” Desi said. Her fangs made her speech slightly protracted. Her face had turned a ghastly shade of grey.

      “Why the hell are they so big?” Gwen wanted to know. “And which sick freak on the Committee thought up rats?”

      “It wasn’t the Committee,” Kai said. “The exam is manifesting from our minds. It’s making us face our deepest fears.” He was still holding me. The heavy thud of his heartbeat against my ear was the only thing stopping me from descending into a bout of pure hysteria. I wanted to climb the walls. I wanted to get as high as I possibly could so the rats couldn’t get to me. Even though we were inside, it was as though I could feel them touching me. Scratching and biting me.

      “You scared of rats, Blue?” Kai asked.

      I whined. Why the hell didn’t I bring a weapon? It was a ridiculous thought. No weapon I could hold would break through the hide of a rat that big. Magic rats at that. I remembered what I’d figured out in the graveyard. These rats were all too real. I wouldn’t be able to just curl into a ball and wish them away.

      The screeching got closer. “Shit!” Evan said. “They’re clawing right through the wall!”

      Just as he said it, a sliver of moonlight appeared in the wall near the ground. Kai set me down and stepped in front of me. The burning light on his sword flared. It lit up the whole room. In the new brightness, I saw that the ground was littered with bits of broken glass and metal. Scampering to the back of the line the others formed, I rooted around for something to use as a weapon. My back was turned when the first of the rats broke through the hole in the wall.

      I felt it run towards us as though it were running along my skin. The thwack of Kai’s sword as it sliced through the rat was sickening. Tendon and skin snapped. I picked up a promising piece of solid metal. It looked like it had once been a frame for something.

      I turned in time to see a black leopard pounce on a rat. Gwen sank spiny teeth into the neck of the rodent she had trapped. It twitched and scratched at her face every second until the moment it died. Transforming back, Gwen choked and sputtered.

      “Its blood isn’t normal,” she said. “It’s so bitter.”

      “Poison,” I whispered. I tried not to stare too openly at Gwen’s naked body.

      The rats came in droves now. I squeaked and fell back. My insides turned to jelly. The metal rod I held on to hit the ground as my right arm lost strength.

      It was nonsensical. The undead were far more dangerous than a bunch of insanely big rats. But I suppose that was why it was called an irrational fear. My mind went totally blank. While I’d been able to think past the logic that the undead would rip me apart, I couldn’t move a muscle. Not even when a rat managed to get past the line of the others.

      My legs gave way. I buckled just as the rat leaped at me. My eyes closed. Somebody made a sound of disgust. Then I felt myself being lifted into the air. Thinking Kai had rescued me again, I opened my eyes to see a pair of golden wings fluttering above.

      Isla threw me out of the way of the rat. She dove and landed upright. Her arm swung wide. She was holding onto a gleaming silver knife. It plunged into the side of the rat that attacked her. Jerking the blade upwards, Isla cut through the hide of the rodent like it was made of butter. The stench that permeated the air was like formaldehyde and brimstone. I choked.

      Isla pushed the rat away. She braced her palms against the floor. Her breathing was rough. There was a long gash running down her neck.

      Our eyes met for the briefest second. I saw the shadow rise above her and screamed. She lowered herself to the floor. The rat sailed above her head. And then another came at her from the side. While she was busy trying to keep the second one from ripping a hole in her gut, the first rat landed in front of me. It opened its mouth to reveal a pair of incisors along with a row of prickly teeth.

      The circle was already in my mind when it pounced. It landed with a thud against the barrier. While a normal rat would take a moment to be confused, this magic rat rammed itself mercilessly against the circle. It was joined by another. And another. And another until all I could see was furry brown and grey bodies. They scratched, bit, and clawed. When one rat bounced off, another took its place.

      I fell to my knees, curled my arms over my head and sobbed. That first year that Nanna had been institutionalized, I had slept inside a cardboard box. I enclosed myself because I was terrified to wake up and find the rats chewing on my feet. Sleep didn’t come easily as I listened for the telltale signs of their pattering feet. Once or twice they’d scraped at the cardboard trying to get a look at the prize inside.

      Now I was doing it again inside the circle. Cowering in the hope that they would lose interest or something else might catch their attention. I could hear the others screaming. I couldn’t see them because of the rat bodies. They slammed their sides, their heads, and their tails against the barrier.

      The magic in my mind reeled back. It was governed by my emotions. Right now my fear overrode everything else. I heard a blood-curdling scream. It sounded feline. It figured that the rats would go for Gwen. She was their natural enemy just like I was their natural prey.

      A dozen red eyes blinked at me through my arms. Their rodent faces seemed to twist into a smile. I remembered my promise that I would prove myself useful in this exam. Instead, I was hiding inside my circle once more while the others fought with these rats that had come from the depths of my fear.

      We had hardly started and I’d already failed. Kai’s voice shouted over the dim. “Blue! Where are you?”

      The panic in his voice tugged at me. I’d never heard that tone before. It stripped him of his hard shell. I pushed myself up to a sitting position. The rats felt me unfurl and renewed their charge. Every breath I took was laboured. My heart jackhammered in my chest. My hands shook. I wanted to peel the skin from my bones.

      My insides had turned into liquid. I swear I could feel the writhing bodies of the rats bumping against me. I felt them in my mind as heavy bodies. They were pushing harder and harder against the circle. Very soon it was going to break.

      One of the rats chomped its teeth at the barrier. Its incisors were coated in blood. The sight of it had me stilling. It could be anybody’s blood. But in my mind, I heard Kai screaming. I knew if there was any way for him to get to me, he would do it. It wasn’t in his nature to leave someone behind.

      The fact that he wasn’t here grated on my skin like sandpaper. Was that his blood? Was the reason he couldn’t come get me because they’d hurt him? The rat snapped its teeth at me once more. My whole body quivered. I stared into depthless brown eyes that promised to take a chunk out of me as soon as they broke down my circle.

      You would give up because of vermin? It was the invisible friend in my head. I hadn’t heard this voice for a long time. Hardly ever since I’d joined the Academy. The disappointment in its tone was evident.

      I’ve always been afraid of them, I thought back.

      You fear a great deal of things, the voice reminded me. The question is whether you will let it get the better of you.

      No way. The answer came to me without a moment’s thought.

      There was no way I was going down like this. If a demon couldn’t break Nanna, then I wouldn’t break because of some rats. I cast around in the small circle for something sharp. There was so much debris on the floor that my fingers touched glass almost straight away.

      The kind of magic that was used to conjure these rats had to be something dark. Nothing was darker than blood magic. I snagged the sharp end of the piece of glass against the tip of my finger. It hurt like hell. Once a trickle came out, I pinched both sides of my finger to turn the trickle into a stream.

      Keeping my eyes locked on the rats, I drew a small circle. In my mind, I pictured the circle enclosing the warehouse and the surrounding buildings. I pressed my bleeding finger down onto the space inside the circle. One dot of blood for every rat that I could see. More dots for the rats I couldn’t see. Each time I pressed my finger down I thought of a phantom force tearing them apart. After a while there was no more room inside the circle.

      I glanced down and the circle was more of a big red dot. My head was dizzy. I placed my hand over the circle and willed it to come alive. At first, not much happened. My vision swam in a blur. My ears filled with the high-pitched squeals of the rats.

      And then a rumble began to build in the distance. It felt like thunder rolling over the ground. I placed my other hand over the one that was already pressed to the concrete. A red glow heated my palms. The bigger circle around me pulsed once and sputtered.

      The rats reared. For one terrifying moment they flew at me. And then the red flashed so brightly I felt the image burn into the back of my eyes.

      A ripple of red skated along the ground. It crawled over the rats. A terrible ripping sound filled the air. The aftershock blew me into the wall. My shoulders hit metal. I landed in a heap on the ground and cried out just as other voices cursed.

      “Shit,” I croaked. My legs were weak, but I forced myself to get up.

      The warehouse was blessedly silent. All of the rats were gone. I could breathe again.

      “Blue?”

      “I’m here.”

      White light blazed. “What just happened?” Evan said. He was heaving. Kai reached out to pull me forward into his chest. He was breathing hard too, but I didn’t think it was exhaustion. I wrapped my arms around his waist.

      “I thought you guys were dead,” I said. Kai snatched my hand.

      “You’re bleeding.”

      I gave him a weak smile. “I’m fine.” I didn’t mention that I’d created a blood circle. No need to get myself into bigger trouble. I knew then why Sophie had been so spooked. This exam was testing us against the things we feared most. Those irrational fears that weren’t rooted in any kind of experience. Sophie was terrified of spiders. I couldn’t even begin to imagine how big those spiders might have been.

      “I think that part’s over,” Gwen said. No sooner had the words come out of her mouth did the landscape around us change.

      The walls of the warehouse melted. Light flooded the surrounding area. I had to squint to see past my nose. The sudden brightness made my eyes water. Somebody groaned. Uh oh. We had a vampire in our midst.

      Desi had been wearing one of those light pendants that allowed her to walk in the sun. But when my eyes adjusted enough to see properly, the pendant had disappeared. So had the Melbourne landscape. In its place was a small plateau. We stood upon the top of a cliff. The land around us was mountainous. Pines and conifers pushed their way up to the sky. A monstrous roar of water filled my ears. I didn’t need to look down to know that the water surrounded us. The scent was thankfully clean. It wasn’t saltwater so this wasn’t the ocean. Judging by the scope of it, it might as well be. There was nothing around us besides a precarious rope bridge. I couldn’t see the other end. I was about to ask whose nightmare this was when Desi fell to the ground.
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      Kai unfurled his wings. He used them as a shield to block out the sun from around Desi. Evan crouched down and swore.

      “You’re afraid of heights?” I asked him.

      His face had turned green. Gwen had taken a few tentative steps towards the edge of the plateau. When she peered over, the hairs on the back of her neck rose. She retreated and collapsed onto the ground. Double crap.

      “Please tell me you’re not afraid of water.”

      “That isn’t water,” she spat. “It’s a bloody tidal river. There are rapids just below us. If we fall, we die.” She was naked and shaking. By now I’d learned that most shifters didn’t have any hang-ups about modesty. But I didn’t know where to look. Kai’s wings disappeared for a moment. He stripped off his T-shirt and tossed it to her. His shirt came halfway down her thighs. Now his chest was exposed. Was this better or worse?

      Isla couldn’t take her eyes off the hard muscles of his stomach. I crawled to the ledge. Gwen was right. White foam dashed against the sides of the mountain as the water below us tripped and fell over itself to rush by. The foam turned into a mist that obscured the shapes of the birds that circled around the cliff.

      “Triple threat,” I muttered. My eyes almost crossed looking down at the distance below. If we hit the water from this high, death was guaranteed.

      “We can’t die in these exams, right?” I asked. I thought of the Fae who had sort of been crushed by the manticore. She’s been whisked out of the trial.

      “We’re not supposed to die,” Kai said. “But accidents happen.”

      “How can accidents just happen?”

      “They can’t account for everything. In real life, nobody just magics things away.”

      “What happens if we forfeit?” Isla asked. Her jaw was set in a hard line. She could easily fly over to the other side of the rope bridge. But I could imagine her wondering what the consequences would be for her if she left us. For one, I’d definitely punch her again.

      “If we don’t finish, we fail the exam,” Kai said. His expression was grim. “We’re not failing.” He picked up Desi like she weighed nothing. His wings still covered her but she was growing weaker by the second. It really was insanely bright up here. The sun beat down on us mercilessly. There wasn’t a single cloud in the sky.

      Even I was getting hot. I thought about taking my hoodie off, but then I got close to the edge. The spray was freezing. We just couldn’t win.

      “I’ll go first,” Kai said. “Isla bring up the rear. Don’t let anyone fall.” There was an edge to his voice. An unspoken threat that if she didn’t obey, he would make her sorry. Neither Evan nor Gwen looked like they wanted to move. Kai didn’t wait for them. He held Desi with one arm and used his other to steady himself across the bridge. It swayed like crazy. I wasn’t all that thrilled to be doing this. Evan was practically white.

      I placed my hand on his arm. “We have to go,” I said. “The sooner we get started, the sooner it’ll be over.”

      “You think you can draw a circle that can stop me from falling?”

      “I’m not sure that’s how the circles work. How about you just close your eyes?”

      He allowed me to steer him towards the ropes. I could see Evan swallowing as he reached out to grip the coarse threads. His brow was sweaty. But he grit his teeth and made his legs move forward. I could see why Kai had taken him demon hunting. Even though terror was sloughing off him, Evan put one foot in front of the other.

      I followed behind him. For once in my life, I was so grateful to be small. My body weight barely displaced the ropes. Unlike Kai who was less than graceful.

      “Couldn’t you just fly us over?” I heard Evan say.

      There was a moment of silence. It was like Kai was weighing up the cost of answering. “I can’t fly,” Kai said.

      “What do you mean you can’t fly?”

      “I mean when I try to lift off, I can’t move.”

      Isla’s voice piped up from the back of the line. “He’s right,” she said. “I can’t fly either.”

      That seemed like a stupid rule to enforce. I supposed the point was that we had to get past the obstacle on our own. Except that Desi was pretty much out for the count. Kai was carrying her.

      Suddenly, I became very aware of the fact that there were shadows lurking in the mist around us. I had thought they were big birds. Maybe buzzards or vultures. I stopped moving forward for a second to listen to the sounds they were making.

      Their wings swooped but they weren’t chirping or calling out in any way. In fact, they were silent aside from the displaced air sliding against their wings.

      “Ummm,” I said, moving forward once more. “What’s with the birds?”

      “Keep going,” Kai said. I could almost feel his jaw clamping. Evan’s shoulders went taut in front of me. He too had caught on that something wasn’t quite right. He came to a stop. I shoved him in the back.

      “Evan,” I said. “You have to move.”

      He did the worst thing he could possibly do. He looked down. The knuckles of his right hand turned purple where he gripped the ropes. At that precise moment, something swooped down on us. I ducked and dragged Evan down with me. His body became petrified so that the bird thing smashed into his side.

      It wasn’t a bird. It was a winged creature with a hideous feminine head and chest. It opened its mouth and screamed. The sound disorientated me. I was barely able to keep myself upright. Evan pitched forward. I reached out and grabbed the back of his shirt.

      “Harpies!” Gwen screamed.

      The half-woman, half-bird creatures began to attack us. They somehow sensed that we had three weak links and tried to take them out. The ones around Kai were met swiftly with the tip of his blade. They regrouped their efforts towards the rest of us. Why the hell had I thought it would be a good idea not to come to this armed?

      A harpy dived behind me. Gwen inhaled and sank down as Isla struck out with her knife. She sliced the harpy in its bare breasts. Blood spattered Isla’s face. She grimaced. Evan made a retching sound.

      Our flailing was making the rope bridge sway. The movement caused Evan to become dizzy. In front of him, Kai was pulling way ahead. I knew he would double back once he got Desi to the other side. The problem was staying on the bridge until then.

      “Evan,” I yelled. “Keep going.”

      His muscles locked. He didn’t move another inch. The river below us roared.

      “Oh shit,” Isla said. “The water’s rising.”

      Why did she have to go and say that? As if we didn’t have enough problems! I was unarmed. We had two dead weights and we were being attacked. I thumped Evan on the back. Shadows swarmed above us as the harpies regrouped.

      “Throw some fire at them!” I screamed at Evan.

      He glanced down at his hands. They were holding onto the rope for dear life. There was no way he was going to let go. Right now he couldn’t throw anything. I inched forward and locked my arms around his waist.

      “I swear I won’t let you fall,” I said. It was maybe forty-percent of a lie. My body weight was much smaller than his. If we happened to topple, he would take me with him. But he didn’t know that. I was betting on him being too terrified to think straight. All he heard was the conviction in my voice.

      “Come on, Evan,” I said. “I haven’t left anyone behind before. I won’t let you fall.”

      Sweat dripped down his nose. I remembered the moment inside Nanna’s cell when he had appeared. He’d seemed so indomitable. At the moment he looked like a frightened twenty-year-old. I felt a wave of something soft flutter in my chest. He had to have been scared in the cell as well. But he’d gone with Kai nonetheless.

      Just like he let go of the ropes right now. I bit my tongue at the sign of trust. My arms winched around him. I twined my leg around the rope. I would not let him fall.

      The next time the harpies swooped, Evan shot a beam of blue light at them. The ball enclosed around the nearest harpy. It opened its mouth to scream but no sound came out. The blue fire solidified. It dragged the harpy down to the water. The foam came up to meet it, engulfing the harpy in less than a second.

      I would have been happy except it only highlighted just how quickly the water was rising. Another harpy swooped behind us. Isla tried slicing at it with her knife again. But instead of ducking, the harpy allowed itself to be stabbed. It latched on to her outstretched hand and yanked. She was being pulled up.

      Isla screamed. She grabbed the rope with her ankles. Gwen was busy trying to climb up the side of the bridge to keep her feet from touching the water.

      I had to let go of Evan. Turning, I stepped onto Gwen’s back, using her as a stool. Seconds before Isla’s feet were ripped from the ropes, I snagged the hem of her jeans. My body weight was negligible. This tug of war was no competition.

      “Evan!” I screamed.

      Without me to hold on to him, Evan had gone back to his imitation of a statue. Crap! I couldn’t hold on much longer. The harpy pulled at Isla’s arm. She swatted at it but the thing wouldn’t be swayed. Something raked at the back of my neck. I cried out as another harpy clawed at me. When it tried to latch on, I reached out and punched it in the boob.

      It bared its black fangs at me. I elbowed it in the face. The momentary disorientation allowed Gwen to kick it away. She immediately went back to burying her head in her hands. The water was now lapping at our feet. The current was so strong that the entire bridge veered to the right.

      Isla gave a startled cry as the harpy holding on to her tried to poke her eyes out. My shoulder ached. I couldn’t hold on much longer.

      Something grabbed on to the hood of my jacket. I was hauled backward. I lost my grip on Isla. I lost my grip on the rope. The way the harpy dragged at my hood was choking me. Worse still, I was being pulled over the edge of the bridge. My body bowed. I flailed my legs in a desperate effort to find purchase. Nope.

      Seconds away from hitting the water, an arm lashed out and caught hold of my side. I was yanked back over onto the bridge. Kai shoved me into Evan and climbed over Gwen. He pulled Isla back down, slicing his blade into the harpy’s chest.

      “Get moving!” Kai screamed at us. I almost had a stroke at his tone but it had no effect on Evan. Kai looked at me. “Just go.”

      I didn’t think twice. Moving around Evan, I raced along the ropes, making sure I kept my head below the sides where the harpies had a harder time flying. The water was now up to my calf, making it hard to put my feet in the right place. I didn’t need to look back to know Kai had probably picked Evan up. I could hear Gwen’s laboured breath. The sob that escaped me when my foot hit a hard surface didn’t embarrass me one bit.

      I would have sunk down to my knees and kissed the ground if I didn’t have to keep moving to make space for the others. As much as I wanted to collapse, I turned around. Kai practically threw Evan at me. Evan’s weight made me topple. We landed on our asses next to a body. I almost screamed until I realised it was Desi. She was out cold. Kai had left her under the shade of a pine, but the blisters on her face were still weeping. Her skin was a mottle of sores and burns. They looked third-degree. Poor thing.

      Now that we were back on land, Evan was able to function. He took Gwen off Kai’s hands as I lay there panting. Kai crouched down beside Desi. Green light glowed from his hands.

      “Do you think you should be doing that?” Evan asked.

      “How else are we supposed to go on if I don’t heal her?”

      Evan glanced down at me. I sat up. I’d only just realised something.

      “If these exams are about overcoming our fears, then you’re the only one left,” Evan said. Everybody looked at Kai.

      “What are you afraid of, Malachi?” Gwen asked.

      For some inexplicable reason, Kai reached out and grabbed me. He pulled me close just as a light flashed. The precipice we sat on disappeared. In its place, a familiar forest emerged.

      “Why are we in the Fae forest?” Isla asked.

      Kai’s arms were like steel around my shoulders. Three figures suddenly dropped out of the sky. Two of them landed on their feet, their wings outspread. The other one landed on his back.

      Bradley looked around at us. His Fae companion sneered. Fred scampered to his feet. “What’s this, Mendlesen?” the Fae asked. “Why are you afraid of the Fae forest?”

      But Fred wasn’t listening. The second he spotted me, the blood drained from his face. In response, Kai gripped my hip.

      “Lex!” Fred said.

      We both saw the circles at the same time. I wasn’t sure if the others could see them. They were black circles of various sizes. Each one was stamped into the grass like the burns of a crop circle. The shapes inside of them were nothing like what I’d ever drawn. They were like nothing I’d read about inside my textbooks. Or what Nanna had taught me. There were signs and symbols that depicted what I could only describe as a sacrifice. Dead eyes and crosses. Blood and broken bones.

      “Do you see that?” I asked Kai.

      His face was set into a steely mask. “See what?”

      “Lex,” Fred said again. He had tears in his eyes.

      I grit my teeth. “It was you. All this time I’ve been helping you with your circles, and you’ve been using them for what?” I shoved out of Kai’s hold. Bending down, I placed my palms an inch away from the dead grass. Something about it tugged at the black depth of the pool of power within me.

      “Please,” Fred said. “I can explain.”

      “I don’t care! The voices I’ve been hearing, it was you all along, wasn’t it? You were summoning demons to help you with your schoolwork. But you couldn’t keep them contained because your circle work was so weak. Until I helped you.”

      Bradley and the Fae stepped back from their teammate. It was only then that I realised there were only three of them. Each team was supposed to consist of at least five members.

      “It wasn’t fair,” Fred said. He forgot that he was a strong contender now. In the face of scrutiny, he’d reverted back to the frightened boy I’d met that first day of our trials. “Everybody else was doing so well. I was never going to catch up without help. I just wanted to fit in.”

      Those words mirrored the beckoning of the demon I had been hearing. It wasn’t me the demon was speaking to. It was Fred.

      I thought of all the time I’d spent alone with him going over the circles. I thought of the stories he’d told me about how the other boys had bullied him. “Did the boys leave dead animals on your bed?” I seethed. “Or did something else do it?”

      Basil had told me that sometimes when a demon was summoned by a weak or inexperienced magic user, the demon began to taunt its oppressor. I could just imagine a demon leaving dead things for Fred.

      “All this time you let me believe I was going crazy.”

      The last of the defiant expression left his features. Beside me, Kai’s muscles stretch taut in fury. “You’ve been summoning demons on Academy land?”

      Fred took a step back. Kai drew up. The expansion of his wings feathered air into my face. His angel blade appeared in his other hand.

      Fred balked. He looked to his teammates, but Bradley had a corresponding ominous look in his eyes. “Demon summoning is prohibited,” Bradley said. “By penalty of expulsion.”

      That was it, I thought. That was Fred’s biggest fear. Getting caught. And the person who was most likely to catch him was me. He’d been using the Fae forest to conjure demons to help him learn magic. Was Brigid a part of this? He did say she helped him too.

      Kai took one menacing step towards Fred. The light mage made a circular motion with his fingers. Something pricked along my spine. I locked eyes on Fred at the same time a tearing erupted behind me.

      “What did you do?” I screamed. In that instant, a portal tore open in the space behind me. A deep chuckle that sounded like it was being pushed through hot coals boomed from the portal. I knew that voice. It was the bovine demon. Kai grabbed a hold of me. So did something else. A monstrous arm wrapped around my leg.

      “Alessia!” Evan said. He tried to throw a spell at the portal. I thought perhaps he was trying to close it. But whatever was on the other side was prepared.

      A light flashed. The others screamed. I was dragged into the portal. Kai refused to let go of me. I tried to kick out at my captor but its grip was immovable. Red and black light flashed in my periphery. The demon blade’s steel tip sliced past the end of my nose. It embedded into Kai’s ribs. I screamed as his knees bent. The demon yanked. In his weakened state, Kai lost his grip. The voice laughed again as the portal closed around me.
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      I landed inside a rocky cavern. This one wasn’t frosted with ice. Instead, it was littered with bones. Some of them were embedded into the dirt and rock. Others were strewn on the floor. Many of them were in a state of half-decomposition. I would have convinced myself they were animal bones if not for the skull I could see facing out towards me. It was like someone had burrowed into the base of a graveyard.

      The glowing red circles in the ceiling of the cavern reflected the circles on the surface. We were below the Fae forest. I was sure of it. Somehow, Fred’s meddling with dark magic had allowed the demons to transport a section of the Hell dimension into Earth. And his magic kept it hidden.

      My hoodie was still damp from the rain Isla produced. My teeth chattered. Just like in my nightmares, the cow demon knelt a couple of metres in front of me. Unlike in my nightmares, it wasn’t restrained by anything. In its right hand it held the demon blade, tip down, using it like a crutch. Kai’s blood coated the silver metal.

      I bit my lip and tried to move. My whole body ached. It was a monumental effort just to sit up. All of the energy seemed to have leached from me. Red light pulsed beneath me too. I was lying inside the barrier of another circle. I could feel the lines of it scorching my back.

      Seeing that I was alert, the demon got to its feet. It wrenched the blade from the ground and approached the circle. I knew I should back away, but I just couldn’t find the motivation. Everything felt meaningless.

      The demon paused in front of the rock wall I was staring at. It grabbed my hand. Using the tip of the blade, it nicked my thumb. Blood pooled into a bead on my skin and then trickled onto my palm. The demon pressed my hand against the rock and drew a small circle.

      “Think of Him,” it said.

      I couldn’t think of anything but despair. Apparently that was enough. The rock surface shimmered. The demon let go of me and I fell back down. I didn’t bother to get up.

      My blood soaked into the rock like a sponge. It swirled into a glowing circle of its own and then became a clear reflective surface. It turned into a mirror. Inside that mirror stood a blond man. My throat locked. Instead of a demon, the man who stood there had riveting sapphire-blue eyes, a lightly stubbled, chiselled jaw and broad but elegant shoulders. A snowflake-white cloak like the one Michael and Raphael wore billowed around him. He was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen in my life. And I was terrified. Somehow, I knew who this was.

      “Lucifer.” I breathed the name. The man bowed his head to me.

      “Alessia, at last.”A slow smile stretched across his devastatingly handsome face. “I’ve searched for you a long time, little one.”

      All I could do was stare.

      Gnashing and snorting rose up around me. The cow demon grunted as it was jostled by smaller demons appearing as its side. Around the demons with physical bodies, a darkened cloud pulsed. Those were the true demons. I stared, open-mouthed, as the cavern populated with demons. They fell to their knees in front of Lucifer. His attention remained on me.

      One of the demons attempted to touch me. Its clawed hand singed as it got close. The contact sparked something inside me. Fear. I curled into a ball.

      My mind tried to unbind the circle but it came up against a block. I struggled against the mental wall, but it wouldn’t budge. A fist of rage surged past the apathy. It sprang forth from the well of darkness and slammed into the wall. The barrier wavered. An image bloomed in my mind. One of Kai clutching at his open side, his face twisted in agony. He had Fred pressed up against a tree, the boy’s complexion blue as Kai choked him. The rest of my team were unconscious. I pulled back and gasped.

      “Don’t fight it, little one,” Lucifer said. “Your Earth magic will not prevail here. The seraphim would try to shackle you with their petty rules. But you were meant for greater things.”

      “Kiss my ass.”  My eyelids fluttered. Those few words of defiance sapped my soul. I wilted onto the floor. Lucifer chuckled.

      He nodded his head at the cow demon. “Drain her, Behemoth.”

      The demon came towards me. Dark eyes ringed in red locked with mine. The edge of the blade glowed. Uh oh.

      In any language the word “drain” didn’t have the best connotations.

      My mind screamed at me to run. But my body wouldn’t cooperate. I lay there like a crash dummy while Behemoth tore into the circle with its blade. The barrier that had kept the lower demons at bay sputtered. The smaller demons snapped their teeth. They reached out with six-inch-long claws. One squat demon opened its mouth only for another smaller head to protrude from its open jaw. Both of the heads had teeth that would make a shark envious.

      “Do not touch her,” Lucifer drawled. His tone was conversational, but his eyes had gone granite hard. The writhing demons turned to stone. Their fear of him was telling. If I weren’t so lethargic, my heart might have stopped.

      Behemoth stepped into the circle. Its blackened lips pulled into a hideous grin. It nudged me with its cloven foot so that I lay on my back. Despite what Lucifer had said, I tried to draw a protection circle around myself. It did all of nothing. Behemoth spread its legs akimbo. “Fast or slow, Father?”

      “It doesn’t matter. She’ll be mine either way.”

      Behemoth brought its sword up above its head with both hands. The tip glinted. It brought the sword down and buried the tip in my side. I screamed. My heart felt like it was exploding in my chest. Pain fractured the coating of apathy around my mind. It raced along my nerve endings. Agony split me in two. My mind retreated, unable to cope with the hurt. Blood poured from my broken organs. It spilled onto the circle and pooled below me. The circle hummed, sucking in the blood with a greed that was animalistic.

      Lucifer brought his arm up and pressed against the image in the rock. It sprang back but seemed to flicker. His smile broadened.

      In my thoughts, I was no longer inside the cavern. Wind whipped at my face as I stood on a grassy hill. The demons at my back fought against invisible bindings. They wanted to tear into their enemy, and I was holding them back.

      In the distance, a figure with pristine white wings spiralled down from the sky. He circled the forces on the opposite encampment and then landed gracefully on his feet. Gone was his uniform of sweats and T-shirts. Kai wore the same breastplate with the seraphim insignia as the ones I’d seen inside Seraphina. His broadsword was strapped to his back. His head turned in my direction. Our eyes locked.

      Behind him, a tan lion approached with a pack of wolves and a Tasmanian tiger. Two dwarves rode beside them on stout geldings. Overhead, a storm cloud rumbled, marring the sky of a perfectly sunny day. Beneath the shelter of the cloud, a mass of pale-faced vampires stood wary.

      My lower lip quivered. Somehow, I knew it to be a glimpse into our future. One day, I would be riding into battle against my friends.

      The realisation shocked me back into the present. My lips and the tips of my fingers were cold despite the fire in my side and the one glowing all around me.

      “You saw it,” Lucifer said. “The inevitable. Don’t fight it, little one.”

      The nickname jarred. When Raphael called me that, it made me feel sheltered and protected. Like nothing in the universe could touch me. When Lucifer said it, I saw it for what it was. A sign of his dominance over me.

      My eyes closed. The pain in my side had travelled over my chest and down to my hip. It was like a siphon. The circle behind me sucked every bit of joy from me. I felt like I would never be happy again.

      Above me, Behemoth grinned. Its hairy nostrils were wet. Like an excited dog. Lucifer pressed his hand against the barrier in the stone once more. It almost gave.

      “Soon,” he said.

      Soon what? Soon I’d be dead was the thought that popped into my mind. I would die on the floor of a Hell dimension rock cavern. Nanna would wake up one day and I would be dead. I’d never get to go to Zambia with Sophie on our mid-semester break to meet her parents. Or try out any of the food she had promised me. I’d never know if I passed the exams. I’d never figure out what this confusing thing was between Kai and me.

      I would give up.

      Everything inside me revolted at that thought. I was so tired, though. I ached all the way down to my marrow. Behemoth turned its meaty hand around the hilt of its sword. It twisted. I had thought I was at the limit of my ability to feel pain. I was wrong. In a futile effort to go with the flow so that the blade would stop burning my insides, I twisted to my left. A heavy object in my pocket knocked against the ground. It made lying there uncomfortable. That’s when I remembered the gift the wood nymphs had given me. My eyes watered.

      Reaching into my pocket with zero stealth, I pulled the Arcana fruit out. Neither Behemoth nor Lucifer paid me any heed. They were more interested in the glow of the circle which had become a beacon. More and more demons streamed into the cavern.

      I took a bite of the Arcana fruit. I was so weak that my teeth barely grazed the skin. My tongue pushed against the bruised flesh. The moment the juice touched my taste buds, the apathy in my mind lifted. I chomped down in earnest. It did nothing to dull the excruciating pain in my side. What it did was make me angry about it.

      That stupid, smug bastard had stabbed me. I was sick of getting stabbed. I took another bite of the fruit. It didn’t have the power to heal me. If anything, the pain became more acute. It brought back the sharpness in my mind, though. I was bleeding out on the floor, it kept telling me. The rage built.

      I looked around at all of those eager, terrible faces. The demons were licking their lips. Some of them were naked. Their excitement wasn’t just burning in their eyes. It hit me that we were just below the Fae forest. They were within the confines of the Academy. Fred had let them inside. The rage turned into a blinding fury.

      A wave crashed in my ears. My head turned to find the sound. It took me seconds to realise it wasn’t anything external. I glanced inside and found a whirlpool had appeared in the well of my power. The layers of pristine blue and navy had parted. The core of black rose up.

      Outside my body, the barrier sputtered. Not because it was weaker, but because the source of power had shifted.

      That voice in my mind again. Not of a demon but of something ageless and familiar. Don’t be afraid, it said. I wasn’t. I was pissed.

      Maybe I was demonic. I couldn’t think of a better way to fight a demon than if I was a demon too. For once I was glad of it. Behemoth’s thick brows creased. Its stance shifted. Pudgy fingers tightened on the hilt. It was now or never.

      Gripping onto the dark power, I drew a series of circles around its throat. Unlike my Earth magic, this was something that came from an unknown source. The power surged up inside me, more than willing to comply. Behemoth twisted the sword. I cried out as it gutted me. At the same time, the dark power choked it. The power entered its mouth and nose, its eyes and its ears.

      “Behemoth!” Lucifer screamed. I yanked. The darkness swarmed the demon. It flushed into its blood stream and ate it up inside. Behemoth staggered backward, no longer clutching the sword. Its hands beat at its chest, clawing at it as though it were trying to rip the darkness out of its body. The circles were a visible shackle around it.

      “Release him!” Lucifer commanded. I gave him a one-finger salute. He bellowed his rage. I realised then that his power was simply in manipulation. Wherever he was, Lucifer was trapped. Just like he’d said in my dreams. He needed my blood to release him. Well, he sure as hell wasn’t going to get any more of that.

      As Behemoth struggled to breathe, I took hold of the blade’s edge. The other demons tried to break through the new circle I had drawn around me, but it held. The moment my fingers clasped the cold metal, it quivered. The thing hummed in my hands as though it were alive. Before my very eyes, the blade reshaped itself into a smooth weapon, smaller and slimmer. It was the perfect size for me.

      I grabbed hold of the newly formed hilt and ripped the blade out. Using it as a crutch, I pushed myself off the floor. Once I was no longer in contact with the red circle, its pulsing slowed. Lucifer snarled. The demons in the cavern joined in the unearthly chorus.

      I looked at the fallen seraphim then at the demons that had trespassed on my school. A bubbling of rage spilled over inside me. I opened my mouth and roared. At the same time, the darkness became a rippling pool of circles. They crested over the demons, and smashed against the walls. The earth rumbled.

      Behemoth stomped towards me. It had gotten hold of another weapon. A mace. It swung the mace in heavy circles. If I didn’t duck, it was going to take my head off. I backed up, raising my new sword in the defensive stance Kai had taught me. The weapon was so light, so well-fitted to me that it felt like an extension of my arm. Behemoth charged. It was just outside the circle when a burst of green shot through its chest. I saw the flames licking the tip of the sword that speared through its chest from behind.

      “You didn’t think I would repay the favour?” Kai asked.

      Black blood oozed from Behemoth’s mouth. Its eyes rolled back in its head. Lucifer screamed with rage as his image dissolved. I brought my sword down on the red circle. The darkness poured out of me and into the sword. The red circle shattered. So did everything else.
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      The first stone hit me right on the shoulder. It wasn’t a big one, but it had enough momentum to pack a punch. The stone became the straw that broke my back. I keeled over. The world around me shook. The cavern was coming down around us. Portals opened up everywhere as demons rushed through them. Kai took out any that came near him.

      He cut his way through the demons to get to me. I was slumped over on the ground when he reached me. “Blue! Don’t close your eyes!”

      My eyes snapped open. The dizziness abated momentarily as I saw a boulder the size of my head careening towards me. Kai moved the second he noticed my eyes going wide.

      “No!”

      His wings erupted from his back. His shoulder jerked when the boulder hit him, but he wouldn’t bend. It wasn’t the only one though.

      “Go!” I sobbed. He placed his hands on my face. I felt the first tingle of that pleasure and pain sensation. But before he could teleport us, the ceiling collapsed. With the last reserves of my energy I asked the tree roots of the Fae forest for help. They were shallow and weak. So was my Earth magic. Down here it was tainted. I could barely feel it. The months of contact with the Hell dimension had the roots shrinking away. All they could do was slow the avalanche. The roots twined with the structure of the cavern, holding back some of the bulk of the boulders. The smaller ones rained down on us, scratching and bruising my face. I could no longer remember what it was like to be without pain.

      Kai curled his body around me, his wings acting like a shield. He probably could have teleported easily without me. When the shaking finally stopped, the world was absolute darkness. The air was stale. I could barely breathe. And yet, I could feel the demon blade still in my grip. Thankfully, I could wriggle my toes so nothing seemed broken. There was a reason for that.

      Above me, Kai pulled in a ragged breath.

      “Are you okay?” he rasped.

      “I think so.” My breath caught. “Are you holding back the ceiling?”

      He was silent.

      “Kai?”

      Nothing. I could still feel him breathing, but he refused to answer me. Not even to snark at me for getting myself into this situation. That’s how I knew it was bad.

      I tried to move my legs but his thighs were pressed up against them. From the waist down, I was locked in.

      My body shivered when I felt his fingertips touch me where Behemoth had stabbed me. Green light glowed from his palm. It created enough light for me to see the situation we were in. Shit. “Stop!”

      It was like telling the wind not to blow. “You can teleport out of here.”

      His eyes flicked over my face. We both knew if he teleported the ceiling would come down on me. His wings boxed me in on either side. It hurt my heart to see the majestic beauty of them bent and broken. White feathers decorated the floor beside me.

      My side tingled as he fed the last of his strength into me. I squirmed. “Stop healing me, you jackass!”

      He only smiled. His head dipped. Kai ran the tip of his nose over my left cheek. “I failed,” he said. A sob blew past my heaving chest. I bit my tongue to keep from crying.

      “Don’t,” I pleaded. A tear trickled down the side of my face. “We’ll get out of this. Things will be okay. I didn’t just beat out a demon so that I can die.”

      His face became a series of grim lines. “You’re not going to die.” His right shoulder jerked. The rubble kept sliding.

      “Do you want to know why nobody wanted you on their team?” he said. “It’s because I told them that if anything happened to you, I’d rip them apart limb from limb. I didn’t want you in my exam. I knew it was going to be dangerous. But I couldn’t protect you from this. I’m sorry.”

      I wanted to punch him. “Stop whining and help me figure out a way to get us out of here,” I said, as my head thumped. Neither of us could move. We were coasting against the thinnest margins. One breath out of place and the whole thing could come crashing down.

      Kai’s green light flared. His eyes shone with determination even as his lips went pale. “Kai.” It was a whimper. “Please don’t.”

      He brushed my jaw with his lips. I froze. “I’m sorry, Alessia.”

      I would have gasped if his mouth hadn’t captured mine. His lips were still warm. I didn’t dare breathe as he parted my mouth with his tongue and drank me in as though savouring me. Every nerve that had been in pain a moment ago sighed with pleasure. He bit my bottom lip and sucked it into his mouth. The sensation had my back arching. His tongue drew roughly across the seam of my mouth where he’d bitten me. Everything inside me tingled. It was the reason why I was unprepared for the sudden burst of pain.

      No!

      My eyes snapped open in time to see his sad, green gaze dematerialising. No, he wasn’t teleporting. He was teleporting me. His name locked in my throat as I was thrown through a chasm.

      I landed with a thud on a patch of grass. A sword clattered to the ground beside me. No, not one. Two. Kai’s broadsword and my demon blade.

      “Argh!” I heard Sophie scream. And then I was screaming too.

      “Kai!”

      I beat at the ground. In my thoughts, I felt the cavern give way, burying him. Somebody tried to touch me, I threw them off.

      My head swivelled. Gathered around the spot were Jacqueline and a number of the teachers. Hovering in the air were Curtis, Bran and a few other Nephilim guards I didn’t know. Professor Mortimer stood on the periphery, his eyes closed, his palms lifted up towards the air. A deep magenta light swirled around him.

      “I can’t get a lock,” he said to Professor Magnus. “There’s just too much demonic energy down there. It’s interfering.” I saw the line of third-year students. And then, in the distance, a gigantic figure cloaked in shadows.

      “Do something!” I screamed at Raphael.

      The face he turned down to me held the weight of my sorrow. Instead of making me hurt, it just pissed me off. “Fine,” I said. “I’ll do it myself.”

      “Lex...” Sophie’s voice was drowned out by the roar of the well in my mind.

      The power was still there, but my physical body was so weak. If I let it go, then I would die. I knew this.

      It’s a good day to die, I thought to the voice in my head.

      Not over something as trivial as this, the voice replied. Use them. You’re not alone in this.

      And then in my mind the Ley lines blinked to life around me. Every person on that field became a dot of pulsating light of every colour imaginable. I reached out and touched them all with the blue well of Earth magic that was now accessible to me.

      “Help me,” I urged. Every one of them, including the glowing golden light I sensed was Isla, fed me their power. I directed the stream of energy into the earth. The decaying roots of the Fae trees burst to life. They burrowed deeper and deeper until they hit the edges of the cavern. I thought of a wrenching motion. The earth beneath my feet rumbled. My eyes snapped open as a split tore the field asunder. Right below where I was sitting.

      Strong arms grabbed me and pulled me aside. I let Max drag me out of the way as Sophie scrambled to pick up the swords before the ground below our feet gave way.

      Jacqueline gave a sharp gasp. She slid down the open fissure, calling to the Nephilim for help.

      “They’ve got him,” Max said in my ear. I sensed the tension in him releasing. I gave a little sigh. My eyes rolled into my head and the world went dark.
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      I dreamed of the field of battle. The voice that lulled me made ice burn my fingertips.

      “Alessia,” Lucifer crooned. He stood atop a mass of broken bodies, his features undisturbed by the horrors of war. Feathers rained down from the sky. While he sang my name, Lucifer’s focus was riveted to the Nephilim hovering close by. Kai held his broadsword out in front of him, his eyes two shards of green stone.

      “You think I’ll just let you do this?” he snarled.

      Kai charged. I saw it in every hard line of his body. He was playing for keeps. So was the devil. The image shifted and a scream tried to tear out of my throat. As always, my body was locked down so that I couldn’t make a noise.

      Lucifer’s sword stuck out of Kai’s chest. The white light that was the Morning Star’s namesake blazed against the crimson blood seeping from Kai’s lips.

      “This is how things will end,” Lucifer said. “Unless you do as I bid, I will take his last breath.”

      I awoke gasping. The cough in my chest turned into choking. A light flickered on. Doctor Thorne came into the room. I hacked and held my throat.

      “Goodness.” He brought me a glass of water and stayed with me until I could take in a shuddering breath. He rubbed my back while I held the glass in my tight knuckled palms. Wiping away the tears from my eyes, I leaned my forehead against his cool chest.

      “How long?” I asked.

      “It’s been a week.”

      “Kai?” That too was a choke. All I could see was the rage, the feral hatred in his eyes.

      “They have him in Seraphina. He’ll live, but it will take him a while to heal.”

      That was enough for now.

      None of this was enough for the Council. As soon as I was discharged, Jacqueline came for me. She told me I had been summoned to the Council chambers. It did not escape my notice that there were two Nephilim guards hovering around her. It must be serious. Instead of heels, she wore sensible leather boots. There were sturdy gold bands around her wrists.

      I didn’t know where the Council had their chambers, but I needn’t have worried. Jacqueline and I were taken there via teleportation. I balked when one of the guards grabbed me to complete the teleport.

      All of my indignation fled when I glanced up to find myself the ant under the microscope. I had been teleported into a room very much like the courtroom I’d been to when Nanna was first diagnosed with her condition and I was removed from her care.

      The Nephilim moved to stand by the door. Jacqueline placed her hand on my arm. I didn’t realise until then that I was shaking.

      Behind the long bench were four Nephilim and five other people. All of them elders of their respective races. The missing body in the seat made me quiver. Kai was the only Council member not in attendance.

      “Alessia Hastings,” a shrivelled old vampire crone said. I knew her to be Victoria Amos. We’d learned about all the Council members in Magical History. She was over three thousand years old. How was she not a corpse? I didn’t say a word. “Do you know why you’ve been summoned?”

      I was in a bad mood. I’d been in a bad mood since I’d woken up. All I could think about was that one day Lucifer would come for me and Kai would be collateral. It made me bold. It made everything else feel inconsequential.

      I shrugged. “Somebody forgot to unbunch their panties?”

      Not a single person on that bench cracked a smile. I found myself watching the beautiful Fae man with the distinctive indigo wings. There was no mistaking his lineage. This was Brigid’s father, Orin Harcourt. Physically, he didn’t look old enough to have a daughter. Chronologically he was probably older than most on the bench. He returned my interest with a sharp-eyed kind of inspection. He wouldn’t look out of place with a magnifying glass in his hand.

      “Very droll, dear,” Victoria said. She glanced down at my hands. “We need to speak to you about these claims you’ve made.”

      “They’re not claims. I saw Lucifer with my own eyes.”

      The collective inhale was unexpected. It was like I’d spoken a curse by saying his name aloud. “Demons have many ungodly powers,” one of the Nephilim said. The hilt of his broadsword was visible behind his back. He was Artemis Gilbert. No guesses which bloodline he came from. “They could make you see anything. Malachi said he didn’t witness the presence of the Morning Star.”

      I caught Jacqueline’s eye. She remained steadfast beside me but didn’t interject. Were they kidding right now? I’d just been mutilated by a demon, and they were going to deny it happened?

      My jaw was clenched when I answered. “I know what I saw.”

      “You were suffering from blood loss and hypothermia.” Victoria rested her head on one fist. Everything about her was wrinkled. “The Morning Star was banished by Michael himself. The Nephilim who watch over him have confirmed his containment. It’s not possible that you saw him.”

      I didn’t want to get into what was possible with these people. They wouldn’t know irony if it teleported in and kicked them in the behind. I crossed my arms over my chest and stood there staring them down. There was no way I was going to admit I’d been wrong. Not about this.

      “Rumour is a dangerous thing,” Victoria continued when I snapped my mouth shut. “The last thing we need right now is for conjecture to filter into the populace. You are not to continue spreading your ideas about being abducted by the devil.”

      The only person I’d mentioned it to was Jacqueline. They were acting like I’d gone onto the MirrorNet and screamed it at the top of my lungs.

      “Whatever.”

      Her eye twitched at my response. In another time and place, I had a feeling she would smack me upside the head for insolence.

      “I see you haven’t seen fit to bring the weapon with you.”

      “What weapon?”

      A slow blink. Some of the Nephilim leaned forward.

      “The demon blade.”

      I didn’t even know where it was. Jacqueline stepped forward. “We’re keeping the blade for Alessia at the moment,” she said. “Somewhere safe until it is decided what should be done with the blade.”

      “Be that as it may,” Orin said, “it is a weapon of equal power to that of the angel blades. You do not know how to wield it.”

      “So?”

      More than one person choked. “So,” he drew the word out like I was an imbecile. “It is dangerous.”

      “Everything I’ve come across since I’ve been here has been dangerous.”

      “That’s true,” one of the Nephilim said. She was blonde with waves of voluminous hair. She didn’t look like one of the strapping angels of Michael’s bloodline. There was something gentle about her. She must be Megan Clarke of Uriel’s bloodline. “We can’t disallow her to use the weapon she so rightly gained because we’re concerned. After all, our own kin have blades.”

      “Yes, but your kin are angel-blooded.”

      I felt Jacqueline’s hand on my shoulder tense. “I believe the origin of Alessia’s heritage has been put to rest.”

      Orin grimaced. “It has been agreed that she’s not demonic,” he said. “That hardly means that she isn’t of some other untoward heritage.”

      A man to the left of Brigid’s father shifted his considerable weight. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he had bear blood in him. The beard he wore obscured most of his face, but it didn’t soften the hard stare he gave me.

      “What are you afraid of, Orin?” he said. “That’s she’s got evil intentions or that she’ll end up stronger than your kin will ever be?”

      Orin sputtered. “You forget yourself, Durin.”

      “This isn’t some trivial contest for you to win,” Durin barked back. “We need strength in our ranks, and if the little lass has proved anything, it’s that she’s strong. Give her the damn sword and get someone to train her with it.”

      A black-haired male at the very left of the table leaned forward. Unlike the goblin by his side, he looked perfectly human. High mage, I decided. “It is puzzling that she is able to wield a demon blade,” he said. “Only the Nephilim or a demon should be able to do that.”

      “There is much we don’t know about the abilities of the low witches,” Megan said.

      “We’re going around in circles,” Victoria snapped. “We need to assess what will be viable for us. Especially given her current living arrangements. A demon blade will attract demons. There is no question of that. All those in favour of allowing Alessia to keep the sword, raise your hands.”

      I shouldn’t have been surprised. Durin, Megan, and the goblin were the only ones who were on my side. “It is settled then,” Victoria said. “The blade will be requisitioned into the possession of the Council.”

      “Over my dead body.” The words were out of my mouth before I knew it.

      “Beg your pardon?” Ooh, I could now see the sharp points of her teeth when she spoke. I’d poked the shrivelled carcass.

      “I’m not giving you anything.”

      “That’s not your choice to make,” a white-blonde Nephilim said. His skin was so smooth he looked computer generated. This was Walter Bellamy of Ariel’s blood.

      “It wasn’t my choice to be dragged into an existence with beings from another dimension either,” I said. I glanced along the table. “Why isn’t there a human representative on the Council?”

      “Why would there be?” Orin spat.

      “You’re making decisions that affect us. Some of us at the Academy are human. Who is representing our interests?”

      Victoria turned her disapproving gaze on Jacqueline. Like it was Jacqueline’s fault that I didn’t know when to shut my mouth.

      “She has a point,” Jacqueline said.

      “That’s not how things are done here, young lady,” the mage said. His name finally popped up in my head. Jonah Rhee. “You should try to remember that.”

      “What I remember is getting my ass kicked by a demon that your Dominion allowed to run wild. I earned that blade. I’m keeping it.”

      Now there was nostril flaring and teeth baring. After facing off with a cavern full of demons, their disapproval didn’t seem all that intimidating.

      “Let’s not forget the knowing my daughter saw,” Orin said. There was a rumble of assent.

      “You don’t seem to understand how lucky you are to be here,” Jonah said. Right. So he wasn’t going to acknowledge the prison breakout at all. “Most low witches of your kind are usually dead by your age.”

      I couldn’t tell if that was a threat. The way Durin growled made me think it was.

      “Do not speak of death so lightly,” a deep voice spoke from behind me. Everything in the room went deadly quiet. Dead being the operative word. I turned slowly, my heart in my throat. I knew that voice.

      Outside of my head it took on an echoing quality. I sank down to my knees. The seraphim before me was cloaked in darkness. His robes were of a black so deep I could hardly look at them without feeling like I’d been sucked into a void. The top of his hooded head almost touched the ceiling. It was his eyes that held me captivated. They were of the most crystal-clear blue. They reminded me a little of my own.

      Around me there was scraping of chairs as the others knelt. The seraphim held up his hand to forestall them.

      “There is no need for that,” he said. I shook my head. That’s when his attention landed on me.

      “You never were one to take a direction quietly, Alessia.”

      “Sir.” It was all I could manage. He smiled at me. It shot straight through my chest and burned away some of the fear that had gotten its tenterhooks into me.

      “She keeps the sword,” he said.

      “My lord, Azrael,” Victoria said. “We’re not sure what the origin of her power is. She could be dangerous.”

      Azrael. The seraphim who ferried the souls of humans towards their final resting place. I’d been having fun little chats with the angel of death. Good grief.

      “Then let me make you sure. Come to me, Alessia.”

      My legs moved of their own accord. When I was within reaching distance, a great scythe appeared in his hands. The edge of the curved blade glowed black. It tugged at the core of darkness within the depth of the pool of my power. He reached out and cupped my face. My lower lip trembled. I heard gasps. When I glanced down at my hands, they were ringed in an aura of black.

      Two other figures teleported into the room. Michael and Raphael were frowning. “You blooded a human, brother?” Michael asked. “What of the river?”

      Azrael shook his head. “Unlike you, I don’t have that luxury. The dead must be watched.” He looked down at me and smiled. “I made a bargain with a witch instead.”

      “So she is not yours?” Raphael asked.

      “Not in the same way Malachi is yours,” Azrael confirmed. “But I have watched over her. She is not a demon. Nor is her power anything demonic. The sword is hers. And she is done here.”

      He clapped his hands and everything disappeared. Jacqueline and I were back in her office. She turned her head around. The confused expression on her face mirrored exactly how I felt. She recovered faster than I did.

      “Well,” she said. “That’s the Council told off.” I sank into the chair in front of me. “Are you alright?”

      My eyes must have been wider than an ocean. I swallowed, unable to process what had just happened. Azrael. I couldn’t get over it. “Any chance I can have another Arcana fruit?”

      She laughed. “Nice try. You’ve had more in the last six months than most people have in their lifetime.”

      Moving to the painting of a female warrior on a white winged horse to my left, she swung the painting aside. Behind it was a golden safe door. She placed her hand on the door. It emitted a green glow. There was a sound of locks unclicking and then the door swung open. Inside, there were a plethora of random knickknacks. My eyes went immediately to the sword resting atop the thick grimoire.

      She didn’t touch it. “I think it’s best that you retrieve it,” she said. I hopped off the seat and went to grab my sword. Outside of the hell cavern, it looked like any other sword that I’d trained with. It was only when my hand touched the hilt that a jolt of lightning zapped through me. The sword seemed to readjust itself in my right hand.

      “We will definitely need to find someone to train you in how to use it,” Jacqueline said.

      “How is it any different to an angel blade?”

      “Demon blades are attuned to their wielders,” she said. “From what little we know, they’re less of a weapon and more of a companion. It’s likely that a mage would give you more insight into the blade than a fighter. I’ll make some inquiries over the mid-semester break. In the meantime, you might want to keep it on you at all times. Professor Eldridge should be able to find a scabbard that will fit it for you.”

      She came to stand in front of me. Her hands rested on my shoulders. “You’ve been through a lot,” she said. “The semester is finished. You’ve earned a break.”

      I left her office in a complete daze. Azrael had said I wasn’t a demon. So then how did they account for the vision I’d seen? One day, I would ride into battle against them. If I didn’t do what he wanted, Lucifer would kill Kai. My only consolation was that that day wasn’t today. So I pushed it all out of my mind and tried not to think about death.
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      I reached my dorm room to find the door wide open. Sophie and Basil’s raised voices came from inside. I rushed in to cop a sock in the head.

      “Hey!” I screamed. “Which one of you did that?”

      Sophie squealed and threw her arms around me. “You’re back!” She latched on to me and jumped around the room. “Yay! This means the trip isn’t cancelled.”

      Oh, right. I’d forgotten that she’d invited me to spend the break with her family in Zambia. She must have sensed my hesitation.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I told them.

      Basil’s woollen mouth gaped open. Sophie sank down onto my bed, their argument forgotten. “Azrael?” she said. “The Azrael. The angel of death?” She bit the inside of her cheek. “Well, I guess that explains some of your behaviour.”

      I threw a sweater at her. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      She pointed to the sweater as evidence. “This unprovoked violence for one thing.”

      “Ha. Ha.”

      She jumped up and clapped her hands. “Let’s get you packed.”

      “About this trip....” Basil hedged.

      Sophie placed her hands on her hips. “You’re not coming!”

      “I most certainly am! I’m not going to be stuck in here all break while you’re both off gallivanting on safari.”

      “I take exception to that stereotype. Africa is not one big Lion King set.”

      They both turned to glare at me. I threw my arms in the air. “I don’t know! Will your parents have an issue with a talking doll?”

      “No, but for sure they’ll think he’s demonic.”

      “Ah just let him come.” I held my finger up at him when Basil perked up. “But you be on your best behaviour. If you so much as make an inappropriate comment to someone’s grandmother, you’re going in a box.”

      He readily agreed to those terms. It was no surprise that I couldn’t sleep. I found myself on the balcony overlooking the entrance of the Academy with Basil.

      “How much do you know about visions?” I asked him.

      “How much does anyone know about something so elusive? What’s on your mind?”

      “Say I saw something that I think might happen in the future, what are the chances of it coming to pass?”

      “Nobody really knows the future. Only an iteration of it. Often we self-fulfil these prophecies by focusing on them.”

      Right. So in the future of unknown possibilities, there was an iteration in which Lucifer killed Kai because I defied him. And the solution was not to dwell on it. Kind of hard when I kept seeing it every time I closed my eyes.

      “Why do you ask?”

      “I saw something while I was in the cavern.”

      “You mean that rumour Brigid has been spreading? Ignore it. She’s just trying to stir up trouble.”

      I wished that was my only problem.

      We had an assembly the next day in which all of the House points for this semester were added up. Thanks to the Council’s suppression order, I wasn’t allowed to be awarded any points for what happened in the cavern. That was okay with me, but I had to really bite my tongue when Fred’s disappearance was explained away as a mental breakdown from exhaustion. Diamond House didn’t get any points taken off for what Fred did either. My only solace was that Bradley was getting chewed out because he’d allowed someone in his House to perform black magic unnoticed. My group didn’t technically finish our exams so we weren’t awarded any points. So Sapphire House pulled into the lead. It was a bittersweet victory for them. Max didn’t even bother rubbing it in. He claimed it was no fun without Kai to annoy. Basil lost the money he’d bet on Obsidian House winning. Sophie didn’t know whether she should be happy her House was in the lead or annoyed that Basil had lost her money.

      A day later, Sophie and I trudged to the portals with the rest of the students who would be returning to their homes for the three-week break in between semesters. I was bent over checking to make sure Basil was secured to the side pocket of my backpack when a hush fell on the waiting crowd.

      A shadow came to a stop in front of me. My heart kicked in my chest. Even the outline of Kai’s shadow made my pulse thud dangerously.

      “I’m going to make sure they have the right coordinates,” Sophie said. She yanked Basil out of the pocket and left us alone. The one time I didn’t want privacy and she was being all considerate!

      I uncurled from my crouch and stuffed my hands into the pockets of my jeans. My gaze roamed over him greedily. The scar on his left eyebrow had made a few friends. I was already in lust with the mark just above the crease on his top lip.

      There was a slight limp to his gait. His eye twitched as he moved his torso. It had to have hurt like crazy. Yet he smiled at me. I heard Lucifer’s voice in my head.

      In that moment, I made a decision.

      Kai wouldn’t die because of me.

      “Skipping town, Blue?”

      “Any excuse to get away from this place. Shouldn’t you be in Seraphina? You look like you’re about to keel over.”

      I tried to subtly back away. He moved with me, his brow jerking at my assessment of his physical condition.

      “I’m not spending my break lying around a hospital room.” He glanced at my packed bags. “You’re going with Sophie?”

      I played with the hem of my shirt. “Yeah. Her parents invited me to their coven.”

      “Her family live amongst shifters, don’t they?”

      I nodded. How did he know that?

      “Okay.” It sounded like he was agreeing to let me go.

      I tried to bite my tongue to keep the remark from slipping past. “I didn’t ask for your permission.” Right, so this was happening.

      His hands fisted. And here we were again. Right back where we started. I should have had more faith in my ability to piss him off.

      Kai stepped towards me. I sensed the stares of the people around us boring into my back.

      “Do you think after that stunt that I’m going to let you out of my sight?” he said. Oh right, like it was my fault!

      “Do you think this is the Middle Ages?” I snapped. “I can go anywhere I want!” As much as his statement rubbed me up the wrong way, it was perfect. He’d just handed me the excuse I needed to keep the distance between us. Flattening my hands against his heated chest, I shoved hard. It would have been a pretty impressive feat if he hadn’t threaded his arms around my waist.

      His head dipped. The light stubble on his chin grazed my cheek. It sent shivers cascading down my spine. A week ago I would have been silently shrieking that Malachi freaking Pendragon was going to kiss me. Today, I shrank back, my mind filled with images of his unseeing eyes.

      He stopped moving. His arms still caged me but his muscles tensed. “I don’t think this is a good idea.” Sophie was going to knock me out later.

      “Is this about what Isla said?” His tone turned gruff. Now he was just holding me in the middle of the portal field.

      “It’s about a lot of things. We can barely be in a room together without bickering.”

      “Talking is overrated.”

      His lips brushed against my cheek. My stomach fluttered. He tipped my head up with the rough pads of his fingers. Eyes of deepest green peered down at me. Swimming in their depths was a fire I really wanted to have warm me from the inside. But I’d seen those eyes at their coldest. As the life bled out of them.

      If I tried to hold on to him now, I might lose him permanently. This time I put everything I had into my shove. Surprise more than strength had him letting go of me.

      “We’re just too different,” I said. “You’re the prince of Bloodline and I’m just a street kid who got lucky.” A quick glance around the field was a testament to that. Half the females looked like they wanted to claw my eyes out.

      “I don’t care about any –”

      “I know you don’t. You can afford not to care about stuff. I can’t. When I don’t fall in line, I get stabbed. Amongst other things.”

      I could tell by the steely glint in his eyes that he wasn’t buying it.

      “Lex?” Sophie said. “It’s our turn.”

      I would be forever grateful for that save. Even if she didn’t get it, Sophie had my back. Without giving myself a chance to reconsider, I stepped away from him.

      “Thanks for everything, Kai. I hope you feel better.”

      Pride that I wasn’t crying overrode my embarrassment for being lame. Sophie hooked her arm through mine.

      “You okay?”

      I pressed my lips together and nodded.

      She seemed to understand. Her smile was overly cheerful. “Right, let’s go home then.”

      We stepped through the portal.
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      Can’t wait to see what Lex and Sophie got up to during their mid-semester break? Want to know if Lex can manage to keep her distance from Kai? Bloodline Secrecy, the second book in the Bloodline Academy series is available for pre-order now.
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