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      They say you should never meet your heroes. That same rule should apply to meeting your friends’ families. You know, in case you open your big mouth and comment that there are no low-magic users on the Council. I was too stupid to heed any of the rules. Sophie tipped her nose up in the air as we stepped through the portal and landed right back onto Bloodline Academy’s portal field.

      “I can’t believe this is happening,” she hissed. The portal flared again. A teenage girl’s worst nightmare stepped out: Her parents.

      We trudged back to the dorms. Her mum glanced around at the sorry state of our room. I tried to kick the pile of dirty laundry under the bed, but she had a practiced eye. Lucky for me I wasn’t her biological spawn. Though you would never have known it based on the skin-peeling glare she threw my way.

      “Thank heavens we decided to move,” Nora said to her husband. “These girls are practically living in squalor.” Sophie imitated being hanged behind their backs.

      “Don’t be like that, dear,” Mani said. “They’re teenagers.” His interest was piqued by the stack of books I had on my bedside table. The one on top was The Beginners Guide to Binding Spells.

      “Is this for Basil?” Mani asked as he picked it up and rifled through the contents. Basil wiggled out of the pocket in my backpack. I set it down on the bed so he wouldn’t have to jump to get to the floor.

      “Fat lot of good it has been,” Basil said. “Beginners indeed.”

      “It’s got a lot of stuff about history and the restrictions behind soul binding but not a lot about how to practice it,” I said.

      “I should think not,” Mani commented. He replaced the book and glanced at Sophie’s bedside table. She promptly cut his focus by stepping in front of the plethora of makeup.

      “Can we talk about this?” she asked.

      “There’s nothing to talk about, Soph,” Nora said. She was standing in front of the mirror. At the moment, it was just being a mirror. She fluffed the roots of her mass of midnight black curls. Tapping on the glass, she tried to get into the MirrorNet, but it wouldn’t materialise. That garnered an approving nod. “At least we know they’ve got adequate security measures on this thing.”

      “Do they?” I asked. Since there were parents in the vicinity, I unzipped my backpack and suitcase and absentmindedly tried to unpack my stuff. “I mean, two unauthorised guests just appeared through the portal and there’s been no alarm so far.”

      Mani gave me a cheeky grin. That’s where Sophie got her smile from. It was all dimples and flashing white teeth. “Ah, you forget that we were students here too.”

      “A thousand years ago,” Sophie muttered under her breath.

      “Besides,” Mani continued, pointedly ignoring his daughter, “who says we’re unauthorised? Nora put through a request for teleport last night.”

      Sophie made a tortured sound and flopped back on her bed. “This is not happening.”

      “We have discussed this at length,” Nora said. She put her hands on her hips. I’d only been staying with them for three weeks, but I knew what that tone and stance meant. Sophie turned to me. If looks could kill, my teeth and fingers would be boiling in a cauldron right now.

      “Please don’t do this, Mama,” Sophie pleaded. She got up on her knees and clasped her hands in front of her in supplication. “Pleeease.”

      The pleading only seemed to cement Nora’s resolve. “The decision has been made. Besides, it’s for your own good. We’ve spent too long at the bottom of the supernatural pile. It’s about time someone did something about it.”

      “Somebody should! Just not you guys!”

      “We’re not having this discussion again, young lady. Now, get this place cleared up. We’re going to see your headmistress and then we’ll be back to take you to the Reserve.”

      Mani threw us a pitying look as he followed his wife out the door. I let out a breath after they were gone.

      “I’m going to kill you!” Sophie said. A teddy bear launched through the air and narrowly missed my head.

      “How was I supposed to know they’d take it this far? You should have told me how suggestible they are!”

      She put her pillow over her face. For a second I was worried she was trying to suffocate herself until she screamed into it. “This is so embarrassing.”

      “It’s not that bad.”

      “Easy for you to say, your parents aren’t moving a stone’s throw away to try and campaign for a low-magic representative to be added to the Council!”

      I picked at my nails. It had been almost six months since I’d seen Nanna. I would give anything to be embarrassed by her again. “Lex...”

      “It’s okay,” I said. Basil came to sit beside me. He rested his mitten hands on my wrist. I got up and dumped my suitcase on the floor beside my bed. The demon blade slid out from beneath a leather jacket Sophie had bought for me in Zambia. I hadn’t had any of the proper clothing. For some reason I thought it was going to be warm in Africa in winter, but I was dead wrong.

      “I can’t believe you just leave it lying around,” Sophie said.

      The demon blade was treacherous. Sophie’s older cousins were fascinated with it. So were the pack of shifters who lived in the compound. They made it a game to see if they could trick the blade into recognising them. But after the blade went haywire and almost cut her male cousin in half, they were forbidden from going anywhere near it.

      We heard footsteps in the hallway. “Oh God,” Sophie said. “It begins.”

      The door opened. Her parents came back with the headmistress. Jacqueline Pendragon gave new meaning to the term statuesque. Even during the off-weeks, she was dressed in structured suit pants and a metallic gold blouse that set off the lighter tones in her hair.

      “Welcome back, ladies,” Jacqueline said. She purposefully eyed the blade in my hands. “Nora tells me you’re going to accompany her to the shifter Reserve.”

      “Under duress,” Sophie explained.

      The edge of Jacqueline’s mouth tipped up. Basil and I exchanged a glance. I wondered if Jacqueline knew the real reason why Sophie was having a panic attack. The Reserve was where most of the shifters who weren’t integrated into the human population lived. It had been explained to me that the area was magicked to appear as though it was a sprawling nature reserve combining the natural environment of the shifter’s animal halves. Kind of like the billabong and swamp areas we had on campus for those students who were otherworldly. During breaks, most of the shifters, including one insanely hot lion shifter, went home. And we were about to gatecrash the place to speak to their Council representative.

      “Be that as it may,” Jacqueline said, “I happen to agree with Nora. It’s about time there was some proper representation in the ranks.”

      “You don’t think the high mages represent us?” I asked.

      She raised a brow at me. “I seem to recall you were the one to ask that question, Lex.”

      “Yeah, but I was half delirious at the time!”

      She smiled outright this time. Her focus returned to Nora. “The shifters are definitely your best bet for support. I’m just not sure if you’re catching them at the right time.”

      It was a full moon cycle. I’d been around long enough to know that the shifters tended to get a bit rowdy during this time. Nora just grinned.

      “Now is the perfect time,” she said. “They’re all aggressive and enraged. They’ll see the injustice of it, and they’ll feel like it’s their duty to help us.”

      If there was one thing I knew, it was that Nora understood how to tame a wild animal. She’d had the shifters in Zambia eating out of her hands. Literally.

      That’s how we found ourselves standing in the portal field for the second time that day. It was the arrival and departure point for most of the portals. Before my very eyes, a suitcase on wheels appeared beside Nora. It was a strange hard-plastic case that was transparent. Inside, the case was stacked with separators. Air holes were strategically placed to allow for ventilation. There was a massive pie sitting at every layer. The smell of stewed fruit, berries, and crusty pastry would have made my stomach grumble. But I remembered that first day in Zambia when she’d tried to cook us breakfast and set the kitchen on fire.

      “I assume Sophie made those,” I said. She laughed.

      “You bet your butt.”

      “Any magic in there?”

      She only winked at me.

      Sophie was chewing on her nails. I swiped her hand from her mouth. “You’ll be fine,” I said. We stepped through the portal.

      All of my platitudes flew out the window a moment later. As my foot touched down on the other side of the portal, a pair of unbelievably green eyes met mine. Sophie and I both squeaked at the same time. We’d materialised in a structure suspended in the treetops. It was like a tree house magnified by a thousand percent. The room we were in was surrounded on two sides by floor-to-ceiling glass. The view it afforded was an extensive network of wooden and rope bridges that turned the area into a community of buildings. But the majestic view only registered in a tiny part of my brain. The rest of me was trying not to react to the sight of Malachi Pendragon and the girl who was clinging to him like her life depended on it.
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      Sophie stepped closer to me. I shook my head at her. A slice of unbearable irritation shot through my chest, but I bit my tongue and reminded myself that I’d been the one to push him away. So I had no right to feel anything if he moved on. That’s what I kept telling myself as I fisted my hands behind my back.

      I refused to look at the girl directly. The blurry, two-second vision I’d had of her was enough to make my blood turn cold. If someone had ordered up a girl who was my complete opposite, that’s what they would have gotten. Legs, boobs, blonde. It was a killer combo. Someone murder me.

      Sophie’s eyes bugged out. It was only then that I noticed Max and another boy standing just behind Kai. This time I reached for her. She clenched her fingers around mine once and then let go.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Mwansa?” Kai asked. He managed to extract himself from the girl. “Durin is waiting for you in the convention room.”

      Why? I kept screaming in my head. I knew he and Max were close but of all the places he had to be, why did it have to be here and now?

      He took Nora’s suitcase from her. My left eye twitched. I bit the inside of my cheek drawing blood. It was a poor distraction.

      We followed him through the network of wooden bridges between the buildings. I had a flashback of the bridge we’d had to cross during last semester’s trial exams. Had it really only been a month? Of course, thinking about the trial made me think about other equally pleasant and unpleasant memories. Like when Kai had kissed me. And the look of surprise on his face as Lucifer stole his life.

      “Lex!” someone shouted. I had just enough time to brace myself for impact as a body collided with me. He was five years younger than me but over the break, Charles had managed to edge ahead in the height department.

      When he pulled away, I shook my head at him. “Are you eating magic beans or something?” I placed the palm of my hand on the top of my head and measured it against him. Yep. Either he had grown or I had shrunk.

      Charles screwed up his face. “Beans suck!”

      I couldn’t help laughing. He might have the physique of a teenager but inside, he was still growing. “You brought it with you?”

      I gathered by the way he was eyeing the blade in its scabbard strapped to my back that he wanted to see it. “Don’t even think about it,” Nora said. “We’re here on a peaceful mission. The last thing I want is for anyone to get cut up.”

      “Aw man!” Charles said.

      “Chuck,” Max said. “Now isn’t the time.”

      Charles’s chest rumbled. He stood close enough that I could feel the vibration of it. The look Max gave him was pure disapproval. A ring of amber appeared around the corona of Max’s eyes. Charles tried to resist the order of a more dominant shifter, but it wasn’t long before he had to lower his gaze. His nose scrunched up.

      “I’ll show you in class,” I told him.

      “Promise?”

      I nodded. He gave his brother one last glare before bolting off the way he’d come. I almost had a heart attack when he leaped through the window of the building and landed by the tips of his claws on the branch a couple of metres away.

      “That’s going to be a bit of an issue in the next few years,” Mani commented.

      Max slid his fingers through his hair. “Tell me about it. Especially since he survived that demon attack and somebody gave him the idea that he’s some kind of badass protector.” His gaze slid over me. The back of my neck got really hot. Honestly, if my whole body didn’t turn to mush when I thought of Kai, I would be in very real danger of having a crush on Max.

      I coughed and scratched at my cheek.

      “I did not put that thought in his head,” I said.

      “He has a drawing you did taped to his bedroom wall. It literally has the words “my little protector” written on it!”

      I could see Sophie biting her lip to stop from laughing. I’d drawn that picture for Charles while I was recovering from the demon attack in the infirmary. “It was supposed to be a joke!”

      “Don’t ever joke about a predatory shifter’s protective instincts,” Mani said.

      I threw my hands in the air. “Well, I know that now, don’t I?”

      He patted my back. I’d made the mistake of jumping a mile in Zambia when I’d seen my first snake. The wolves in the pack got all growly and wouldn’t let me go out on my own from then on. I pretended it was irritating but secretly, I kind of liked it. To a point anyway.

      “You know what? Why don’t I just zip my lip and pretend that I’m not here.”

      “First good idea I’ve heard come out of your mouth,” Kai muttered.

      My jaw clamped. It took everything in me not to turn around to where he was bringing up the rear with the girl and snap at him. Zen. I thought of a placid lake. Cool, calming waters. It had been easier to pretend while I was away.

      Kai’s presence felt like it was rubbing me raw. What was his problem? He literally had a goddess pressed to his side. Surely he wasn’t still pissed that I’d stopped anything from happening between us? Pain shot through my jaw. I had to massage my face to get it to unclamp.

      Thankfully, we’d reached the convention room and I was spared from having to answer. My foot had just hit the edge of the balcony when something dark blurred in my periphery. I blinked but the only thing I could see was the rustle of the leaves in the trees around us. Yet, my mind refused to give up the impression of a humanoid silhouette. I frowned. While the others filed through the glass doors to the convention room, I found myself drifting to the edge of the square balcony. There was nothing there to see, but I couldn’t fight the feeling of being watched.

      “I didn’t think it was possible for you to be weirder, Blue.” Kai came up beside me. I could see the other girl hanging back in the doorway. I swiped at the air with my left hand and brought it together with my right one. My gaze lifted into the treetops.

      Evening was beginning to press in on us. The big, round moon sparkled through the canopy. For some reason, my right arm had reached back to grip the hilt of the demon blade. Not that I would know what to do with it if push came to shove.

      “What is it?” A note of caution leeched into Kai’s tone.

      “Not sure. I thought I saw something, but obviously there’s nothing here.”

      He stepped closer. If I wasn’t already at the edge of the railing, I had a feeling he would have tried to get in front of me. Shifters weren’t the only ones with an overly heightened sense of protectiveness. My grip on the blade grew tight. The last thing I needed right now was for him to remind me of the reason why he’d managed to get past my defences despite being a raging jackass.

      “There are lots of smaller shifters here who are so fast you could have mistaken it for a shadow,” the girl offered. And just like that I remembered why the tightness in my chest couldn’t be residual feelings for Kai.

      “Yeah, that’s probably it,” I said.

      I made to turn back when Kai grabbed my wrist. “Are you sure?” Some things never changed. Clearly he was still the king of paranoia. If the girl was as disturbed as I was by him touching me, she didn’t show it.

      I shrugged. “Do you feel anything?”

      His eyes narrowed. An intense look of concentration slid over his face. He was still holding on to me. I swallowed. The last time I’d seen that look on his face, he’d been just about to kiss me.

      “Nothing out of the ordinary.” Kai let go.

      Feeling slightly nauseated, I stepped back from the edge and turned towards the door. The girl smiled at me as I came face to face with her. Well, face to chin really. She was almost as tall as Kai. I would bet the last dollar in my manna account that she was a Nephilim.

      “Hi,” she said. “I’m Astrid.”

      Behind her shoulder I could see Sophie watching us from inside the centre. She made a motion like she was going to come out but then Max turned to speak to her. His broad back cut off our eye contact. I took back everything I had thought about him being cute. The silence between Astrid and me stretched out. I allowed myself a moment to scream and rage in my thoughts. This is what happened when you tried to be selfless. It was why nice guys finished last. Then I reminded myself why I’d stepped away from Kai. In any dimension, I would rather he be alive than to be with him and have him ripped away from me.

      “Hey,” I said. “I’m –”

      “Alessia,” she finished for me, her smile wide. “We all know who you are in Seraphina. No human has ever possessed a demon blade before.”

      “There’s always a first time for everything,” Kai said.

      “Agreed.” Astrid stood aside to allow me to pass. “Which is partly why we’re here, isn’t it?”

      “Why are you here?” I tried to make the question as neutral as possible as we entered the centre.

      “Your friend’s mother contacted Malachi about a week ago,” Astrid said. “These kinds of petitions require at least two bids of support from current Council members. He was the closest thing you had to a friend.”

      She placed a hand on his arm. He didn’t flinch or pull away. The small gesture punched me in the gut so hard I thought I was going to double over. My face must have displayed the emotion because Sophie detached from Max and drew up with me. I wanted to curl into a ball and howl but through sheer stubbornness I kept it together.

      Sophie steered me blindly to our seats. Like most things shifters did, their meetings were centred around food. The convention centre had been set up with long banquet tables covered in white linen cloths. A single banner table stretched along the top side of the long tables where the heads of each class of shifters sat, along with Durin, the shifter Council representative.

      I felt eyes watching me. When I lifted my head, Durin nodded his. But he was looking at the blade on my back. Everybody was interested in the weapon. They seemed to think it was some kind of omen. I knew for a fact it was. A message I hadn’t been able to get out of my head for weeks.

      Nora thought it would be a good idea to bring Sophie and me along to the dinner so that they could put faces to the claim she wanted to make. When I’d first mentioned the fact that there wasn’t a human on the Council, she’d thought it was a great idea. As the days went on, the thought turned into an obsession. When I asked Sophie about it, she shrugged and mentioned something about opening up an old wound. It had sucked for Sophie growing up amongst the supernaturals. There were so few low witches and mages it made things difficult for her. I could only imagine it had been doubly hard for her parents.

      Mostly, Sophie and I were just here to make up bodies. Nora and Mani did all of the talking, all of the arguing in private with Duran and Kai at the important guests’ table. To her immense mortification and delight, Sophie and I were allowed to sit with Max and his friends.

      My eyes tracked to where Astrid was sitting on the edge of the banquet table closest to where Kai was. She didn’t seem perturbed at all by the fact that she didn’t know anybody else in the room.

      Every so often one of the shifters would try and strike up a conversation with her. Most of the boys couldn’t stop staring. Sophie snatched something out of my hand. I turned my head to see her holding my steak knife. Everything here was made of hard plastics because of the shifters’ aversion to silver. I had no illusions about how sharp the serrated edge was.

      “You should probably wipe that look off your face,” she whispered. Even that hushed bit of speech drew attention to us. It had been the same in Zambia. Sophie and I had taken to writing notes to each other to make sure no one was listening.

      I dropped my head and massaged my face. How did this happen? School hadn’t even started yet and I was already all twisted up inside because of Malachi Pendragon. I’d promised myself this wasn’t going to happen. I was about to reach for my knife again to finish my meal when I caught the faintest edge of darkness imprinted on the polished wooden floor. It floated, disappeared and then reappeared. That shouldn’t have been possible. The way the lights were positioned there was nothing to cast a shadow.

      A feeling of cold dread settled into my limbs. Somebody placed a hand on my shoulder. I could see Sophie mouthing something to me. Shrugging her off, I got to my feet as the shadow disappeared behind the length of a table.

      Once upon a time I would have dismissed it as a trick of the light. Once upon a time I didn’t believe in demons either. The shadow halted. Without knowing why, I dropped the knife I hadn’t realised I’d actually picked up and pretended to flounder around searching for it. Out of sheer habit I drew a protective circle around me and reinforced it twice.

      Somebody called my name. The shadow began to move once more. I followed it as it slid across the floor and cleared the long banquet table. It was approaching the head table.

      “Blue?”

      My head lifted. Kai’s frown was understandable. The indisputable feeling of sickness in me was not. I turned my head sideways and closed my eyes. The circle I drew was meant to help me find clarity. Its purpose was so that I could push the distractions away. What it did was brush up against the perimeter of another circle. One whose purpose was to conceal. A phantom foot landed inside my circle. My chest contracted.

      “Get down!” I screamed. Except I wasn’t sure who I was addressing. The dark cloud swirled. The demon blade’s hilt was in my palm one second, and the next it was sailing across the room heading straight for Durin’s head.
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      The moment the blade left my hand somebody tackled me. I was lifted up into the air. Bones snapped and clothing tore as the shifters gave way to their animal halves. A flash of green light collided with the black and red of the demon blade. Kai’s sword swatted the blade away just before it embedded into Durin’s skull. For a brief moment it had made contact with the cloud of darkness, but it had pushed clean through.

      The shifters in the Zambian pack had told me stories of Durin’s prowess. They’d said he was the strongest and fastest of them. So why was he just sitting there as though he were made of stone? For a second everything stood still. Kai’s eyes met mine. Something dark and urgent danced across his features. The air in the room sucked in around me like a vacuum. Durin rose to his feet in slow motion. Then he gave a roar that almost shattered my eardrums. The corresponding response from the shifters had me trying to cover my ears. Durin leaped over the table and tried to snatch me from the air. His shirt burst into shreds of cotton as thick black hairs and spines grew over his skin.

      I floated into the air, Astrid’s supple arms around me. Shifters of all races howled.

      “Sophie!”

      I struggled to get free as the bodies below swarmed. It was the full moon. For all they knew I just attacked their alpha. The hairs on my body all stood up at once.

      An almighty roar broke through the cluster of shifters below us. Max struck out at a wolf who tried to leap onto his back. He held Sophie in his arms.

      “Let go of me!” I screamed.

      “Please stop squirming,” Astrid said. “If I let you down now, they’ll tear you apart.”

      I knew she was right. I couldn’t stop squirming, though. Max grabbed Sophie and ran. They disappeared out of the room with her parents chasing after them.

      The next time Durin leaped for me, Kai grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and dragged him back down. Durin took a swing at Kai. The bear shifter was caught in a half shift. His yellow eyes shone like the underside of the moon.

      “Don’t drop her!” Kai called out.

      “I can help,” Astrid said.

      “Do. Not. Let. Her. Go!”

      He lashed out with a brutal punch that caught Durin under his jaw. Even through the din below I could hear the crunch of bone. The sound sent a shiver through me. The alpha bellowed in pain. It didn’t stop him from charging ahead. He took a swing of his own, the punch connecting with Kai’s ribs. An aura of green pulsed around the Nephilim.

      “He shouldn’t be fighting another Council member,” Astrid said. She might have been distracted but her grip on me was like a manacle. I couldn’t move even if I tried. My blade was somewhere on the floor being trampled on by shifters. Sophie was God knows where. The room became a battlefield. The shifters who changed into birds attempted to get close to us. Astrid swatted them away as easily as you would a fly. Not once did she even bother taking out her angel blade.

      I could swear I heard the sound of feminine laughter from the edge of the room. But when I surveyed the site, it was empty.

      Some of the shifters who had managed to hold on to their humanity were trying their hardest to get their friends to calm down. The centre door burst open to frame a curvy figure in a rich purple dressing gown.

      “For goodness sake,” the woman said. She brushed rich black curls from her face and pressed a button on a remote. The vents surrounding the room hissed with the sound of compressed air. My nose twitched. Bitterness coated the back of my throat. Astrid and I were closest to the vents. I caught a whiff of the concoction right in the face.

      Wolfsbane.

      If my Herbology lessons were worth anything, I figured it was wolfsbane mixed with vervain, mint, and essence of quicksilver. The potion was meant to both soothe and incapacitate a riled-up shifter. A dense cloud of the mixture floated in the air. Kai pressed his palms on either side of Durin’s head. His hands glowed green. For a second Durin bucked. His chest heaved. Breathing became his undoing as he sucked in a lungful of wolfsbane. Kai jumped clear just in time as Durin slumped over.

      One by one, without Durin’s aggression affecting them through the pack link, the other shifters either passed out or calmed down enough to shift back.

      The woman who had activated the air vents stepped lightly around unconscious bodies on the floor. She reached Durin and lifted his eyelids. “For once,” she said, “I would have liked for us to have a meeting without it descending into a brawl!”

      A lithe man in an all-leather getup approached her. He wore nothing beneath a black vest, showing off the planes of muscles in his upper arms. I had to stifle a giggle at how tight the leather was over his butt. The outfit would have been ridiculous on anybody else. My attention landed on the daggers strapped to his hips. Everything about him screamed fighter. Even the bondage getup didn’t diminish that.

      “My Lady,” he said to the woman.

      “What happened, Bill?”

      “The little girl attacked Durin.” He pointed up at me. Uh oh.

      Astrid chose that exact moment to bring me back down. Kai put his back to me. The level of aggression in the room spiked again. I felt it as a slow scrape across the skin on my nape. Nobody was as surprised as I was when the woman didn’t immediately order me to be arrested. It was clear by the way the other shifters gathered around her that she held a position of authority.

      She crooked a finger at me. “Come with me.”

      “She’s not going anywhere,” Kai said. His bicep flexed as he curled his hand into a ball. The woman glanced from Kai to me to Astrid and back to Kai again. I was too far away to be sure, but I could swear her nostrils flared.

      “The girl just attacked my mate,” the woman said. “In shifter territory no less. I have every right to do whatever I want with her.”

      “Yolanda.” It was a warning if I’d ever heard one. His voice became low, gravelly.

      She rolled her eyes at him. “I see you still haven’t gotten yourself a sense of humour. Do you want her around the pack when they begin to wake?”

      Kai glanced about as though he was only just noticing that we were in a room full of unconscious shifters.

      “Fine,” he said. “But I’m coming with her.”

      “I thought Nephilim were meant to be more enlightened,” she muttered. “Apparently not.” She waved her hand, bidding us to follow her through a door behind the dais.

      Astrid boxed me in so that I had no choice but to follow. “What about Sophie?”

      “The kitchen witch?” Yolanda asked. “She’ll be fine. Which is more than I can say for the dozen or so of my people who tried to get at her past Max.”

      The knot in my stomach eased a little. Not enough to still the apprehension that curled around me as I was led through a short corridor and into the small office.

      “Shut the door,” Yolanda said. I’d never heard more authority from someone in a night gown. I imagined Jacqueline would be the same.

      Yolanda stepped behind the desk and spread her arms out indicating the chairs in front of her. There were four. Kai pulled out one of the middle chairs and pointed at it. I sat down hard. Kai hunkered down to my right and Astrid to my left.

      I eyed the leather-clad shifter and the two other hulking dudes who had followed us. They were failing miserably to make themselves unobtrusive leaning on the back wall. The one closest to me had arms as wide as my torso. Their attention was fixed on Kai. It figured. Even though I’d been the one to throw a blade at Durin, he was still the bigger threat.

      “Talk,” Yolanda ordered.

      All eyes settled on me. I scratched at my head, my throat suddenly parched. “Ummm...”

      Yolanda’s dark brows drew together. Her delicate features weren’t pretty per se, but she had an air of undeniable confidence about her. She reminded me of a cat. Placing her hands on the table, she laced her fingers together.

      Kai reached out to grip the arm of my chair. The toe of his boot came down on the heel of my sneakers. A tumultuous rush of heat burst in my chest. I could almost imagine him barking an order for me to open my mouth. The irritation burned away some of my hesitation.

      “I thought I saw something in the banquet hall,” I said.

      “Something isn’t a very good descriptor,” Yolanda said. “We had guards posted at all checkpoints. Every single shifter in that room would have sniffed out anything dangerous.”

      I scratched at my chin. “I can’t explain it either.”

      “Well, you’re going to have to. Not only have you attacked my mate, but you’ve attacked a Council member. You’re not going to get out of here alive unless we get a good enough explanation.”

      The arm of my chair cracked. Kai retracted his hand and curled and released his fist. When I looked up, his face was completely neutral. He turned his head but instead of looking at me, he searched for Astrid behind my shoulder. I swallowed hard as acid slowly dripped into my gut from the lump of metal that my heart had turned into.

      “I don’t know what to say,” I said. “I thought I saw a shadow moving across the floor. I tracked it, and right before I tossed the demon blade, I could swear I saw a humanoid shape condense in the mist of shadow.”

      I was looking at the floor. My feet were now tucked tightly together. “Did anybody else see this thing she’s describing?” Yolanda asked.

      I heard rather than saw the guards shake their heads. Beside me, Astrid did the same. Kai remained silent.

      There was a knock on the door. The Bulging Beast guarding it sniff. He glanced over my head at Yolanda. She must have nodded because he opened the door. Nora and Mani rushed in.

      They took one look at the situation and Nora’s expression clouded over. “This is exactly the reason why we need a Council representative,” she said. “You’re questioning a minor without a guardian.”

      “Your ridiculous human rules don’t apply here.”

      Nora came to stand behind my chair. She placed a hand on my shoulder. I found myself leaning into her palm. My insides turned into jelly. She stroked my hair while she spoke. “Our ridiculous human rules are what we govern ourselves with. You have no right to just take her.”

      “I have every right. She attacked my mate!”

      “She saved his life,” Mani said. “If Lex hadn’t blocked the attack from that thing in the hall, it would have taken Durin out.”

      My mouth popped open. “You saw it?”

      Mani frowned. “Of course,” he said. “Hard not to see it. Looked like a cloud of sand.”

      Before I knew what was happening, I’d jumped on him and thrown my arms around his neck. My whole body was shaking. He squeezed me back and patted my shoulder. I breathed in deep, my chest feeling so much lighter.

      “Thank God,” I said, when he let me go. “For a second I thought –”

      Nora cupped my cheek. “You’re not crazy, sweetheart.”

      That’s not what I’d been thinking. But I let them believe it. Better to be thought of as crazy than to be watching and waiting for the devil to come for you.

      Yolanda was unmoved. “You’re trying to tell me that this little girl threw a demon blade at my mate to save his life?”

      “I didn’t know what I was doing,” I said. “It was just...instinct.”

      Yolanda’s right eye twitched. “You expect me to believe that? You’re a human with a demon blade. Such a thing is unheard of. Your word is less than credible.”

      Nora’s mouth drew into a thin line.

      “Is that all you can say?” I snapped. “I’m human so there are rules that apply to me and can’t be flexible?”

      There was a point at which I was willing to take shit for the sake of not wanting to cause ripples. Being called a human in that tone was the straw that would break me.

      “Careful,” Yolanda drawled. There was a spark in her eyes now. It was then that I realised I’d been playing this all wrong. I thought of the wolves I’d observed in Zambia. I was inside shifter territory. In here, I was either the hunter or the hunted. My skin might have been soft, but there was no way in hell I was going to settle for being prey.

      “Why?” I stepped up to the desk. I could feel muscle shifting beside me and behind me. The air grew thick with a tension I couldn’t identify. “Why do I have to be careful? Because I don’t have anyone I can call to stop you if you decide I’m wrong?”

      I placed my palms on the desk. They began to glow a luminous sky blue laced with sparks of silver and black.

      “I didn’t try to kill Durin,” I said.

      Yolanda got up off her seat. She matched my stance. “Why should I believe you?”

      I felt my top lip curling. “Trust me. If I wanted to kill Durin, I’d be a lot smarter about it than to do it in front of the whole pack.”

      An edge of a smile tipped Yolanda’s lips. “And how would you do it?”

      I inhaled. “Probably by cloaking myself in an invisibility spell during a full moon. Lots of confusion to help me slip away if anything went wrong.” Exactly as the shadowed assailant had done.

      Nora made a distressed sound. Yolanda tipped her head back and laughed. There was a maniacal edge to it. I had a sudden image of a hyena cackling. She wiped away an amused tear from her eyes.

      “You low witches have a thing for drawing, don’t you?” she asked. She produced a pencil and notepad from the cabinet behind her. “Why don’t you see if you can draw what you think you saw?”

      I made a face at Nora. “Might as well,” she said.

      Yolanda passed the pad over to me. I picked up the pencil and closed my eyes. Professor Mortimer had always said that seeing things in my mind was often more accurate than trying to replicate it with my eyes open.

      My wrist moved almost of its own accord. The image seeped from my memory, through the graphite and onto the page. I turned the pencil almost flat on its side and used the surface of the lead to shade in the part of the mist. Somebody gasped.

      The hard grip on my shoulder said it had been Nora. My eyes snapped open to see narrowed hazel ones. “Are you certain?” Yolanda asked.

      I looked down at my picture. It was disturbingly detailed. What I’d drawn was a humanoid shape inside a dense cloud of mist. Though it was blurry, there was no mistaking the silhouette of a woman in the shadow.

      Kai leaned over, his shoulder straining. “Do you know what that is, Blue?”

      I shook my head.

      Yolanda tapped her fingers on the desk. “It can’t be true. There’s no such thing.”

      “Every myth is borne of some small fact,” Astrid said. I wished she would stop trying to be so helpful. How was I supposed to hate her?

      Yolanda reached out and took the picture from me.

      “I don’t get it,” I said.

      Nora’s hand gripped tighter.

      Yolanda passed the picture to Kai. “You really want me to accept this?”

      Kai took the notepad tentatively. He pinched the bridge of his nose. “They’re not going to like it.”

      “What the hell are you all talking about?” I wanted to yank the picture back and tear it apart. Kai sensed my annoyance. He touched his finger to the edge of the clouded mist. “This thing you’ve drawn,” he said, “it matches the kind of paintings we’ve got in our archives for the Soul Sisterhood.”

      A shudder ran through the room as he said the name.

      “I thought that was an urban legend?”

      He shook his head. “It’s what we like to tell ourselves because we don’t want to believe it. But sadly, they are very real.”

      I sat down hard and pressed my forehead to the tabletop. Why? Why did I always get myself embroiled in these things? It was like I was some kind of trouble magnet or something.
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      They made me wait in the office while Durin was being revived. Forty minutes later he came staggering in with my demon blade. It was a bad idea to go for the blade, but I didn’t care.

      I held my hand out for it. To my surprise Durin handed it over to me without so much as a roar. When I glanced into his black eyes, I knew why.

      “You saw her,” I said.

      His chest rumbled. Yolanda stepped up to him and laid her head on his shoulder. His palm came down to rest on the nape of her neck. His other hand splayed on her belly. I had a feeling I knew why she hadn’t been present at the banquet.

      “I saw whatever it was that was in there,” Durin said. “Whether or not it’s one of those assassins is another matter altogether.”

      “Either way Alessia didn’t do anything wrong,” Nora said.

      “Aye.” Durin glanced at me. “I knew from the moment I laid eyes on you that there would be trouble.”

      To be fair, I was in a very foul mood when I’d first been brought to the Council. Nora cleared her throat. Durin grumbled.

      “Is that all you can think about right now?” he said.

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “Now more than ever I am convinced that humans need representation. If Alessia didn’t have...” She trailed off and tried to avoid looking in Kai’s direction. Subtle. “We want a low-magic user on the Council. So what’s it going to be?”

      Durin hugged Yolanda to him. “It’s not going to be an easy campaign,” he said. “You’ll have the support of me and mine. The para-humans may be persuaded too. But the others will fight you on it.”

      Nora shrugged. “Do we have an agreement?”

      She clapped her hands when Durin nodded. Way to use the situation to her advantage. I had a feeling she would make a great political figurehead. I wrapped my arms around myself as I glanced again at the shadowed mist I’d drawn.

      As if dealing with the devil wasn’t bad enough. Now I had to contend with the idea that there were supernatural assassins out there.

      “We can’t let this get out into the population,” Durin said. “It’ll cause a mass panic.”

      “We can’t keep them in the dark, either,” Kai countered.

      “Until we can figure out why the Sisterhood have re-emerged and why they went after Durin, we don’t have any information to give,” Yolanda said.

      “I don’t think Alessia needs to hear this,” Mani said. Nora agreed. “We’re going to take her home.”

      “I’ll escort you,” Astrid said.

      My back went rigid. Nora came to my aid. “There’s no need,” she said. “We’ll only be portaling directly to the Academy. And I’ll pick up my daughter on the way. I’m sure Max won’t let anything happen to us.”

      I would be forever grateful for not having to deal with Astrid. Nora knew it too. As soon as we were out of earshot, she leaned down and whispered in my ear. “I’m going to assume you and Sophie will be more than happy to assist with the campaign.”

      I didn’t have time to say anything because we’d reached the bridge walkway where Sophie and Max were waiting for us.

      “Oh thank Gaia!” Sophie said. She ran up and wrapped her arms around me. I was just sinking into the warmth of it when she shifted. Grabbing me in a headlock, she ruffled my hair.

      “Hey!”

      “Can’t I take you anywhere?” she asked. “I can’t believe you tried to kill Durin!”

      “Get off, Soph!”

      “Girls,” Nora admonished.

      When she freed me, I patted down my hair. “I didn’t do it on purpose!”

      “I hope you’re not like this during the Halloween Showcase,” she said.

      “The what now?”

      Max cleared his throat. “The portal is already open,” he said. “You both need to get back to the Academy. You have classes starting the day after tomorrow.”

      I almost got frostbite from his tone. There was a grim set to his shoulders, his chest expanding slowly like he was trying to keep himself calm.

      “Sir, yes sir!” I saluted. His brow twitched. “I would like to point out, sir, that you’re not my House Captain.”

      “You wanna see what Kai has to say about it?”

      I flinched. Clearly I hadn’t thought this through. I shrugged, feigning nonchalance. “Who cares what he says. He’s busy flapping around with Astrid.”

      This time his mouth tugged into a grin. Some of the tension eased from his shoulders. I thought I heard Sophie sigh. Max shook his head. “Bloody females,” he said as he led us through the maze of bridges. “Who knows what crazy shit goes on in your heads half the time?”

      I was about to take exception when Sophie latched on to me and covered my mouth with her hand. She gave me her best are you insane look. I rolled my eyes and indicated that I would be good. Still, she only released me when we made it to the portal.

      “We’re going to get ourselves setup in the apartment,” Nora said. “Come and visit on the weekend. We’ll talk strategy.”

      “We can’t just leave campus whenever we want, Mama! The next holiday isn’t until Halloween.”

      “I’ll see if I can speak to Headmistress Pendragon about special dispensation.”

      She gave both of us a hug. My throat locked. It had only been three weeks, but I had gotten used to having a mother figure around. I could see the immense relief on Sophie’s face, though.

      I didn’t want to let go when Mani hugged me. Having a mum was great. But I’d never had a male figure in my life before. Basil not included.

      “Be good,” he told us. After they were gone, Max turned on us.

      “Straight to the dorm,” he said.

      Sophie shoved me through the portal when I opened my mouth. I tripped over on the other side onto the grass in the field. It was dark outside now so that I could barely see in front of myself.

      “Ow!”

      “Serves you right!” Sophie said as she appeared beside me. “What were you thinking mouthing off to a shifter right after something like that happened?”

      “What? He seemed okay.”

      She pursed her lips. “You still have a lot to learn about them.”

      I threw my arms out wide. “Hence the reason why we’re back here!” I spun in a circle. Overhead we heard the flap of wings. I wasn’t fast enough to catch the flight of the Nephilim guard, but it was good enough to know they were out there patrolling the grounds.

      We did go straight to the dorm, but it wasn’t because Max had said so. It was because after what happened, I was exhausted.

      When I opened the door, Basil was pacing the floor. “There you are! Do you know what time it is?”

      I glanced at the clock on Sophie’s nightstand and winced. We’d meant to be back two hours ago. “You didn’t even think to let me know by mirror!”

      I held my hands up, palms towards him in surrender. “Sorry! We got held up.”

      “Lex attacked Durin,” Sophie explained.

      “What?”

      I gave her the evil eye while I explained to Basil what had happened. When I was done, he was pacing even harder. It was difficult for a doll to look so serious but Basil somehow managed to pull it off.

      “This isn’t good. The Soul Sisterhood.” He said it like it meant something to him. “You don’t think this could be connected to what happened to you in the Fae forest?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine. Someone explain to me how it is that we’re the only ones who could see the attacker?” Sophie had confirmed she’d also seen a blur before Durin had gone nuts and screamed at everyone.

      “It’s because the Sisterhood are human,” Basil said. “They are, essentially, low-magic users.”

      If I’d been drinking, I would have spat liquid out of my mouth. “But low-magic users aren’t normally powerful,” I said. I was a freak under the circumstances.

      “That’s true,” Basil said. “But even a low-magic user can become very proficient in their field.” He eyed both of us meaningfully.

      I sat down heavily on the bed. My resolution to unpack flew out the window.

      “What kind of magic does the Sisterhood have?”

      “Light,” Sophie said. “They bend light and use it as a cloak to conceal themselves.”

      “Like Fred,” I said. After what he’d done, our ex-friend had been arrested and removed to Bloodline Penitentiary. He was lucky he was underage or he would have gone straight to the Dominion Prison. I knew I should despise him, a part of me did, but I kept thinking about how frightened he’d been while he was here. It made me feel slightly awful for him.

      “Nothing like Fred,” Basil corrected. “He didn’t use his powers. He simply summoned a demon. Light is only what we suspect their powers are. Not much is known about the Sisterhood because they don’t want anyone to know. They want nothing to do with the supernatural community.”

      “So, why have they come out now?”

      “Your guess is as good as anybody else’s,” Basil said.

      Sophie rubbed her eyes. “We’re not allowed to talk about it so don’t go blabbing on the MirrorNet.”

      “As if I would do such a thing!”

      Yeah, right. For a centuries-old mage, he was the biggest gossip ever. After all that had happened tonight, I expected to be out like a light. Sophie was snoring softly soon after her head hit the pillow, but I couldn’t even close my eyes for long. In my mind, I kept trying to draw a circle over and over again. For some reason, I felt incredibly exposed.

      When I finally did manage to get some sleep, the sky outside was already beginning to lighten. And just because the universe was so lovely, Lucifer’s smiling face appeared in my nightmares.
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      He was terrible in his beauty. Not in the way of a wolf or a lion, but like an unreasonable fear that you knew was illogical but couldn’t shake. I had a feeling that this wasn’t his only face. That one day I would see the other one and it would change everything.

      Tonight, he wore the golden armour. The intricate pattern of the sun rising above celestial wings imprinted in my mind. Kai’s armour had an image of a sword piercing through the clouds. The light to break the spell of night. Lucifer’s mantle was about being above the other seraphim. It made me wonder what Azreal would think about it.

      There was no time for thinking right now. “You know it will happen, little one,” Lucifer said. He stomped his foot onto the chest of a fallen Nephilim. “Be with me or watch everyone you’ve ever cared about snuff out.”

      I tried to shut my eyes against the vision, but they wouldn’t close. As always, I was immobilised in my nightmares. The body below Lucifer’s foot began to morph from a faceless soldier into Kai’s chiselled features. In this iteration, his eyes were closed. But his skin was washed out to make a stark backdrop for the trail of blood dripping from his lips.

      I knew it was a nightmare. I knew it wasn’t real. Yet when I tried to step back, my body locked. A sword materialised in Lucifer’s hand. The Morning Star appeared in the sky above. That it was visible even though the sun was shining attested to the brightness of it. The Morning Star. The devil whose greed had caused the Earth dimension to be used as a battlefield.

      Please don’t, the words shaped in my mind.

      He only smiled. “The last in my brother’s line,” Lucifer said. “And yet he does nothing to aide you.”

      The scream lodged in my throat as Lucifer brought his sword down on Kai’s neck. I shoved awake feeling like someone had kicked me repeatedly in the gut. Sweat soaked through my singlet and pyjama bottoms. My hand found the demon blade’s hilt. I grabbed it and yanked it against my chest, the cool metal pressed against my cheek. For some reason, the weapon of the enemy always provided me with solace. I didn’t want to unpack the reason why I took comfort in the notion that I could wield the blade. Only that if I came across a demon, I might not be completely helpless.

      Right now, I concentrated on getting my breath to even out. Squinting, I saw that it was still not yet six in the morning. I’d barely had a chance to close my eyes, but the nightmare had come on quickly. Like it was waiting for me. I had a feeling that was exactly the case.

      I lay there shivering under my blankets even though it wasn’t cold. An hour later, Sophie stirred. Thankfully, I had my back to the room, so she didn’t notice that my face was streaked with tears.

      I heard Basil yawn while Sophie got up to go to the bathroom. He moaned and groaned in the morning like he had a stiff body. I guess some habits never died.

      “Lex,” Basil said, “I know you’re awake.”

      I tried not to groan myself. Somehow, he always knew when I was faking it. “My stuffing is coming out on one side. Can you stitch me up? That confounded cat really did a number on me.”

      I sighed. “Can’t I even sleep in on my last free day?”

      “No rest for the wicked,”

      “Who are you calling wicked?” I rolled over onto my back.

      “There’s no other way to describe you.”

      If it would have made a difference, I would have thrown the blade at him. After last night, blade throwing was the last thing that should have been on my mind. Instead, I dragged the covers off me and scrambled around for the repair kit I’d made him after what we now called the Cat Incident.

      Most of the people in the compound could make peace with the idea that Basil was a soul inside a doll. But Samuel, Sophie’s great aunt’s cat, could not. The cat saw Basil as a particularly exciting chew toy. One day I’d come home from the open-air market to find Basil half gutted with his stuffing hanging out. The problem was that once he was unstitched, he seemed to keep unwinding no matter what I did. Hence the repair kit. Sophie was much better at stitching than I was, but for some reason her repairs kept coming apart. So she’d had to teach me because she didn’t want to keep doing it.

      “Did you snag yourself on something last night?” I asked him while he was in my lap. I threaded wool through the eye of the big needle and started to stitch.

      “There’s nothing around here to get stuck on!” he protested. He had a point.

      I had only just finished stitching up his side when Sophie returned with Diana. The dwarf grinned at me. I leaped up and gave her a hug.

      “I hear you may be on the shifter’s most wanted list,” she said. I stuck my tongue out at Sophie.

      “I am not. It was all a misunderstanding.”

      “Only you would go to a shifter banquet and try to kill their alpha.”

      “Can we please change the subject? I haven’t even had breakfast yet!”

      Now that they were together, neither of them would leave me alone about it. I wrote a note so Basil could go to the library to get away. They followed me into the communal bathroom making jokes about how I’d probably have tried to kill Jacqueline when we first met if I had a demon blade with me.

      Even though the bathrooms were communal, there were quite a few of them scattered around the dorms. We normally didn’t run into too many people. But it was the day before school started and everyone was heading back to the Academy. They were all excited after their respective holidays. I heard the squealing in the bathroom well before I opened the door. When we stepped in, the laughter died.

      The four vampire girls inside looked at me pointedly. Their lips kept quirking up into sly smiles.

      “Hey,” Diana said.

      It seemed to startle them. “Hello.” It was a communal greeting. They tittered and then hightailed it out of the room.

      “That was weird,” I said.

      “Is it?” Sophie commented. “It feels about right.”

      I pushed open the shower stall and went inside. While I washed, I could hear the girls talking in low voices. I hurried so I didn’t miss out on any of the conversation. By the time we reached the dining hall, I’d put the incident with those girls out of my mind. That was until we got closer and I could feel the distinct pinprick of eyes on me.

      “What’s going on?” I said.

      Sophie frowned. “Do you know anything about this?” she asked Diana.

      “Roland and I only got back this morning,” she said. They’d gone home to their community which was settled under the vast caverns beneath the Blue Mountains.

      We were waiting in line when Sasha cut in front of us. He hissed out a greeting. “Do you mind?” Diana said.

      “Have you guys heard the gossip?” Sasha said. Somebody behind us cleared their throat but he ignored them.

      “What gossip?” I asked. Sasha peered at me. It was like he was trying to look through me.

      “Someone has been saying that you saw Lucifer while you were down in the caverns,” Sasha said. “They say you’ve got that sword because your blood is his.”

      I stopped so hard the person behind me ran into my back. I heard a snarl and wheeled around. My eyes must have been flashing fire because the Fae girl’s face bleached of colour. My bottom lip was jutting out when I turned back around.

      “I’m not a Nephilim,” I grit out. “So how the hell could I be blooded by Lucifer?” Of all the things to get out, why did it have to be this thing?

      “Nobody is really saying how it is,” Sasha said. “There’s just a lot of conjecture. And –”

      He saw the look on my face. “And?”

      “Do you really want to know?” We were at the front of the line. He tried to take the tray I’d just lifted out of my hands. “Can you not have a weapon with you when I tell you?”

      “Just spill it!” Diana said.

      We passed by the vampire and blood drinker buffet section. He lifted a carton and placed it on his tray. Note to self, find out where the blood for those neat little take-away blood juices came from. I had a feeling I wouldn’t like what I found. Right now, I was scowling about something else entirely. Yanking back my tray, I grabbed a plate from the trolley and filled it with scrambled eggs.

      “Well, there’s another rumour going around that some of the Fae with the Sight have seen a future where you’re on the other side of the line, if you know what I mean.”

      He was right. If I hadn’t had a plate of eggs on my tray, I would have whipped it at the wall. My inability to waste food ensured that I kept the tray exactly where it was. Pressed firmly to my stomach. My hands turned white at the edges. I swear I could hear the plastic crack.

      I was looking around the hall for a particular Fae. Ignoring the interested glances I was getting back, I spotted the indigo of Brigid’s wings amongst a group of particularly rowdy kids. Bradley and Adam were with them.

      My jaw set. If Sophie hadn’t grabbed my arm, I might have marched over there and punched Brigid in the face.

      “Why would Lex be on the other side?” Sophie said. “She’s got nothing to do with Lucifer.” She shuddered a little as she said the name.

      “I don’t know,” Sasha said. We were now at the end of the queue. He picked up a plastic straw from the containers of utensils. “I didn’t say it was true. Don’t shoot the bloody messenger!”

      “You shouldn’t be encouraging this kind of gossip,” Diana said.

      Sasha made a motion that looked like he was zipping his lips and throwing away the key. “I’ll go get us a seat.”

      There was nowhere in the hall that I could hide. Eyes followed me everywhere. When we were done picking our food, Sasha waved at us from a table not that far away from Brigid’s. “Is he dense or what?” Diana said.

      “He just doesn’t understand,” Sophie said.

      We were making our way over when I saw a flutter of blonde hair in my periphery. Despite all the red flags in my head, I turned to see Astrid and Kai now amongst the group of Fae and Nephilim. He had his arm around her shoulders. He leaned back in his chair like he owned the room. She had a small smile on her face as though she was keeping a secret. All of them looked up at me as I walked past.

      “Seen your benefactor around lately?” Brigid sniped. Half the table erupted in laughter. I kept my attention firmly on the food on my plate. Hungry. I was hungry. Nothing else mattered. I’d eat and then I’d leave. Except now I didn’t really have any kind of appetite.

      I should have gotten a medal for self-control. Sophie didn’t need to almost body tackle me at all.

      “They’re not exactly subtle, are they?” Roland said after we sat down. He appeared with Trey by his side.

      “Hey, guys,” Trey said. “How was the break?”

      They all started talking at once. I was grateful that the topic had shifted to something else. I kept my head down the whole time and concentrated on chewing. I could still feel the eyes on my back, but I would be damned if I allowed them to run me out of here.

      “You guys hear about the Halloween Showcase this year?” Roland asked. “All of the Council are going to be here apparently.”

      “You’re kidding?” Diana said.

      “I heard it from one of the girls in my Dimension Integration class who heard it from Brigi...never mind.”

      I set my fork down. “You can say her name,” I said.

      “She shouldn’t even be here,” Sophie said. She patted my arm.

      “That’s what everyone else is saying about me though, isn’t it?”

      “Not everybody.”

      I smiled but there was no humour in it. “I bet the only ones who believe I’m not the spawn of Satan are the low-magic users.” What I wanted to say was that it was Azrael’s blood in me that allowed me to touch the demon blade. But even that was a bit sketchy. After all, Azrael hadn’t explicitly said that was the case. Only that I wasn’t a demon. Fat lot of good that did me.

      Another chorus of laughter drew the attention of the hall. Even my friends weren’t immune to the gravitational pull of a table full of high-ranking Nephilim and Fae. I’d had enough. “I’m going to check on the Grove,” I said. Sophie tried to get up with me, but I shook my head at her. “It’s okay. I’m fine.”

      I got about three steps away from the table when Jacqueline’s assistant appeared in the door of the hallway. He cast about for a second until he spotted me. Then he beckoned.

      “Oooh,” Brigid’s voice rang out. “Let’s hope the board have come to their senses and are kicking her out.”

      I left the hall to the rising hush of whispers. Jacqueline opened her door when Alex knocked. Her outfit was understated charcoal grey. Her expression was grim.

      “Take a seat, Lex.”

      I did so. My hands unclenched. I hadn’t even realised I was balling them. “I’m not going to insult your intelligence but trying to underplay the gossiping,” she said. “I see that word has gotten around about the Sightings.” She sighed. “If it would make you feel better, I could issue a bulletin to discourage any more chatter.”

      I blew out a breath. The last thing I needed was for the headmistress to issue a slap down. If anything, that would make my life even more miserable. I’d never hear the end of it.

      “That won’t be necessary.”

      She glanced out the window. “This is a very serious matter and we don’t take it lightly. But at the same time, we can’t control some of the things the Fae have seen.”

      “The Fae? As in more than one?”

      I’d been labouring under the assumption that Brigid was my biggest problem.

      “Unfortunately, the Fae are not the only ones with the ability to see into a possible future.”

      “Who else has seen it?”

      “Astrid, for one.”

      My insides chilled at her name. “She said she was sent here to be an additional guard for the school,” I said. Jacqueline nodded. That didn’t mean that I wasn’t the thing she was guarding against. That was just perfect. Kai’s new girlfriend was here to make sure I didn’t go postal. It was kind of poetic. Rage inducing but poetic.

      “I hope you know you’ve got my full confidence,” Jacqueline said. “You’ll continue to move about the Academy exactly as you always have.”

      “I’m surprised the Council aren’t freaking out about what happened last night with the shifters.”

      She blinked slowly. “I won’t lie to you, there have been some calls to turn you over to the Dominion.” She held up a hand when I opened my mouth. “They are baseless, of course. It’s a ridiculous idea. Besides, Durin and Yolanda won’t stand for it. You saved his life and that means every shifter alive has been commanded to make sure nobody takes you without cause.”

      “That doesn’t mean they’re not afraid of me.”

      She reached over and patted my hand. “Fear is mostly borne of ignorance. Not all of us are ruled by it.”

      “For some reason I thought the supernatural world would be more tolerant than the human one. Turns out not so much.”

      Jacqueline’s lips pursed in a way that told me she didn’t care for the assessment. But she didn’t say anything about it. Instead, she pulled out a piece of paper from the in-tray on her desk and placed it in front of me. Glancing over the page, I saw it was my new timetable for the semester. My attention snagged on the lesson after dinner. Kai was still scheduled to give me additional combat tutelage.

      “Do you think Professor Eldridge would consider training me outside of school hours?” I asked.

      She didn’t miss a beat even though she had to know why I was asking. “I’m sure she would be happy to oblige but the faculty members who are combat trained are being utilised for additional guard duties around the school. With the threat of a resurgence of the Soul Sisterhood, I can’t really spare anyone. Perhaps one of the upperclassmen could help you? There are several who are exceptional.”

      “Sure.” I tried to smile. As if there were so many other people in this school who wanted to drop everything and help me after all.

      “Just so you don’t get another shock, after your trial exams, Professor Eldridge and I agreed that both you and Miss Hess should be attending the third-year High Magic classes.”

      The hits just kept on coming. “But I’m not a high-magic user!” Also, I didn’t want to go anywhere with Isla Hess.

      “No, you’re not. But it seems like it would be a good idea to give you an understanding of what you’ll eventually be going up against. Professor Mortimer would also appreciate if you could update him on any additional Blood Magic lessons Basil decides to show you.”

      “But that’s not fair! Lots of other kids get extra unofficial lessons from their parents or...I see. Lots of other kids aren’t a low-magic hedge witch with a demon blade.”

      “It’s just a precaution.”

      “Sure.” I glanced down at my hands. “Sometimes I think it would be easier if you just threw me in the Dominion prison.”

      “We’re not at that stage just yet. These measures are for your own safety. Within reason. There’s the safety of the other students that we need to think of as well. The things you can do are almost unprecedented. And I’ll level with you, we want to know the extent of your powers just as badly as you do. Your abilities may give us a great advantage. It’s in our best interests to ensure you learn as much as you can.”

      I couldn’t help snorting. “What if I don’t choose to be a guard when I graduate?”

      “Guarding isn’t the only dangerous job we have.”

      “What if I want to be a florist?” It wasn’t even a lie. I had considered it given my ability as a hedge witch.

      “Good for you if that’s the case. Until then I need to do what’s best for you in terms of your education.” She squeezed my hand. “This won’t last forever. They will eventually let up. Come to me if you change your mind and I will make the edict official.”

      Thinking she was finished, I went to stand. She waved me back down. “I’m not really sure how to broach the subject so I’m just going to come out and say it,” she said. “Keep in mind that I’m not saying this to you as your headmistress but as Malachi’s grandmother.” I gulped. I think I preferred it when she was grilling me. “My grandson has been through a lot. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen him be himself. For the last few months I thought I was going to get him back. And then something happened. I understand the two of you had some kind of falling out?”

      My heart twisted in my chest. I could feel my bottom lip wanting to tremble. I swiped at it with the back of my sleeve. Not even Sophie knew the reason why I’d cut things off with Kai before anything started. When she’d asked, I covered it up with anger until she knew not to broach the topic. I couldn’t use that here. So I tried to go for ignorance instead.

      “To be honest,” I said, “there wasn’t really anything to fall out from. We’re just two very different people.”

      “Are you?” Both her brows rose.

      “Yes! He couldn’t possibly be more arroga –” I cut myself off, remembering who it was I was speaking to. “Anyway, we argue way too much. I really don’t want to spend all my time fighting a losing battle.”

      “Is that all this is about?”

      I nodded, holding my breath until I was finally out of her office. I think my face had gone blue by then. Blue was exactly how I felt as I trudged to the Grove.
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      Six nymphs chattered in my face. They had not been happy when I’d explained to them that I was going away and the Arcana tree would have to fend for itself. They didn’t appear to be any happier now that I was back.

      I walked while I was being scolded and found a trespasser on my turf. “Peter?”

      My Herbology teacher was watering the Arcana tree in his trademark coveralls. “You’re back.”

      “Tomorrow is the first day of school after all.”

      He took off his fisherman’s hat and scratched his head. “Oh right. I guess that makes sense.” The nymphs flitted around him. He smiled as though he could understand their high-pitched wailing. “You’ll be wanting your watering can back.”

      Not really. I enjoyed looking after the tree but the harassment I could leave in a heartbeat.

      “Now, I’ve had to snip off a few of the lower leaves,” he said. He pointed to where he’d taken off a lateral branch to ensure the main stem grew upright. “It seems to be sulking a little. Like it’s had a bad haircut. It should perk up a little now that you’ve returned.”

      I knew better than to comment on him talking to the tree like it was alive. It made weeding and pruning slightly uncomfortable. Thankfully, our other professor, Thalia, was a bit more pragmatic.

      “I’ll leave you to it. See you in class.”

      I never knew how such an old man moved so quickly. I’d barely gotten a grip on the handle of the watering can when I turned around and he was gone. Muttering to myself, I stowed the watering can away amidst a narrative of irritated squawking.

      “You know what?” I shouted. “If you dislike me so much, why’d you even trick me into looking after the tree?”

      There was blessed silence. It lasted all of two seconds before the nymphs really started in on me. I sat down and dropped my head into my hands. Screaming into them probably wasn’t the greatest idea, but it was either that or use one of the nymphs as a kickball. As if I could ever catch them. They were bloody fast.

      “Are you alright?” I heard Astrid say.

      Nooooo. This couldn’t be happening. The nymphs went absolutely nuts. When they spoke to me, their voices were shrill. The sounds they made now were much lower on the register. It was almost moaning.

      I saw a spark of green light through my fingers. Why didn’t the ground just open up and swallow me whole? On second thought, I could actually make that happen. I really did consider it rather than open my eyes.

      “What’s going on?” Kai said. “Blue?”

      The nymphs cracked it big time. Out came the acorns. It didn’t occur to me until Kai copped one in the head that they were trying to defend me.

      “Stop it!” Kai roared. They pelted him. I burst out laughing. How the tables had turned. The first time I’d trespassed in here, I was the one they attacked. His wings shot out and formed a protective barrier around his body. Before they obscured his face, I could see the edge of irritation in the hard line of his mouth.

      It was all fun and games until he moved to stand in front of Astrid. She wasn’t even the focus of the pelting. All of the mirth in my chest disappeared.

      “Ladies,” I said. “If this is for my benefit you really don’t have to.”

      The purple nymph whistled in my ear. A cloud of purple dust enveloped my senses. An image appeared in my mind. Kai and me dancing on the night of the Solstice ball. His arms holding me tight like he didn’t want to let me go.

      When the image disappeared, my face crumpled. The nymphs resumed their attack. I swatted my hand around them. “Stop,” I whispered. “Stop, please.”

      Maybe it was the tremble in my voice. Maybe it was because they sensed how pathetic I was. They hovered in front of me, their perfect cherubic faces puffed up with annoyance. I held my hand up, palm out. The purple nymph landed on it. She pointed at Kai.

      I shook my head. She flashed a devious smile. I swore I saw fangs.

      No, I mouthed, not wanting Kai to hear. She rolled her eyes and signalled for the others to follow her. They disappeared out of the clearing.

      “You can lower your defences,” I said. I put all of mine up.

      Kai’s dark blonde hair was tousled. Aside from after a battle, I’d never seen him that dishevelled.

      “What was that all about?” he snapped.

      I shrugged. “How am I supposed to know? I don’t control what they do.”

      “It was my fault,” Astrid said. “I shouldn’t have come here without an invitation.”

      “You shouldn’t need one,” Kai said. “You’re Nephilim.”

      It was seriously like taking a bullet to the gut. When I’d come here the first time, he’d almost ripped my arm out of its socket trying to get me out.

      “I’ll leave you guys to it,” I said, pushing myself up to a standing position.

      Kai stepped in front of me. “Wait.”

      My eyes twitched at the underlying command in it. Instead of sniping, I dug my nails into my palms and breathed in and out slowly.

      “What’s up?”

      It was Astrid who answered. “I just came to check that you were alright,” she said. “Some of the things Brigid was saying were awful.”

      I shrugged again. Could I get away with not speaking if I simply answered with ambiguous gestures? They both watched me. I guess not.

      “I’m fine. It’ll take more than that to hurt me.”

      Like you, for instance. I knew it was unfair, but I just couldn’t help it. “Thanks,” I added, thinking it would make things better.

      She smiled at me. But it was a knowing smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Maybe it’s me who should let you guys talk.”

      I was going to protest, but she disappeared in a flash of baby blue. And then there I was alone with Kai. I retracted my hands into the sleeve of my sweater just for something to do. I’d never been tongue tied around Kai before. Then again, he had never been hesitant around me. It was like we were both trying to find the right words. Since I was the one who had made it awkward, I figured I was obligated to try and smooth things over.

      “How are you feeling?”

      Though I could see that at least physically he was pretty much recovered. The scars he’d acquired were almost healed so that they were smudges more than anything else. It made me wonder how deep that one above his eye had been for it to leave such a mark. He caught me staring.

      “Demon blade,” he said. His hand reached up to touch the mark. It seemed like an involuntary gesture. Just like the way his eyes narrowed in that moment.

      “Of course it was.”

      “I’m good,” he said.

      “I’m glad.”

      “Are you?”

      This time I frowned. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Astrid and I are just old family friends.”

      My jaw dropped. The nerve! “I don’t remember asking.”

      He smirked. I knew I was scowling but it was impossible not to. I stepped to the side. “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “Making room for your ego.”

      If I hadn’t been looking at him right then, I wouldn’t have noticed his face softening for the briefest second. It was gone in a flash, but it was a moment of vulnerability.

      “Astrid is going to be around from now on,” he said. “She doesn’t have many friends. It would be nice if you could try and get along with her.”

      Was he kidding me right now? It would be a miracle if I didn’t put my fist in both of their faces. “No offense but I don’t really plan on being around you guys a lot.”

      “Blue.”

      I held up a hand. In the span of our conversation, steely conviction had poured over me. It formed a restrictive layer around my heart. As much as his presence scraped at me in completely the wrong way, I didn’t want him to get hurt.

      “It’s fine,” I said. “Honestly. I promise I’ll be civil if I see her around. I’m not like Brigid.”

      “That’s kind of what I was counting on.” The blank expression on my face wasn’t what he wanted to see. “She’s lived in Seraphina all her life. I want her to have contact with the outside world. She needs to see what real people are like. It’s the only way for her to be ready when the war comes.”

      My expression must have twisted. “You want her to meet real people and you brought her to an Academy with all the snootiest jerks ever? You should have taken her to Rivia or something.”

      He stepped forward. “I wanted her to...” He raked his hands through his hair. The green in his eyes was lit behind by darkness. Goosebumps pricked my skin.

      “About the training,” I said, segueing in the worst possible way.

      “What about it?”

      I scuffed the hairs at the back of my neck to stop the tingling. “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

      He took another step towards me. “Why not?”

      There were only a few feet between us now. If I stepped back, he’d know something was up. If I didn’t, I was scared of what he would do. I’d always been good at reading people. Living on the streets for six years had made me observant. Kai made my brain turn to mush. Whenever he was around, I had to scramble to think straight. I didn’t enjoy that feeling at all.

      “You know why,” I said. “It blurs the lines too much.”

      “So what?”

      I sighed. It was heavy. The way Nanna used to sigh at me when I was being especially inquisitive. “So I told you why this can’t happen.”

      “No.” He tipped my chin up. I didn’t flinch but still pulled away. I hoped it showed that I wasn’t affected by his touch but that I wouldn’t allow it either. I feared it showed that I was unravelling. “You fumbled and made a bunch of flimsy excuses. You still haven’t given me a proper reason why this couldn’t work.”

      “Why does it even matter?”

      His mouth opened. It hung in the air and then closed again. I could swear that before his expression closed over that there was a slight rosy tinge to his expression. It made heat scramble up my neck. His gaze dropped to my mouth.

      In my mind, I dredged up the memories of Lucifer killing him. I’d seen the same thing so many times that the image came quickly. I felt it the moment the demon blade pierced through his heart. The life leeched from his body and mine shuddered.

      Nope. I wouldn’t let that happen.

      When I looked up at him, it was with a new circle drawn around me. I laced it with calm, with conviction, with defeat.

      “Please don’t make this difficult, Kai.”

      His arm snapped out. He clasped his hand around my bicep and wrenched me against him. “You’ll know when I’m making things difficult, Blue.”

      Electricity skimmed over my skin. It buzzed through the cells in my body and made them hum. But outwardly, I was stone. I didn’t move an inch bar what he forced from me. To anybody looking in on this, I was completely disinterested. I saw it the moment Kai realised I wasn’t playing. The devastating darkness that lurked behind his eyes flared until all I could see was black inside the ring of green.

      He let go of my arm. “You need to be trained,” he said.

      “I do. There’s no question about that. But it doesn’t have to be by you.”

      “If you don’t feel anything then why does it matter?”

      I’d practiced that answer knowing it would definitely come up on this test. “You’re Malachi Pendragon. Everything you do is watched. I’ve copped a lot of flak for being your student. I don’t need that kind of attention. I just want to fly under the radar and see how that feels for a change.”

      The sound he made was between a huff and a growl. Somebody had been spending way too much time with the shifters.

      When he reached out this time, it was to grasp my hand. Green light glowed around his. It activated the seal on my hand that I’d been given before my entrance exam. For a second, the twin blue and green lights flared.

      “There you go,” Kai said. “Since you want it so badly, you don’t have to have anything to do with me anymore.”

      He was gone before I could try to soften the blow. The Grove suddenly felt empty. Pulling my schedule from my back pocket, I saw that my late afternoons when school was finished were now completely free. I no longer had to have anything to do with Kai.

      I sat down on the ground next to the Arcana tree, pressed my head to its thickening trunk, and sighed. It was a victory in a battle I could never win.
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      I woke up the next day feeling like death. I’d made the right decision and yet somehow it felt like everything was all wrong. If Sophie was aware of my mood, she didn’t say anything about it through breakfast.

      “You’ve got Demonology 101 again?” she asked at our dining hall table.

      “Yep. I need to get to the junior campus pronto.”

      “You’d think with all the extra studying you’ve been doing that they’d bump you back up to the proper class,” Trey said. He stuffed another breakfast burrito into his mouth. I could swear that like Charles, Trey had grown both taller and wider over the short holiday break. It just wasn’t fair. “Didn’t you ace that exam?”

      “There’s still quite a lot I need to learn. Even I can’t cram five years of basic learning into six months.”

      “It shows,” Diana said, referring to my abysmal progress in Weaponry and Combat.

      “Which reminds me, I kind of fired my combat tutor. Do you have the time to give me extra help after school?”

      Sophie choked on the piece of bacon in her mouth. She sputtered so much that Trey had to smack her on the back a couple of times. Taking a gulp of apple juice, she tore strips off me with her big, brown eyes.

      “What do you mean you fired your tutor?”

      I flipped through my Demonology textbook and tried to affect a breezy attitude. “It wasn’t working out, so I thought it best if we parted ways.”

      “Trey,” Sophie said, “We need a little bit of privacy.” The way she said it reminded me distinctly of Nora. It was that calm, polite voice that was hiding a punch. Trey noted her change in demeanour and skedaddled.

      Sophie stabbed her fork into the pile of eggs on her plate. “That’s it,” she said. “You’re going to tell me what’s going on or I’m going to poison your food.”

      “Forget poison,” Diana said. “We need to get her psychiatric help. I mean, you would have to be insane on a grand scale to cut Malachi Pendragon loose.”

      “She’s been moping around for a month since the demon attack and now she’s fired him. What gives?”

      “Are you guys done?” I said. “Maybe I’m just over being gossiped about. It’s like all anyone ever does around here is talk about other people. Did we all forget there’s a war happening out there?”

      Sophie was not dissuaded. “We in general are fighting a war. You specifically are an Academy student. You don’t get to use that excuse. Besides, the last time a student wanted to get a leg up in that arena, we got Fred.”

      “Can you please just drop it?”

      “No.”

      “Then I’m leaving.”

      She slammed a fist against the table so hard Diana and I both jumped. My heart almost leaped out of my chest. “Sophie?”

      “Don’t Sophie me,” she said. “We’re supposed to be friends. You’re not meant to hide things from your friends. I know you like him. And he sure as hell likes you. So, what gives?”

      “Why are you so riled up?”

      I could only think of one thing that would affect her like this and he came in the form of a muscular shifter hottie. “Max has been talking to you about Kai, hasn’t he?”

      “Don’t try and change the subject.” Her ears turned red.

      Diana grinned. “This whole thing just gets more interesting by the second. Tell me again how Max carried you off into the canopy.”

      Sophie shushed her. “We’re not talking about me right now.”

      “Well, we’re most definitely not talking about me,” I shot back. The warning bell rang. I’d never been happier to hear anything in my whole life.

      I packed up my things hastily. Sophie’s hand shot out and grabbed my wrist. “Lex,” she said. “I know you’ve always relied on yourself, but you have us now. You’re not alone. Whatever you think you have to do, it’s not real.”

      That’s when I realised it wasn’t the Kai thing or the Max thing that was really bugging her. It was the rumour that one day I would be fighting against them.

      “I know that,” I snapped, more at myself than at her.

      “I hope so.”

      I ran before I could get bogged down with the details of it all. By now the Nephilim who guarded the border between the junior and senior Academy campuses knew me. I heard a chuckle overhead as I ran past.

      “Again, Alessia?” Curtis said. I heard his wings flapping above me. It was the first day and I was already running late.

      “A little help?”

      I was only half kidding, but a hand gripped me by the arm and lifted me into the air. My stomach felt like it had been left on the ground. I might have screamed a little which made Curtis laugh even more. Luckily the upshot was that he dropped me off right outside the door to the junior campus. A teleport would have been faster but I swear he was just trying to mess with me. Somehow, I was still puffing when I slid into the seat beside my junior campus buddy, Cassie.

      “Hi,” I said.

      She smiled at me. “Hello.” She’d had a haircut over the break. It now sat in soft waves just under her chin.

      “I like the new look.”

      “Thanks! Astrid took me to the hairdresser when I was in Seraphina with Kai.”

      It would have hurt less if she’d just punched me repeatedly. This pretending not to care thing sucked bigtime. I wasn’t a good actress. My whole life I’d been taught that the truth was always preferable to a lie. Now the idea of the truth was what caught me.

      “Have you met Astrid yet?” She didn’t wait for me to respond. “She’s so cool. Most of the Nephilim I’ve met are a bit stuck-up but she’s so nice.”

      Where the hell was Professor Magnus and why was she not here to shut this down? Why hadn’t it even occurred to me that Cassie would have been introduced to Astrid? Kai had said they were friends. I didn’t figure him for a liar either. So they were just friends. For now. I was sure that after I’d insulted him yesterday that status would change.

      Cassie would be thrilled about it given the moonstruck look on her face right now. Something thumped me on the shoulder. It felt like being hit by a rock.

      “Ow!”

      Charles appeared in the desk beside me. “Oops, sorry. Forgot you’re human.”

      I rubbed my shoulder. Laughter erupted from the front of the class. Maddison and her friends had turned around and caught the exchange. I raised a brow at her. Instead of giving me lip, she turned back around. I’d saved her life a few months ago. That had translated into her leaving both me and Cassie alone. I was glad that some mean girls weren’t pure evil.

      “How’s Durin?” I asked Charles.

      “Pissed.” I wasn’t sure if that was technically a curse and if I should chastise him for it. Some of the swearing I’d heard from the shifters in Zambia had made my toes curl. It seemed to be an accepted part of their culture. “He’s gotten super paranoid. It’s insane to try and get in or out of the Reserve. Thank goodness school has started again.”

      Before I could tell him that I would be super paranoid too if an assassin had tried to kill me, Professor Magnus finally made her appearance. She practically flew into the room. Her usually sedate coif was slightly unwound. Small tendrils of hair hung around her pretty face.

      “I’m sorry for being late,” she said. She clapped her hands to get everyone’s attention. “We’ve had a slight change of plans for today. I know we were supposed to start on mid-level demons this semester, but I want to rearrange and begin with urban legends and where these stories might have come from. Let’s start with the Soul Sisterhood.”

      The pen in my hand almost snapped. Charles’s did. Of course the professor pointedly ignored both of us and any of the other shifters in the room.

      They had been sworn to secrecy by their alpha, and no amount of coaxing would have pried the information about the incident from them. I, on the other hand, was not bound by shifter dominance magic. So she pretended I didn’t exist. Which was fine by me as long as I could listen. Charles was not to be dissuaded.

      “I thought you said you weren’t going to entertain myths, Professor,” he said.

      “Raise your hand if you wish to speak, Charles.” He raised his hand. She turned her back and flipped open the textbook.

      “Let’s all open our books to page 74. Luther, could you please read out the first paragraph?”

      I shrugged at the incredulous look Charles shot me. Some of them shrank a little at the sudden lesson change. Even Maddison remained quiet. They were scared by just the mention of the Sisterhood. No wonder the Council wanted to keep the news quiet.

      “‘The Soul Sisterhood was believed to have been borne of the spirit of the Earth dimension,’” Luther read. I knew this already from my own studies. I doubted there would be anything in these few paragraphs that would enlighten me further. “‘They are to the Earth dimension what the Nephilim are to the Celestial realm. The daughters of a God. Such was Gaia’s fury at the invasion that her daughters were tasked with ridding the world of supernatural beings. They became slayers. It was said that when Lucifer brought forth the demons from the Hell dimension, the Soul Sisterhood were forced to forge an alliance with the supernaturals. They aided in the removal and defeat of the Morning Star. However, their casualties were fatal. After the war, it was speculated that the race of slayers perished.’”

      “Thank you, Luther.” Professor Magnus perched on her desk. “Who can tell me the reason why the power of the Soul Sisterhood is so attuned to their goals?”

      Charles almost dislocated his shoulder waving his hand in the air. She didn’t call on him, though. “Maddison.”

      “It’s in their very name,” Maddison said. “The Sisterhood are able to harness the power of the soul. They can project themselves outside of their physical bodies and do harm as though they were corporeal.”

      A shudder ran through the room. “So they’re ghosts who can actually kill you?” another kid asked.

      “Not necessarily,” Maddison said. “They have different rules for their powers compared to us.”

      “And why is that?” the professor pressed.

      The room went quiet. After a couple of minutes passed, I found myself tentatively raising my hand. It was hard to ignore me when there were no other takers. The professor nodded. “It’s because the source of their power is of this dimension,” I said. “The Sisterhood are bound to the earth.”

      “Does this mean they’re low-magic users?” Maddison asked. Trust her to make that connection.

      “In a way, yes,” the professor answered. Way to be diplomatic. It wasn’t just in a way. That was exactly what they were. “The Sisterhood are very specific low-magic users.”

      “They use light magic,” Charles blurted out, no longer able to keep his mouth shut.

      “That’s not accurate,” the professor said. “It’s greatly believed that the Sisterhood use light magic because that’s the only form of magic we can attribute their powers to. In all likelihood, their powers are probably connected more towards bending the reality around them. Hiding in plain sight.”

      Cassie was riveted by the topic. So were most of the other kids. I bet their parents scared them with the stories but never actually spoke to them about the specifics. She raised her hand. The professor pointed to her.

      “How would we be able to defend ourselves against them if they don’t follow the same rules that we do?”

      “That’s what we’re going to try and figure out in these lessons.”

      “Is it true that low-magic users are immune to the Soul Sisterhood?” Charles asked. He eyed me speculatively. He was cruising for a bruising.

      “Nothing has really been established in that area.”

      Although now that Charles had opened that floodgate, there were a few things I wanted to know as well. I raised my hand but spoke regardless. “Why didn’t the seraphim document any of this so we wouldn’t be chasing our tails now?”

      The professor frowned. It seemed that it was a question she had been grappling with as well. “Nobody knows for sure. I’m certain that over the years the seraphim have been questioned about it. But I suspect it is because the Sisterhood do not recognise the authority of the seraphim.”

      “But they must!” Maddison protested. “The seraphim govern all dimensions.”

      “The seraphim govern our dimensions. Some believe there are many others that haven’t been discovered. The seraphim were also the ones who allowed the barriers to fall. They allowed demons as well as other beings to invade the Earth.”

      “That’s blasphemy,” Maddison insisted.

      “It’s the truth. Whether we believe it or not and whether it’s a controversy we cannot abide, we have to accept it for what it is. We must work on the assumption that the Sisterhood have never before nor will they ever be restrained by the rule of Seraphim Law.”

      “Does this mean that they could be conspiring with their low-magic counterparts?” Maddison pressed. Now everyone turned and looked at me. But Professor Magnus shook her head gravely.

      “Quite the contrary. The Nephilim have brought the low-magic users into their fold. If anything, low-magic users are probably now considered traitors to their own kind.”

      Huh, I hadn’t thought of it that way. My shoulders slumped. “Thanks a lot, guys.” Cassie patted my hand. Like that was supposed to be some kind of consolation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      For some reason the school board had thought it necessary for me to learn Dead Languages. I knew Diana and the others took the senior classes, but they actually used the languages in their ceremonies and spells. Yours truly couldn’t even get her mouth to form some of the vowels.

      Cassie and Luther doubled over laughing as I tried to make heads or tails of the Fae language. “Why can’t people just write stuff the way they’re pronounced?” I groaned.

      I was more than happy to leave it behind for lunch. That feeling lasted about two seconds. It was as though the dining hall was waiting for Sophie and me to arrive so that they could start gawking at us.

      “What’s going on?” I hissed.

      “Did you cover the Soul Sisterhood in your Demonology class today?” Sophie asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “We covered it in Magical History even though we did it in the junior school,” Sophie said.

      “And in Dimension Integration,” Sasha said, cutting in front of us.

      “Hey!” someone behind called out. Sasha levelled them with a dead-eyed stare. I never noticed how pale his features were. Or how cold his eyes could become. The protest behind us died down.

      “You should stop doing that,” I said.

      “Takes too long to wait.”

      “Tough,” Sophie said. “We’re getting enough heat as it is. We don’t need this drawing attention to us.”

      It appeared that despite what Professor Magnus had said about low-magic users being on the same hit list as supernaturals, the lesson didn’t take. Any clout we’re managed to claw back over the last six months slipped away. The narrow-eyed looks we got said that we were firmly back down on the totem pole. Dammit!

      Sasha placed two cartons of blood onto his tray. “Where does that stuff come from?” I asked.

      He cocked his head to the side. “This is the lower-grade stuff. They bleed animals for it.”

      “And the higher-grade stuff?”

      Sasha went quiet. “If I tell you, it’ll only upset you.”

      “Try me.”

      “I’d rather not.”

      “Sasha!”

      “Go and look it up in the library. I don’t want to get punched.”

      “Soph?”

      She blinked. “There are humans who are paid for their blood,” she said. “The vampires have a contract with some of the blood banks.”

      Sasha had been right. I did want to punch someone. “How much do the humans get paid?”

      “Nobody knows. The vampires keep the contract terms very closely guarded.”

      “They’re feeding off us.”

      “I’m going to go away now,” Sasha announced. He melted into the crowd.

      “You know what?” I said to Sophie. “I know it’s embarrassing but I’m glad your parents are doing this. We need a voice.”

      “You say that now but just wait until they have you canvassing the streets to get signatures.”

      It seemed to me to be a small price to pay.

      Since it was the first day of class, the hall was more packed than usual. We were coming up short trying to find a place to sit. Sophie managed to find a couple of spare seats at the end of a table by the bathroom. The vamps already at the table placed their bags and books pointedly in our way.

      Sophie took in a slow breath. Instead of engaging, she resumed her search.

      “Why aren’t the shifters at least being nice to us?” I asked. “I saved their alpha’s life!”

      “It’s a toss-up,” she said. “You saved Durin versus you potentially leading a demon army against us. It cancels each other out. This is ridiculous. Let’s eat in the room.”

      I didn’t like the idea of running away but we were pressed for time. Sophie was grumbling about how stupid some people were when she stopped walking and frowned. I followed the direction of her gaze and halted. A red haze filtered over my vision. Someone had spray painted the words “Demon Lover” over our door.

      “Ignore it,” Sophie said. She quickly opened the door. I waited until I got my temper under control before I stepped inside.

      Basil wasn’t home. He was in the library again. They’d waited until he wasn’t around to do this. “They’ve been watching us,” I said.

      Sophie stuffed some lasagne into her mouth. “Soph!”

      “Don’t,” she said. “You don’t want to get into a flame war with these kids. Some of them literally have nothing better to do. If you show them it affects you, it’ll only encourage them.”

      “If we don’t do anything, they’ll think we’re spineless.”

      “No they won’t. They’re afraid.” I cocked a brow at her. “Come on, Lex. You defeated a manticore in your entry trial. And then you fought demons in your final exam. They would be stupid not to be afraid.”

      “Well, they certainly are stupid.”

      On the way out, I inspected the paint. It glowed faintly. “It’s magicked,” Sophie said. “That’s going to take a spell to remove.”

      I had to clamp my jaw shut to stop snarking. As if I didn’t already have enough problems. Arcane Magic was up next. I did not want to go. But aside from not appearing like I was avoiding Kai, I needed to check in with Professor Mortimer about my next blood magic lesson.

      I almost gave myself a crick in the neck trying to look in the opposite direction to wherever Kai was sitting. My only relief came when the professor took me aside while everyone was practicing their circles.

      “Alessia,” he said. “How are you?”

      “Considering we just spent the first half of that lesson on how to fortify our circles against light magic and inter-dimensional shifting, I’d say not that great.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “I understand the headmistress has had a chat to you about how to go about reporting anything inappropriate.”

      “I wasn’t complaining, sir. Just making an observation.”

      “Of course. Now, let’s talk about this blood magic Basil has been teaching you. I’m sure you’re very aware of the fact that the Academy does not include this branch of magic in our lessons well into the senior year because of its unpredictability. It is also potentially harmful to the user as well as forbidden with blood that does not belong to you.”

      “Yes, sir. I know all of that.”

      “Be that as it may, Basil has indicated that he is proficient in the practice. I might have to agree given what you did with it during your final exam. I’ve had a talk with Basil and we both agree that for now, I will allow you to continue learning. But if ever there comes a time when the practice has to be discontinued, I want you to promise me that you will heed my instructions.”

      “When would that time be, sir? When I double-cross everyone?”

      He coughed. “I’m not accusing you of anything, Alessia. But you have to understand, we’ve already had one student succumb to dark magic recently. The last thing we need is to lose you as well.”

      I knew he was trying to be helpful, but it felt slightly insulting. Thanks to the fantastic morning I’d had, my response was not tempered.

      “I can promise you, sir, that I don’t care enough about my grades or making it in this world to bother using my blood to make it happen.”

      Of course that was the very moment Kai walked past us. He was barefoot. A lick of green chalk was smudged across his cheek. His shoulders tensed. Nephilim hearing was almost as good as shifter hearing. Dammit.

      Professor Mortimer sighed. “I really didn’t mean to offend you, dear.”

      “None of you do,” I said. “It just seems to happen anyway.”

      The rest of my lessons went just as swimmingly. The rest of the week made me want to play hookie. I was practically raring for a fight by the time my first High Magic class rolled around. Brigid was in this one too.

      When I slid into a seat in the back near Max, she snickered. “It’s only a matter of time before they drag you out of here,” she said.

      So far, I’d managed to keep my cool. I’d taken every hit like Sophie asked and didn’t make a peep. The vamp beside Brigid turned around. She too was grinning. Everyone in the room had heard. Now they were all avoiding my gaze.

      “For goodness sake,” I muttered.

      A hand came down on the back of my chair. Max shook me in my seat. It almost lifted me off the floor. “Ignore it.”

      “Easy for you to say,” I snapped. “I’ve seen you throw a punch during the full moon just because someone stepped on your shadow.”

      He actually laughed. “I’m not the one who’s being accused of joining Lucifer’s army.”

      “Just wait until I have a vision of my own,” I said. “There’s going to be big-time payback.”

      Any other response died on my tongue as Isla walked into the room. I had thought she would head straight for Brigid and her friends. Instead, they made brief eye contact. Brigid turned her nose up and gave Isla the cold shoulder.

      The golden-winged Fae was just as hard-headed as I was. She didn’t make a fuss and moved to the only empty seat in the room which just happened to be next to me.

      “What happened?” I asked as she sat down. “Did you wear the same outfit as her to a party or something?”

      Isla’s eyes shot daggers at me. “I made the mistake of saying you might not be the spawn of Satan,” she snapped. “And now they’re not speaking to me. So thanks for that.”

      She spent the rest of the class completely ignoring me. I spent the rest of the class tripping out over the fact that she had actually defended me. Sufficed to say I had no clue what was going on in the class at all. Professor Mortimer, who also taught this class, dropped a book on my desk and Isla’s when he dismissed the rest of the students.

      “Something to help you catch up,” he said.

      Isla groaned. “That’s just what I need right now,” she said. “More homework. If I’d known it was going to be like this, I wouldn’t have tried so hard in the physical exam.”

      “Buck up,” Max said. “Next semester we get to go out into the field and use our skills on real demons.”

      That was not a prospect I was looking forward to. In fact, there wasn’t much to look forward to at all. By the time I met Diana in the gym, I was ready to kick some butt. Instead, I got it handed to me.

      “You’re doing all of the right stuff,” Diana said as she offered me a hand and hauled me to my feet for the fiftieth time. “It’s just that you’re so small.”

      “It’s because you’re swinging a two-tonne axe in my face!”

      She grinned. “Roland got it for me for my birthday.” She pushed the blade dangerously close to me. “Cool, huh?”

      “That’s not exactly how I’d describe it.”

      She brushed a hand over her forehead. While she tied back the braid that had come loose, Diana surveyed me. “I feel like the only way you’re going to be able to get the upper hand on an opponent is if you’re a lot faster.”

      “Too bloody bad if I’m fighting a supernatural, huh?”

      “Humans do tend to be limited by that.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” I said. “Let’s just keep going. Practice and sucking is better than no practice at all.”

      “What a disturbing thought.”

      She levelled her axe at me and charged.

      All I could do was try not to die. That felt very much like the theme of my life.
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      Despite what everyone kept saying, over the next three weeks, things did not get better. We had to get Professor McKenna who taught Potions and Alchemy to help us remove the magical graffiti from our door. Two days later it was decorated with the words, “Morning Star Spawn.”

      Jacqueline wanted to make the bulletin, but I steadfastly refused. If they couldn’t catch the person who did it, the last thing I wanted was to bring even more attention to it. After snapping at Brigid, I had learned that if I didn’t ignore it, the snide remarks got worse.

      None of that really mattered to me. I just blocked it all out. It wasn’t as though I had grown up with a lot of friends. Having Sophie and Diana as well as the boys to talk to was more than enough.

      We had all been dead wrong about one thing, though. Keeping away from Kai had the exact opposite effect that I’d hoped. I went from the girl Malachi Pendragon paid too much attention to, to the girl Malachi Pendragon pointedly ignored. Which seemed to give them license to treat me even worse.

      It turned out Astrid’s father was Walter Bellamy, a member of the Council. It made Brigid furious. But because she couldn’t take it out on Astrid, she decided that it was all my fault really. Kai cornered me in the corridor one evening on my way to meet Diana.

      I would have shoved past him if he hadn’t flattened him palm against the wall to stop me. “Blue.” It was the note of pity that had my temper simmering over.

      “What did I say? Here I am getting blowback even though I haven’t done anything wrong.”

      Technically neither had he. His only crime was that he was Malachi Pendragon. I deliberately ignored the fact that Astrid was now a permanent fixture at his side. He met her every day for dinner before her evening patrol. He always stood way too close to her in the dining hall line, his hand clasped possessively on her lower hip. I was surprised she didn’t pop up now and scream “Boo!”

      “Can you please move your arm?”

      “Can you please stop for a second and hear me out?”

      I glanced up at him. It was a mistake. I’d made it a point not to make eye contact for a reason. I was already breathing through my mouth in an effort not to inhale the wood smoke and cedar scent of him.

      “I have to meet Diana,” I said.

      “How is it going?”

      I shrugged.

      “Blue.”

      “What?” I snapped. “What?” I didn’t understand why he continued to try and torture me when it was obvious to everyone that he had moved on.

      His eyes went wide.

      My words were serrated. They were covered in anger to dampen the despair I was so desperately trying to hide. “Are you deaf or something? I said to just leave me alone. Maybe by the time I graduate some of the blowback might have washed away.”

      One of the only advantages of being small was that I could squeeze through tight spaces. I slipped below his arm and was gone before he could say a word.

      “Ow!” Diana said. I’d actually gotten in a hit. She was exaggerating the pain as a way of encouraging me. It just fuelled the rage inside me even more. As grateful as I was for her help, the thing with Diana was that she wasn’t in the same demographic as what I needed to help me fight. She was all about brute force. I needed to find an instructor who could teach me to fight against someone who was stronger, faster, and could fly.

      It was illogical. If I couldn’t beat Diana, there was no way I was going to be able to take on Lucifer. But over the past month I had become obsessed with the idea. It was getting to the point where I was afraid to close my eyes because I knew the vision was waiting for me. So much so that I found myself biting the bullet and approaching Bradley early one morning when I caught him jogging as I was leaving the Grove.

      “Bradley!”

      He ignored me and kept running. What the hell? I chased after him. We had physical education classes like any other high school I had been to over the years. Keeping in shape was mandatory. Demons were as fast as any of the supernatural races. When all else failed, outrunning them was a final option.

      Sadly, Bradley was a step above a demon. “Bradley!”

      I was going to bust a gut keeping up this pace. He was doing nothing to help me. To make matters worse, we had rounded the corner on the path that led around the Academy. We came up to the lawns around the building. Plenty of students were up and using the early morning to socialise. Most of them were vampires. There were some advantages to not sleeping at night.

      “Can you please stop?”

      He edged ahead again. I put everything into it and still only just trailed behind. “Why would I want to do that?” he said.

      “I need to ask you something.”

      He slowed down but only marginally. The stitch in my side was burning. I wouldn’t be able to keep this up much longer, so I had to just blurt it out.

      “I need some additional combat training outside of classes. I was wondering if you would consider teaching me.”

      This brought him to an abrupt halt. We were standing in the middle of the path underneath a jacaranda tree. There was a wooden bench and a water fountain just behind him. Another jogger passed us by.

      He grabbed the front of his T-shirt and used it to mop the non-existent sweat off his brow. I suspected it was just a low-key way to show off his washboard abs to the Fae girls who were sitting on the lawn opposite where we stood.

      “Why in the world would I want to do that?” he asked.

      Hmm. I hadn’t really thought that far. There was zero advantage in this for him. So I tried to appeal to what was supposed to be his nature. “You’re seraphim-blooded. Isn’t it part of your duty to help people?”

      “You’re not people.”

      I was taken aback. “I beg your pardon?”

      His mouth twisted into a grimace. “I don’t know why Headmistress Pendragon insists on allowing you to continue living among us. There is no way in this dimension or in any other that I would consider helping you.”

      The girls and some vamps close by started laughing. “You believe the rumours.”

      He turned his head down. Once I had thought he was handsome. Physically there was no disputing it. At that moment, as his mouth curled into a smirk, I couldn’t help failing to pick out a resemblance between him and Michael at all. “They’re not rumours. Too many of us have seen the future for it to be anything but concrete. You will betray us.”

      “If I had wanted to do that, I would have done it when Lucifer dragged me down into that cavern that your housemate opened.”

      He gave me his shoulder. “Nobody believes that Lucifer was there. You’re just making up lies to make yourself sound better.” He stepped closer to me. “Mark my words. One day we will be enemies. And I will be more than pleased to be the one to finish you.”

      I couldn’t do anything but stand there as he ran off. For the next five minutes I breathed in and out slowly, my heart thundering in my chest. I could handle Brigid’s snide remarks. She’d had it in for me from day one. But Bradley was Nephilim. It was his duty to protect humans. Knowing he now no longer considered me one made my tear ducts sting. For some reason a rushing like the ocean filled my ears.

      Patience, Azrael’s voice said in my mind. I almost burst into tears. It was the first time he’d spoken to me in months. I didn’t bother answering. Instead, I tucked my tail between my legs and went back to my room.

      “I don’t feel so well,” I said to Basil when it was time to leave for class.

      He hopped onto my chest and held his arm over my forehead like he was somehow able to take my temperature.

      “You don’t seem unwell,” he said.

      “Well, I feel like crap.”

      Sophie was sceptical too. So instead of sitting in the room being grilled by them, I did a trick Fred had taught me and checked myself into the infirmary. Doctor Thorne had seen me in so many scrapes that he didn’t question it when I said my head hurt and I didn’t feel like I could go to school.

      He allowed me to lie down in the infirmary bed, his cool hand on the pulse at my neck. “How do you feel?” he asked. Strange that out of all the people in the Academy it was a reptilian species who made me feel calmer.

      “Okay I guess.” I caught myself. “But not okay enough to go to school.”

      I was pretty sure he knew I was lying. After all, he wasn’t doing any checkups on me. He just let me lie there feeling sorry for myself.

      “I’ll get someone to bring you something to read.”

      “Doctor Thorne? How old are you?”

      I didn’t even flinch when he smiled and his fangs showed. “I’m given to understand that’s quite a rude question in the Earth dimension.”

      “Only amongst humans. They have superficial hang-ups about age.”

      “Says the seventeen-year-old. Why do you want to know?”

      “Were you around when the Soul Sisterhood was still a thing?”

      “Ah. I see they’ve dredged up those old stories.” He sat down in the seat beside my bed as though making himself comfortable for a long story. Before sitting, he swept his tail out from behind him and set it on the arm rest.

      “You think they’re just stories?”

      “Not at all. I think the things we tell ourselves about them are the stories. Much of what was known about the Sisterhood was destroyed by their organisation in a conscious bid to keep the secrecy amongst them.”

      “Do they really hate us that much?”

      “It’s hard to say when we know so little about them. What I do know is that they have no compunction about killing our kind. To them we are an infestation on this world.”

      “Do you know where vampire blood juice comes from?”

      He brought a claw up to his face and scratched. “There are branches of the vampire families who have special arrangements with human companies. That’s as much as I am aware of.”

      “It seems wrong.”

      “So much of this world is wrong. We just try and muddle through as best as we can.” I ran a finger over the rough leather of his skin. It made me think of the crocodile skin handbags I’d seen once behind the glass of a store. Humans exploited things as well. We weren’t blameless.

      Now my head really hurt. “I might try to sleep.”

      “Of course. I’ll wake you up if anything happens.”

      Nothing did happen besides Sophie coming to check on me. I was a chicken for not wanting to go to school, but I just couldn’t face yet more people looking at me like I was going to grow another head. Not after what Bradley had said to me. I’d seen the truth in his eyes. When it all went down, he would have no problems killing me.
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      I was so glad the next day was Saturday that I got out of bed before the sun was even up. The showers near our room were very busy all of a sudden. I had a feeling people were trying to use it as an excuse to get near the room to see if anyone else had painted something scathing on our door.

      Sophie was dragging her feet today. “No,” she said. “Why does this have to happen?”

      “I’m looking forward to it,” I said.

      “That’s because you don’t know what you’re in for.”

      The mirror flashed orange. “Don’t pick it up!”

      Basil was already going for it. “Don’t be ridiculous.” He was like a teenage girl. Completely unable to ignore a ringing mirror. “Hello, Nora!”

      Nora’s beaming face appeared in the glass. “Good morning. Are the girls ready?”

      “I am!” I said.

      Sophie made a rude gesture behind the back of the mirror. “Get a move on, girls. We’ve gotten approval from the Council to start campaigning. I expect you both to be here within the next half an hour.”

      Sophie managed to stretch it to an hour but that was really pushing it. By the time we landed through the portal to Rivia, Nora was standing in the apartment they’d rented tapping her foot. You did not want to piss off a witch who lived with shifters, I can tell you that much.

      I glanced around the room. It was an exact replica of their place in Zambia. From the lush house plants hanging in macramé baskets in the corners to the set of photos of Sophie on top of the fridge.

      “This isn’t freaky at all,” I said.

      “Great, isn’t it?” Nora gushed. “It’s like we never left home.”

      “Except you did,” Sophie muttered.

      “Oh hush. This is only while we campaign. Speaking of which, I want to show you girls some of the pamphlets we’ve had printed.”

      Mani sauntered in from outside at that point with a brown bag full of breakfast goodies. He set down muffins, fruit, pastries, and toast as Nora showed us the paraphernalia we were going to be using to help sell our case.

      “You don’t seriously think any of the people in Rivia are going to want to sign this, do you?” Sophie asked. We sat around their square dining table. I had a muffin in one hand and a banana in the other. If I closed my eyes and ignored the hubbub coming from outside, we could be back in Zambia again.

      “Why not?” Nora asked.

      “For one, there are rumours sweeping through the Academy that the Soul Sisterhood are on the rise again. People do not like us right now.”

      Nora’s brow creased. “I had heard about that.” She glanced from one of us to the other. “Why didn’t either of you mention this to me when we spoke last week? Are the other kids giving you grief?”

      I tried to do that thing where if I sat really still, I could possibly turn invisible. Sophie was much more practiced than I in the art of downplaying the annoying way our peers behaved.

      “Not any more than usual.”

      “Be serious, Sophie,” Mani said. “It’s one thing for kids to be kids, but it’s another for them to insinuate that we’ve got something to do with the Sisterhood. Everyone knows that faction hates us just as much as they hate the supernaturals.”

      “Why is that?” I asked. “Why did we align ourselves to the seraphim even though they essentially tore a hole in our reality and allowed monsters into our dimension?”

      Nora placed a hand on my arm. “Maybe don’t start with that as your opening pitch when approaching people for signatures,” she said. “And don’t get yourself all worked up over what could and couldn’t have been or how things worked out. We weren’t exactly a responsible and coordinated population before the seraphim arrived. This was a long time ago and we were at war with each other long before we warred with them.”

      “This whole thing is crazy if you ask me,” I said. “And why is it that we keep getting the short straw?”

      “Because, to be honest,” Mani said, “our abilities are less flashy than theirs.” He looked at me. “At least for some of us anyway.”

      Sophie elbowed him.

      “It feels like the shifters have a lot easier a time accepting the fact that we exist,” I said.

      Nora smiled. “Of course they do. Because we have an easier time accepting them. They shift into creatures we are at least familiar with. Often they only show their animal sides when there is danger present. And their protective instincts tell them we’re weaker and therefore we are to be protected. Whereas the vampires see weakness as a go-ahead to snack on us.”

      “Tell me about it!” I said. “Nobody seems to want to tell me where the blood for vampire juice boxes comes from!”

      “Nobody but Victoria really knows,” Mani said. “Except perhaps the seraphim.”

      Victoria was the shrivelled old vamp who headed the Council. “That’s not fair. They’re preying on humans.”

      “It’s an accepted practice. Their bite contains endorphins in it that some humans become addicted to. The accepted theory is that most of their sources provide the blood willingly. The rest of what they need is obtained from animals just like the food we eat.” I made a disgusted face nonetheless.

      Sophie wailed. “You seriously can’t expect us to spend our weekend doing this,” she said. “I mean, I have homework to do! And it’s mortifying.”

      “It’ll build character.”

      “Constant rejection does not build character. It crushes it. Why can’t Durin and Kai just demand that we get a seat on the Council?”

      “Because that’s not how it works. We need a majority vote. They’ve done as much as they can to help us get our foot in the door. We need to make some noise of our own now. So let’s get moving.”

      “By the way, girls, I’ve invited a few low-magic users over for a small gathering tonight. It would be nice if you could both be there.”

      I had to drag Sophie out of the apartment before she had a meltdown.

      “It won’t be that bad,” I said. It was certainly preferable to being stuck at school where I would be reliving my humiliation about what Bradley had said over and over again. The thought of it made my throat lock.

      “You have no idea,” Sophie said. “Why are you so chipper about doing this anyway?”

      I grew quiet. “Oh no you don’t,” she said. “I’ve had enough of the silent treatment. Spill.”

      I didn’t want to say a thing. But it wasn’t like the Kai thing. Heaps of kids had seen my humiliation. I was surprised she hadn’t heard about it yesterday. Sophie had these huge dimples that made her face light up when she smiled. When she was pissed, those dimples turned into grooves.

      “I’ll kill him,” she said. “How dare he!” She paced back and forth. “Does Basil know?”

      I shook my head.

      “Oh, Lex,” she said, grabbing me into a bear hug. “That’s so awful. Who does he think he is?”

      “He’s Bradley Webb,” I said.

      She let go and snarled. It was very leonine. “I don’t care if he’s the Second Coming,” she said. “He doesn’t get to speak to you like that!”

      “Yeah, he kind of does.”

      She grabbed my shoulders and shook me. “What’s gotten into you? The Lex I know would be raging.”

      I was raging. I was just trying really hard not to let it show. Because if I opened the trap door in my mind where I had shoved all of the bile and anger, who knew what the repercussions would be? I had even drawn a circle around my emotions, trying to keep them from spilling over.

      “What’s the point?” I said. “So many of them have apparently seen what they think I’m going to do. No one believes me.”

      “None of them want to believe you.” She looked down at the satchel of pamphlets I was carrying. “And this is probably why. Urgh. I hate it when Mama is right. It makes it so much harder to get out of doing stuff.”

      It turned out Sophie was right too. We walked so many blocks I lost count. In the end we managed to round up a mere thirty signatures. Most of those were from boys who thought Sophie was cute or elderly supernaturals who were older than sin and didn’t know what we were on about. They just wanted to get us out of their faces.

      It was beginning to grow dark when we decided to call it a day. The residential side of Rivia was as climate-controlled as the Academy. In the rest of Australia, it was winter, but here it was no colder than a mild spring day.

      The breeze whipped my hair about. I closed my eyes for a second to take in the soft floral scents coming from the frangipani trees on the nature strip. Something rough felt like it scraped across my arm. My eyes snapped open, but when I looked there was nothing there.

      Sophie stilled beside me. She had been vocalising all of the things she’d do to Bradley when her sentence cut off. Our heads turned to the right at the same time. We glanced down the small alleyway in between a tea shop that promised to revitalize your soul and a bar that was advertising that they could knock a shifter out cold with their brew.

      The alley wasn’t like the ones I’d slept in when I was homeless. This was a neat, light-filled strip where someone was growing pot plants against a wrought-iron frame. The alley was empty at the moment but neither of us could take our eyes from it. Which, given the circumstances, was dangerous as hell.

      I grabbed Sophie’s arm and pulled her away. Not before I caught a glimpse of a fuzzy shadow in the corner of my eyes. Sophie gasped. I started to run, dragging her along with me. At the same time, I drew a circle around us, imbuing it with every layer of protection I could think of. My skin buzzed with the pink glow of Sophie’s magic as she did the same. We didn’t stop until we were inside her parents’ apartment.

      “Goodness,” Basil said when we barged in, “What’s gotten into you two?”

      I keeled over onto the floor. I’d never run so hard in my life. Sophie held her side and gasped for breath.

      “Girls,” Basil said. “What happened?”

      “Shadow...alley....dark...” I heaved. How was I this out of shape considering how much running I did all of the time?

      He caught on real quick. “Where?”

      When we managed to get our breathing under control so that we could direct him, Basil got onto the MirrorNet and reported the incident. When Nora and Mani came home, it was to an apartment crawling with Nephilim guards. None of their wings were out but there was a certain awed impression that they always exhibited.

      “What’s happening?” Nora said. She came up beside me and hugged me to her side.

      “I told you this was going to be hell,” Sophie said as Mani grabbed her. She explained what we’d seen. When we were done with our story for the ten billionth time, the Nephilim finally left.

      By then Sophie and I had managed to convince ourselves that we were totally blowing things out of proportion. I mean, surely we hadn’t just seen a member of the Soul Sisterhood.

      “It’s not very likely, is it?” Sophie said. She was stuffing a cookie in her mouth. I was doing the same. The sugar was very helpful in making me forget that my heart had almost exploded out of my chest. What made my hand shake so much I needed to sit on it was that I didn’t think an arcane circle was going to help me if the assassin wanted to kill us. I was quite certain now that in the Reserve the assassin had simply stepped through it.

      “Twice in less than two months when no Sister has been spotted in over a century?” Basil said, “I wouldn’t call that unlikely.”

      I put my cookie down. “What are you saying?”

      Basil paced the top of the table. “It’s very likely that the assassin might be following you.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Basil,” Nora said. I might have believed it if her hand wasn’t rattling the teacup. I put my forehead to the table and wailed.

      “I want to go back to not knowing about any of this,” I said.

      “It’s a bit too late for that,” Basil said. So comforting. “Come, let’s work on our blood circles. It’s the only thing that might stop a Sister from breaching your protection spells.”

      “Go with them, Sophie,” Nora said.

      Sophie’s eyes got huge. She scampered behind us into the bedroom we’d been given while we were here.

      “This is bad,” she said.

      I couldn’t agree more. The Mwansas were staunchly against blood circles. It was too close to dark magic for them. After what Sophie’s great-grandfather had done, they steered clear of anything blood-related. I’d been forbidden from practicing while I was in Zambia. But now they were allowing Sophie to learn. I couldn’t help feeling like it might be too little, too late.
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      Out of deference for our nerves, Nora rescheduled the low-magic party for the next weekend. Instead we had a quiet dinner at home before bed. I spent most of the time jumping at shadows. When Mani suggested we go shopping, it was a hard pass from me. Even though the guards had been doubled, I didn’t want to get anywhere near the place. Also, I had zero manna to spend.

      We arrived back at our dorm on Sunday evening to be welcomed by a new mural. This one told us to pick a side.

      “They’re getting less creative,” Sophie said.

      “My level of annoyance is the same.”

      “Maybe we should get Jacqueline to issue a bulletin.”

      “No way.” I opened the door and waved her in. The incident with the Soul Sisterhood shadow had put all this into perspective. No way was I running from this if I really did have an assassin on my tail. Life was about more than what some stupid kids thought of me.

      “It occurs to me,” I said to Sophie, “that I should probably get some kind of job.”

      “Now isn’t exactly the best time,” she said. She had a point. Still, I wouldn’t be dissuaded.

      “I agree. But I can’t just keep plodding along. I have zero marketable skills in the human world. So if I’m going to survive after the Academy, I need to make some money.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      “I’m not sure. Something plant-related.”

      “Any chance the nymphs will pay you? You do kind of look after their tree.”

      I snorted. “Yeah right! I’m lucky they don’t give me more grief than they actually do.”

      Despite Basil’s indication that the circles might be superfluous against the Sisterhood, I drew them anyway. If nothing else, it gave me a sense of comfort. The familiar lines and thought patterns calmed my overactive heart. When I fell asleep that night, it was with a feeling of purpose.

      I held on to that feeling through the whispered glances in the dining hall at breakfast. Over lunch I elected to stay with Charles and Cassie in the junior campus because I’d finally remembered to bring the demon blade to show them. We had to do it behind one of the outlying buildings. I was pretty sure that if I got caught showing twelve-year-olds a demon weapon, my ass would be kicked from here to Rivia.

      I tried not to notice too much that Kai was missing from class. “I suppose you’re quite pleased with yourself,” Brigid said to me when I walked in.

      I didn’t think it was odd at the time. She’d said so many stupid things to me. It wasn’t until I was in my Weaponry and Combat class that it clicked that something odd was happening.

      First, Professor Eldridge totally ripped through one of the Fae for playing around with his crossbow.

      “This is not a playground for your ego,” she bellowed.

      I pretty much dropped my weapon and tucked myself into a ball. Her voice could strip paint. When she got angry it was as if her stature increased in size.

      “What was that all about?” I asked.

      Sophie shook her head at me. “Not sure,” she said. “But people have been whispering again.” She paused. I didn’t even have the energy to get annoyed.

      Trey waked over with Roland. Both of them were carrying axes. This was not a drill. “Have you guys heard the rumours?” Roland asked.

      Not again. “What now?”

      “I’m not sure exactly. The Nephilim are all pretty agitated. Some of the third-years haven’t been in their classes apparently.”

      I brushed it off. Anything remotely related to the Nephilim caused the gossip mill to turn overtime. They weren’t even that interesting to begin with. Yet my mind cast back to the earlier class. I’d tried to make polite conversation with Adam, but he’d given me a couple of short replies before trailing off.

      At dinner, it seemed to be the only thing anybody wanted to talk about. The fact that Kai and Bradley were both missing in action all day had not gone unnoticed.

      I was decidedly ignoring the sick feeling in my stomach at the thought of something happening to Kai when the table went quiet. I lifted my head. Sophie sat opposite me. Her mouth was hanging slightly open.

      “May I please join you?” Astrid’s voice said.

      Why me?

      I glanced up to find her standing beside me. Diana, Sasha, and Roland were all dumbstruck. A trickle of sweat rolled down Sophie’s jaw. I wasn’t sure what they were all so concerned about. It wasn’t as though I was going to just leap up and punch Astrid. Even if I tried, I was pretty sure she would annihilate me.

      I scanned the dining hall. In the last few weeks it had been a ghost town around us. Yet today, all of the seats were full. Our table was the only one with a free seat.

      “Sure,” I said. The words came out of habit. I didn’t really make the connection to what I was saying.

      “Thank you.”

      She sat. Her posture was immaculate. Astrid cut up the fillet of chicken on her plate into bite-sized pieces. Only when she was finished with the whole thing did she lift her fork. Instead of eating, she pushed her peas to the edge of her plate and her carrots as far away from those as possible.

      It was only then that she began to eat.

      Meanwhile, I had lost my appetite. I couldn’t help staring at her peaches-and-cream complexion. Her lips were naturally pink. Roland coughed. I thought he might have swallowed his tongue. Diana elbowed him.

      Sophie made an eating motion at me. The silence had stretched on for too long. If she noticed, Astrid didn’t say anything about it. She seemed perfectly content to revel in the silence. At least that’s what I had thought. When she was done eating her chicken—only her chicken, she hadn’t touched anything else on her plate—she put her fork down exactly parallel to her plate.

      “Alessia,” she said. “May I ask you a question?”

      How could I say no when she asked so politely? “Sure.”

      “Do you understand why Malachi would not want you to know that he has been suspended from school?”

      I bit my tongue. The metallic taste of blood filled my mouth. “Come again?”

      The whole table froze. Nobody ate. Every head was craned in her direction. She didn’t seem to notice that either. She was very intently watching me. “Malachi has been banned from school for three days. When I asked him why he did what he did, he refused to say.”

      “Why was he suspended?” Sophie asked before I could.

      “I don’t understand that either. It was an unprovoked attack. I’ve never known him to be the aggressor.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that. “What did he do?”

      “We were just walking along the billabong foreshore when he spotted Bradley. It was perfectly civil until Malachi marched off. The next thing I knew Malachi punched him. They got into a scuffle. Malachi broke Bradley’s arm before I could intervene.” She shook her head, eyes downcast. “I don’t understand. He knows his own strength. He doesn’t normally like to use force unless he has to.”

      “His grandmother suspended him?” I asked, feeling slightly green.

      “She tried to get the reason out of him as well, but all he said was ‘I’m Malachi Pendragon. I can do whatever I want.’” She did a surprisingly accurate impression of Kai with his arms folded over his chest and his brow arching.

      Sophie giggled. I didn’t think it was very funny.

      “Astrid,” I said. “Are you and Kai together?”

      Her perfectly contoured brows drew close. I had a feeling they were naturally like that. “Together?”

      “Yeah,” Diana said. “As like, an item. Dating. Making kissing faces at each other.”

      She cocked her head to the side. “Why would we do that?”

      Sophie laughed outright. She nudged me under the table with her foot. I nudged back. “You spend quite a lot of time with him,” Diana said.

      “Yes,” Astrid said. “He’s teaching me to better acclimate to the world outside of Seraphina. It’s the only way I’ll ever be able to get a guard posting.”

      “So, you don’t like him?” Diana pushed. My tongue lodged in my throat.

      “Of course I like him. I love him. I’ve loved him since we were four. He’s the only friend I’ve ever really had. But I don’t understand your implication.”

      For some reason, the open statement made me smile. There was something almost childlike about her frankness. It reminded me a lot of some of the kids in the junior class. I had a feeling I knew why Kai was so overprotective of her.

      Diana leaned forward in her seat. “So, Kai isn’t your boyfriend?”

      Astrid’s face went preternaturally still. “Why in the world would he be my boyfriend? We’ve known each other for too long for any of that to happen.”

      Diana grinned at me. She pumped her eyebrows twice. Now that Astrid was done answering questions, she had some of her own.

      “No matter what I say he refuses to speak to anyone,” Astrid said. “I really don’t understand it. He despises being confined.”

      “Confined?”

      “Yes. He’s not technically just a student. As a member of the Council and the last one of his line, he has responsibilities and duties. They wouldn’t allow him to be so blatantly hostile without repercussions.”

      Normally, when someone got suspended, they tended to just spend the time binging television shows. Or in the case of supernaturals, they probably got on the MirrorNet and caught up on all the gossip. Astrid made it sound like Kai was in prison. The worry lines etched across her face told me I probably wasn’t far off the mark.

      “Where is he?” I asked.

      “In the cells in Seraphina.”

      I was taken aback. “They’re actually locking him up?” Astrid nodded. “But he’s a Pendragon.”

      “Yes, well, even Pendragons have to pay the price if they attack someone of the Webb lineage. Bradley is one of Michael’s, after all.”

      “I thought he was above all of that stuff,” Sophie confessed.

      Astrid picked up her fork and speared a pea. I had a feeling she would eat only the peas until they were all gone. She brought a forkful to her mouth and chewed. “To be honest, I’m more concerned about the self-inflicted punishment. He regrets his actions, but he refuses to apologise. I’m sure if he yielded, the rest of the Council would look upon him favourably. But he refuses to speak to anyone. I’m not sure if he’s even eaten since he was confined. He’s quite...stubborn that way. I was hoping you might be able to speak to him.”

      She was looking at me. They were all looking at me.

      “Ah...I don’t think that’s such a great idea.”

      “Why not?” Astrid’s expression was bland.

      “First of all, what am I supposed to say? Second of all, we’re not really on speaking terms right now.”

      “I know,” Astrid said. “That seems to me to be part of the problem.” She pierced me with that sky-blue gaze. I wasn’t sure how I’d missed the sincerity in it before. Maybe because I’d been clouded by jealousy. “Please.”

      “It’s only three days,” I pressed. “He’ll live.”

      “The confinement is only for three days. Whether he’ll continue to spiral afterwards is the problem. I really don’t wish to go back to the days when he was so angry he couldn’t see straight. It was an awful time.”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “This doesn’t seem like a very good idea.” I’d only just gotten it through to him that we couldn’t be around each other. The last thing I needed was for things to get complicated again.

      “Nothing ever seems to be when you care about someone,” Astrid said. “It’s always complicated.”

      I pointed my fork at her. “For someone who says she doesn’t know how to make friends, you seem to be catching on really quick.”

      She smiled. I almost fell in love with her myself. Roland made a squeaking sound. “I know I’m a bit socially awkward,” she said. “I’ve been raised to value absolute truth. This environment where people say one thing and mean something else doesn’t sit well with me. But I have very few friends. And I don’t enjoy seeing them distressed. Whatever the reason for your estrangement, is it worth losing a friend?”

      My heart shrivelled. I wanted to tell her that it was. That I would suffer the torment of never speaking to him again if it meant keeping him alive. But the truth would endanger them all, and I couldn’t come up with a good enough reason without seeming like a cold-hearted cow. That’s how I ended up following her through the gilded halls of the Seraphina prison.
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      I didn’t know why they even called it a prison. This place was like a five-star resort. If there was a heaven it was the marbled halls of the Nephilim city. Astrid had teleported us in. I had a feeling it was the only way to get in and out of the place.

      Nobody seemed to have any problems with me being there. I guess they figured that if I had gotten in it was because I’d come with someone who trusted me.

      “It occurs to me that you’re too trusting,” I said to Astrid.

      She walked beside me, her stride shortening to accommodate me. “Yes, I know. Malachi tells me that all the time. I’m learning to be wary of those around me. I’ve lived my whole life in Seraphina. My father is slightly overprotective.”

      We passed by a pair of Nephilim in golden armour. The shields and arm guards made me swallow hard. I dug nails into my palms to keep the nightmare at bay. They nodded at Astrid who responded in kind. I plastered myself against the wall to allow them to pass. Cold sweat ran down my back. The sight of the armour had a fist reaching into my chest and squeezing my heart. It looked so pristinely beautiful. Unmarred by blood and death. One day soon that wouldn’t be the case. On that day I might be the one bringing about that death.

      “Alessia?”

      Astrid was a few steps ahead. She had turned back when she noticed I hadn’t moved. I clenched my fists. “Jacqueline mentioned that you’ve seen the vision,” I said. “The one of me fighting against you all.”

      Astrid nodded. “What do you make of it?” I asked.

      She contemplated the question. I realised I liked that about her. She didn’t just blurt out any old crap like I did to cover up the fact that she didn’t have an answer. Silence had always been awkward to me, but she was comfortable with it.

      “I’m not sure,” she said. “Visions are seldom black and white. There is no such thing as a sure vision. It is always marred by circumstance and perspective.”

      “Everyone has seen the same thing, though,” I said.

      She tapped her chin. “Yes, that is troublesome. In that case, I don’t think there is any room for interpretation as to the facts of the matter. But the intent might be the key.”

      “Why don’t you hate me for it?”

      “Why would I? What’s the point in hating someone for something they might do in the future?”

      “Perhaps it will change things.”

      “If somebody is slated to do something terrible in the future, does it not make sense to be kind to them so they won’t do it rather than condemn them so they will be pushed to do it?”

      I smiled. She had a point.

      “That’s what Kai keeps telling me anyway.” She paused. Her lips pulled down into a pained expression. “This way.”

      We walked down a few flights of stairs. The railing on the left opened out to a courtyard below that was decorated with blossom-covered trees. I was beginning to think she’d exaggerated the circumstances when we turned right and came upon a pair of guards in silver armour. They blocked the large wooden doors.

      “I’m here to see Malachi,” Astrid said.

      The guard on the left had flowing blond hair halfway down to his back. It would have made him look feminine except that his shoulders were almost as wide as the doors. His face was a tapestry of rigid angles.

      “That’s probably not a good idea today,” he said. “He’s in a mood.”

      “That won’t be a problem.”

      The guard glanced at me. I was most definitely not Nephilim. His expression didn’t change. “He’s not being reasonable right now. We wouldn’t want anything to push him over the edge.”

      Right then I had a feeling that the imprisonment was less a punishment and more a containment.

      “If that’s the case,” Astrid said, “I have every faith that you will be able to manage the situation. Please step aside.”

      I thought they might argue with her, but it seemed once she’d made up her mind, her authority outweighed their concern. The guard pushed open the door for us. We stepped into a room that I would class as stark compared to the elaborate landscape we’d just passed. There was an open floor about fifty feet wide that led to another corridor. There were also doors lining the sides.

      “I might leave you be,” Astrid said. “I’ve already said what I need to him and it didn’t make much of a difference. I don’t want to intrude on anything.”

      “Err, if he’s gone nuts, you’re just going to leave me in there with him?”

      “He wouldn’t hurt you, Alessia.”

      “What if I hurt him?”

      She grinned. Sheesh. It wasn’t that funny!

      “He’s in the room at the end of the corridor. The one on the right. None of the other cells are currently occupied.”

      “Not a busy prison.”

      “We don’t make a habit of keeping prisoners. The ones who don’t warrant execution are housed by the Dominion. Only our own are kept here.”

      I’d blanked at the word execution. They really didn’t know the meaning of temperance. Wiping my hands on my jeans, I walked to the door of Kai’s cell. I pressed my ear to the polished metal door but couldn’t hear anything from inside.

      There was a mirror much like the ones in the Academy. I placed my hand on the glass. “Alessia Hastings,” I said. The mirror hummed. The glass under my hand heated for a moment before the door unlatched and swung open.

      I glanced back at Astrid who had taken a seat in the waiting area close to the big doors. She just sat there staring straight ahead.

      It was as I stepped into the room that I realised I knew this place. What felt like a lifetime ago, when Kai had first extracted me from the human world, I had been placed in one of these rooms. Not this one, obviously. My room had plain marble walls. This one had walls that glowed with a rainbow of luminescent colour. It looked like the energy was cycling around.

      In the corner was a structure of glowing bars. They didn’t bother to use Earth dimension materials. I remembered how the bars of my cell had zapped me, but Kai hadn’t felt a thing.

      I gulped. As I stepped closer, I could see him through the bars. Someone had left a cart of food beside the cell. It didn’t look like it had been touched.

      From what Astrid had said to me, I had imagined him crouched in the corner, snarling at anything that moved. I realised that I’d been with the shifters for too long.

      Kai wasn’t one to get all reclusive. Instead what he was doing was one-handed push ups. Without his shirt on. Oh dear God in heaven. I wasn’t prepared for this.

      His head tipped up when I stepped closer. I couldn’t help the way my eyes glided down the slope of his back to the small of his hips and over his well-sculpted butt.

      It was getting hard to breathe. I needed to find a way to be in here without spontaneously combusting. As always, I returned to my tried-and-true method of sarcasm.

      “My, how the tables have turned,” I said. He ignored me and kept exercising. It seemed effortless. The only way I could tell he’d been doing this for a while was because there was a sheen of sweat dampening the muscles on the side of his hips that narrowed into the V.

      “Don’t you get tired of the repetition?” I asked. Still nothing. He was giving me the silent treatment. Or giving me what I had asked for depending on how you looked at it. Either way that wasn’t helpful to me right now. On a good day it was dangerous for me to be around him. Shirtless and broody? It could be cataclysmic.

      I turned my attention to the bars that were confining him. Were they actually capable of keeping him contained or was it just for show? Astrid had said that they didn’t often keep prisoners. My hand drifted towards the sparkly bars.

      The rainbow of colours was kind of mesmerising. The energy they threw off radiated up my arm before I even touched the field. My hand was about to make contact. A spark of electricity jumped from the bars to my hand. Mayday. Not a good idea.

      The pain was momentary, but it was enough to make my hair stand on end. I tried to pull back, but the bars magnetised to my arm. I couldn’t help myself. I heard the rustle of movement. One second I was close to gripping the bars and the next Kai had grabbed the front of my shirt. He shoved me back until I could no longer reach the cage.

      His lips pulled back into a snarl. Electricity whipped over his muscled arm. I panicked.

      “Let go of me.” The longer he held on, the brighter the spark shone. I scented singed hair. I grabbed his wrist where he still had hold of me and pressed my finger to the pressure point. It so did not work.

      “Kai!” His chest convulsed. “Are you crazy?” He was being electrocuted and he kept touching the damned bars.

      “Are you?” he finally said. “You know they’ll hurt you. Why did you try to touch it?” He let go. My heart only started beating again when he retracted his arm. The snap of electricity receded. The room grew quiet again. I could still feel my pulse racing.

      “It was just an experiment. I wanted to see if they were really trying to restrain you.”

      “Why wouldn’t they be?” He walked over to where he’d discarded his top. A mix of relief and disappointment flooded my chest as he shrugged into the long-sleeved T-shirt.

      “I don’t know. Maybe I didn’t really believe they were serious about suspending their golden boy.”

      “Did you just come here to insult me?”

      My legs were slightly jittery from the fright and from being in close proximity to him. I allowed myself to sit down on the stone floor, my legs tucked underneath me.

      “I came because Astrid is worried about you.”

      “Astrid knows I’ll be fine.”

      “Your version of fine and a normal person’s version are two different things.”

      He dropped back down to the ground and started doing more reps. “Now that you’ve seen me you can go.”

      “I haven’t seen you,” I said, watching the rigid line of his back. “I’ve seen the asshole you want everyone else to see.”

      The next time he pushed up, Kai flipped so that he was seated too. His back was to the wall, one knee lifted. “If I recall correctly, you were the one who asked me to leave you alone. You don’t get to come here and expect me to be different.”

      I placed my hands on the concrete in front of me. “Then tell me you didn’t hit Bradley because of me. Tell me you’re not in here because you refuse to apologise, because of me.”

      “What do you care?”

      “I care because I’m being blamed for what you do.”

      This time he leaned forward. It might have been a trick of the light, but I couldn’t see any green in his eyes. “I’m Malachi Pendragon. I can do whatever I want.”

      That one statement that harkened back to when I’d said it to him told me everything. My jaw clamped down hard. “I don’t need you to fight my battles. I don’t need you, period.”

      “Why weren’t you at school on Friday?”

      I blinked. “I didn’t feel well.”

      “Why?”

      I threw my arms up in the air. “That’s none of your business. For all you know it could have been feminine problems. I’m none of your business. Do you have metal in your skull or something? Get it through your thick head.”

      “You said it was my fault that you’re being harassed.”

      I inhaled slowly. I had said that. I should have known he would have taken it to heart. “I’m sorry. I was upset. I shouldn’t have blamed you for what those stupid kids at the Academy are doing. I can handle them. I don’t need you getting suspended on my behalf.”

      “I didn’t do it for you.”

      “No. You did it because of me. Just like you turn into a terrified rage maniac when you think Cassie is in danger. I’m not a wallflower. I can take care of myself.”

      “Then why are you running?”

      It was a question I couldn’t answer. He knew it as well as I did. “One day I won’t run anymore,” I said. In that moment I knew it was the truth. I wasn’t close to being a match for Lucifer. But I damn well wasn’t going down without a fight. “But that doesn’t change the fact that I don’t need you to interfere with my business.”

      He stared at me hard.

      “Do you think I’m weak?” I asked.

      His eyes grew wide. “Blue.”

      I held up my hand. “Answer the question.”

      “No.” It was immediate. He didn’t have to think about it.

      “Then why are you acting like I’m going to crumble at the first sign of trouble? Yeah, sometimes I don’t feel up to taking shit from people. I might skip out on a few days of school. But I will never let something as trivial as what one asshole says break me.”

      I got up to my feet. “Pull yourself together,” I said. “Astrid is worried about you and she’s lonely at school. That’s what you need to be worried about. Not me.”

      I turned on my heel and walked out.

      Astrid got to her feet as soon as she saw me. “Well?”

      “We talked.”

      “He spoke to you?”

      “Yes.”

      She smiled. I was surprised when she reached out and took my hand. “I didn’t say anything he wanted to hear,” I told her.

      “That’s okay,” she said. “He’s not used to good news anyway. But as long as he hears it, it means he’s listening.”

      I smiled back at her to hide the fact that my heart was breaking.
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      I really wasn’t helping my own cause by bugging the professors to sign the petition for low-magic users. Sophie was understandably mortified.

      “I don’t know why you’re so embarrassed,” Nora said through the mirror. It had been a week since my visit to Seraphina. Kai had returned to school. Nobody treated him any differently. In fact, they seemed to revere him even more. His little stunt had been a reminder that he might be Raphael’s but he could take down any of Michael’s blood. Some people had all the luck.

      “I’m surprised Jacqueline hasn’t said anything to you about harassing professors,” Sophie shot at me.

      “How am I harassing them?” I said. “All I do is ask them to sign the petition if they want to. It’s not like I’m holding a wand to their heads.”

      “It’s super awkward.”

      “Well, I for one am glad one of you is taking this seriously,” Nora said.

      Sophie rolled her eyes. “She’s just trying to find something to take her mind off the fact that she’s still having a fight with Kai.”

      “Oh, is that still going on?”

      “Excuse me!” I said. “I’m not having a fight with him.”

      “Sounds like it to me,” Nora said.

      “Can we get back onto topic?”

      “If you say so, dear. Though I don’t see what the problem is. He’s obviously interested in having a relationship.”

      I could have died right there. “Why don’t you talk to your own daughter about her relationship with Max!”

      Sophie literally punched me. It didn’t hurt. Much. I rubbed my shoulder while Nora frowned. “What do we need to talk about? Max is a lovely boy. As long as you’re safe, I don’t mind.”

      What parallel universe were we in? Sophie shot me a smug grin. “Your father might have other opinions, though.”

      “Yeah, let’s get Mani on the line.”

      “Let’s not,” Sophie said. “Anyway, we have to go, Mama. Homework and all that.”

      “Alright. But try to make an effort to speak to some of your school friends who are connected to Council members. I’m this close to being able to get something in front of them.”

      “Urgh.” Sophie cut off the connection.

      She flung herself back onto her bed and groaned.

      “Girls!” Basil shouted. That was his way of letting us know he wanted to come in. He had no way of knocking otherwise.

      I opened the door to find him pacing. There was a piece of paper folded up on the floor beside him. “What’s that?” I asked.

      “I wrestled it from some girl at the library,” he said. He looked like he’d had another run-in with a wild animal. Half of the stitching on the side of his soft head was coming apart.

      “Jeez, what did you do?”

      “She wouldn’t give it up, so I had to fight her for it.”

      He stomped inside leaving me to pick up the piece of paper. I grunted when I saw what it was. Sophie cursed when I showed her. It was a petition not to allow low-magic users to be part of the Council.

      “That’s ridiculous,” Sophie said.

      “It’s been a few days since they painted our door,” I said. “I think they’ve found another way to get to us.”

      I grabbed my repair kit.

      “Stupid is what it is,” Basil said.

      “Agreed.”

      “What I mean is that it’s the perfect way to let us know exactly who doesn’t like you. A list of suspects, if you will.”

      Sophie and I grinned at each other.

      “Anyone we know?” I asked her. Basil hopped onto my lap. It was disconcerting as always to be stuffing him with cotton and stitching his head back up. “Some of the knitting is ripped. I’m going to have to patch it up.”

      “No surprises,” Sophie said. “It’s a pretty short list as well.”

      “Well, wonders never cease.”

      I spent the rest of the night learning how to knit a patch so I could put Basil back together. I kept thinking how crappy it would be if he completely unwound. Without a body to inhabit, his soul would dissipate. That thought freaked me out completely. I’d gotten used to having him around.

      Two days after the petition incident, I was called into Jacqueline’s office again. She pulled out a piece of paper form the in-tray on her desk. “We’ve managed to find someone to train you in the use of the demon blade,” she said. “Unfortunately, there are some stipulations.”

      “How so?”

      She pushed the paper over. What I saw on it was a mugshot. The name underneath the picture made my stomach drop. “Skander Rameros? The serial killer?”

      We’d learned about him in Demonology 101. He was a high mage who had turned to dark magic in order to overtake his peers. Thanks to the kids being so young, I’d had to go to the library to get more info about him. Sixteen human sacrifices and a terrorist-scale attack later, he was supposed to be spending the rest of his life in the Dominion prison.

      “Outside of a demon, he’s the only one with the expertise to give you an insight into how to properly wield the sword.”

      “I think I might be better off just winging it. This is the last thing my reputation needs.”

      “I know it can feel that way, but this will all blow over. In time, the other students will either get bored or come to see that you were speaking the truth.”

      “I don’t understand. Surely we can’t have any criminals coming into the Academy.”

      “We’re not,” she said. “The prisoner can’t be removed from the premises of the Dominion prison.”

      It took a second for the meaning of what she said to kick in. “You’re sending me there?”

      Jacqueline nodded. “We’ll have to send guards with you to ensure your safety. But there’s no other way around it.”

      “What does he get out of this? Why would a criminal choose to help me? I don’t want to learn knowing that it’s because a murderer is getting a reduced sentence.”

      Jacqueline smiled. “We’ve struck a deal with him. He still has a child living in the human world. She doesn’t know about him of course. We’ve agreed to ensure she is well looked after in return for his cooperation.”

      I stared out the window. “Why would you do this for me? I don’t need to be trained.”

      “Durin did it actually. He’s fronting both the money and the resolve. The rest of the Council were very vocal in their objections. But he can be very persuasive.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Are you sure?”

      I thought of the battlefield littered with supernatural bodies. I nodded. “Deadly sure.”

      “Alright. I’ll inform Kai and Astrid.”

      “Wah?”

      “They will escort you to and from your lessons.”

      I knew there had to be a catch.
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      When I told Diana about going to the prison, I thought she was going to have a coronary. “What do you mean you’re going to the Dominion prison?” she screamed. Thankfully we were jogging around the billabong and not somewhere with lots of people. Sophie trailed behind us. I’d already told her. She only shook her head and groaned.

      “Are you hearing this?” Diana shot back at her.

      “She already knows how I feel about it.”

      “Who’s your instructor?”

      “Skander Rameros.”

      Diana stopped running. Her eyes darted around. “The high-mage terrorist?”

      “The very same.”

      “I wish I could sign the low-magic petition,” Diana said. “These people who are in charge are insane. And Kai is actually going to deliver you to this psycho every fortnight?”

      “I have to do this,” I said. “Otherwise how am I ever going to learn to wield the demon blade?”

      “Is it really worth wielding?” she asked. “It’s friggen been forged in the fires of the Hell dimension. By dark elves no less. Is that really something you want to be involved with?”

      Not really. If I had a choice I would be running for the hills. Unfortunately, choice was not one of the things on the menu.

      “I’m a little tired of training and getting nowhere,” I said.

      “You only feel that way because you’re fighting me.” She grinned. I couldn’t help grinning back. “But what if you get comfortable and you don’t have the sword. What are you going to do then?”

      I shook my head. “I can’t allow myself to think of all the things that can go wrong. Gotta take it one step at a time.”

      That was the brave face I put on in front of my friends. When Kai and Astrid came to get me after my last class on Monday a week later, I was shitting a brick. I met them on the portal field after going back to my room to get the demon blade.

      “Be careful,” Basil reminded me.

      “You don’t have to tell me twice.”

      I didn’t know whether I should be grateful or irritated that Kai had somehow managed to weasel himself into being my guard. At the same time, his presence made the choking uncertainty in my mind more bearable.

      He was in his usual getup of combat pants, boots, and checked shirt. What got me was that Astrid was almost in the same outfit. Her shirt was red to his blue one, but it amounted to the same thing. All I’d ever seen her wear was floaty dresses. Even when it wasn’t a sunny day.

      “What’s up with the jeans?” I asked her.

      “I thought this might be an occasion for more sombre attire.”

      I swallowed. My hands gripped the strap of the sword holster running diagonally across my chest.

      “Let’s do this before I chicken out,” I said.

      Kai’s left eye twitched but he didn’t react otherwise. I was glad. The last thing I needed right now was to have to deal with his paranoia on top of everything else. He ran through a list of precautions that all amounted to me getting the heck out of there should anything go wrong.

      “You’re not to try and handle the situation if we get separated,” he said.

      “Separated how?”

      He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter how. If one of us is with you, we’ll teleport you out. If something happens and neither of us is there, you do whatever you can to get back to a guard tower. Then you get them to teleport you back here.”

      He snapped his fingers in front of my face. I barely heard it. It wasn’t until he placed his hands on either side of my shoulders and shook me gently that I really focused on what he was saying. “I mean it, Blue. If something happens, you come back here. Regardless of what happens with us.”

      “What if you’re dying on the floor of the prison?” I said.

      “Then we die,” Astrid said. There was not even the slightest hint of a joke in her voice.

      “We’ve already done a sweep of the area. Gran has visited the room we’re using herself to make sure it’s safe. One of the high-magic sorceresses will be in attendance with us to guard you too. This is a precaution only. We don’t expect anything to go wrong.”

      It would have been more reassuring without the implication that I should leave them behind to die.

      “Ready?”

      I nodded. He grabbed my hand. The pulse of pleasure and pain that always accompanied a teleportation with him spiralled through my body. We emerged on the other side in a room not unlike the room we used to train for our Weaponry and Combat classes.

      There was a navy-blue rubber mat in the middle of the room. The walls were without ornament except for the mirrors at each corner. We had teleported against the back wall, the most strategic position. I could see the door from here. It was spelled with a line of red light that ran all the way around the edge.

      There were two guards standing right beside it. Next to the mat was a kneeling man. His hands were shackled behind his back. He wore his beard in a neat trim. There were strands of grey amongst the dark brown. I recognized him immediately. Skander Rameros.

      Beside him stood a diminutive woman in black jeans and a faded grey button-down shirt with the Dominion emblem on it. A wand crossed over with a spark of light. The sign of the High Mages.

      She glanced up at us, her wheat blonde hair tucked into a tight bun. There was a frightening stillness about her. It reminded me of the two gargoyle guards who watched over the armoury in the Academy.

      Kai was still holding my hand. The pressure he exerted on it increased for just the slightest second before he let go. He stepped forward. I moved to stand behind him, and Astrid took up the rear. Her expression mirrored the one on the female guard’s face. I never realised how truly frightening she could be. Why did I ever think she was delicate?

      “Giselle?” Kai asked.

      The female guard nodded. “Mr. Pendragon. Miss Bellamy.”

      Astrid said nothing. Did nothing.

      “The prisoner is in stasis,” Giselle said. “Whenever you’re ready, I’ll release him.”

      “Is the perimeter secure?” Kai asked.

      “We have taken all the necessary precautions. He’s been drained this morning so there’s no chance of him being able to use his magic.”

      “Drained?” I asked.

      Giselle peered around Kai’s back. I could hardly see her. He wasn’t going to move out of the way, so I had to sidestep him.

      “Yes,” Giselle said. “We had one of our magic eaters absorb all of his energy. He’ll also remain handcuffed so that he can’t try anything. You’re perfectly safe.”

      She tried to smile at me, but it appeared to be a gesture she was unaccustomed to. Her face kind of just cracked. Freaky.

      “Should I wake him?” she asked.

      “Yeah, I guess so.”

      She drew her hands up next to each other leaving a couple of inches of a gap. A ball of blue energy flared. She placed her palms against Skander’s forehead. Her energy and the source of energy shackling him reacted. The bubble of stasis around him eroded. His eyes peeled open. He took a big gasping breath like he’d been drowning and only just came up for air. Jeez. Note to self: do not get thrown in prison.

      Just to my right, Kai’s muscles coiled. He was ready for the situation to turn sour. I couldn’t take my eyes off Skander. Even though he could hardly move his body, his eyes were clear and sharp. They were a mundane light brown. I wasn’t sure why I was expecting anything different.

      He smiled at me. Had he smiled at the people he sacrificed before he performed those rituals? “You’re the little girl with the demon blade?” Skander asked.

      I couldn’t say a word. It wasn’t fear that stopped me so much as incredulity. Never in a million years would I have imagined being in a prison with a serial killer. In this dimension or the human one. It took me a while to remember that there had been plenty of sick people in Nanna’s psychiatric hospital. Lots of those people had killed as well.

      “My shackles,” Skander said. He’d tried to stand but found he was too weak to do so without the balance of his arms. Giselle grabbed him by the shoulder and hauled him up. Though she wasn’t nearly as tall as he was, she was clearly sporting some serious muscle.

      Rather than continue to stand, Skander used the change of position to sit down cross-legged. “Come on then,” he said. “At least bring me the blade so I can see what we’re dealing with.”

      I straightened my back and stepped forward. Kai wouldn’t allow anything to happen to me. I knew that without a shadow of a doubt. Even without our fraught relationship he wouldn’t let anyone under his care come to harm. Still I catalogued everything in front of me. I used a trick Basil had taught me to watch for changes in energy level.

      There was a dark ring of what felt like shadows around Giselle and the other two guards in the room. The circle I drew around them flickered. It must be hell to constantly be around criminals. Especially magical ones.

      I didn’t even need the circle to see how listless Skander was. He might talk a big game, but he was tired. At least physically.

      I crouched down a metre away from him. Gingerly, I drew the demon blade from behind my back and laid it out in between us. Close enough that he could see it. Not close enough for him to reach it. Not that he would be able to with his hands bound behind his back.

      Skander leaned forward a little. I tensed.

      It was slightly comforting to see Giselle didn’t move an inch. I had a feeling if she were ever scared, we were all in for it.

      “Interesting,” Skander said. “This is not its original form.”

      “How in the world do you know that?”

      He smirked. “I don’t think you would want to know, kitten.”

      I let the nickname slide on account of my memory dredging up the reason why he was able to know things about the demonic world that most of us couldn’t.

      “Do you ever feel anything when you touch the blade?” Skander asked. If his hands were free, I imagined he would be stroking his short beard. He had a kind of nervous tick about him. At the same time his accent was slightly lilting.

      “Not really.”

      “Has it never bonded with your blood?”

      I reached out to touch the tip of the blade. Once upon a time that tip used to be a razor-sharp point that curled out into a wave. “I’ve been stabbed with it.”

      “But you didn’t give the blood willingly.”

      “Why the hell would I do that?”

      “Demon blades are forged in blood. Right now, your blade doesn’t know you. It still clings to the aura of its previous master.”

      “You talk about it like it’s alive.”

      “Why can’t it be?”

      I tapped at the metal. It made the usual hard metallic sound. “Why don’t you ask your guards whether they think of their swords as just instruments?”

      “We’re not talking about their blades.” He was dreaming if he thought I was going to let him segue into another topic that could lead to him learning something about Kai and Astrid’s swords.

      He smiled for real this time. “Cautious little kitten.” When he tried to shuffle forward, Giselle put out her foot to block his way.

      “Close enough,” she said.

      He sat back heavily.

      “How do I know what you’re telling me is the truth?” I said.

      “You’ll just have to take my word for it.”

      I glanced up at Giselle. “Isn’t there something you can give him to make him truthful?”

      “Maybe,” she said. “Truth potions are distorted by what the user believes. He’s insane enough to believe his own truths.”

      “You’re just going to have to do as I say,” Skander said.

      I picked up the blade. Holding it out to him, I used the tip to tilt his head up. “I’m not doing anything you wouldn’t do. You think I need to bleed?”

      I nicked his cheek with the tip of the blade. The slash of blood wasn’t deep but it was enough to drip onto the tip.

      I watched, slightly nauseated as the blade absorbed the blood just as it had mine. There was a moment of stillness and then the blade began to smoulder. Streams of smoke hissed from the metal. The blade turned dull. It started to rattle against my hand.

      I wasn’t sure how, but an image ripped into my mind. One of the sword biting into Skander’s neck. It pierced him right through the voice box. It was almost like it had gotten a taste of his blood and wanted more. The tugging became urgent.

      The blade almost jumped out of my hands. I clamped down hard and dragged it back.

      “Blue...”

      Kai was suddenly right behind me.

      “I’m fine.” I bit my bottom lip. The circle happened immediately. They were always my go to. I sliced open the skin of my pointer finger. Using the knowledge of binding blood magic Basil had taught me, I drew a circle at the hilt.

      “Good girl,” Skander said. ‘Brand it. Make it yours.” It was by far the creepiest thing I’d ever heard.

      “Shut up!” Kai snapped.

      “Kai,” I said. The sword tried to pivot in his direction. “Step back.”

      I didn’t have the presence of mind to check if he did so. All of my concentration went into making sure the sword didn’t inadvertently stab him.

      Skander laughed.

      When I was a little girl, I used to write my name in all of my circles. As I grew older, I realised that tagging circles with my name meant that I was leaving a trace of myself to be tracked. Not smart if you wanted to disappear on the streets. So I stopped doing it. But I understood that was sort of the point here.

      My finger stung like a mother. Refusing to give in to the need to stick it into my mouth, I drew the circles physically and in my mind. I signed every one, commanding it to brand the sword as mine.

      Unlike when the sword had taken Skander’s blood, it didn’t sizzle with mine. Everywhere a line of my blood touched it, the metal began to warp and bend until the blade reshaped itself into an intricate pattern of circles. All of them with my signature on it. An iridescent blue glow lit up the surface of the metal. Just like the glow in my bedroom.

      There was a snap of something inside my mind. When I glanced down the blue was gone but the blade now hummed in my thoughts.

      “Put it down,” Skander said. I did so, watching him intently.

      “Now call it back to you.”

      “How do I call a sword?”

      “Give it a name.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Give it a name.”

      I took in the intricate filigree pattern. The blade looked nothing like a demonic sword anymore. In fact, it reminded me of the Mithril swords that some of the Fae carried. Was I really going to name a shiny strap of metal?

      Feeling stupid, I made a split-second decision. I’d already decided the blade’s sole purpose was to help me defeat Lucifer. Somehow I knew it would really piss him off to be destroyed with a weapon named after him. I dubbed the blade Morning Star.

      Come here, Morning Star. The blade whipped from its position on the mat and into my hand. I gripped the hilt and smiled.

      “There you go,” Skander said. “What did you name her?”

      “Like I would tell you.”

      He threw his head back and laughed. It sounded hollow.

      “That’s probably enough for today,” Kai said.

      “Agreed,” Giselle noted.

      We waited for them to leave first. It would have been less disconcerting not to have to watch Giselle de-animate Skander to drag him off but on the other hand we didn’t want him doing anything while we teleported. Only when he was gone did Kai bring me back to the Academy.

      We landed in the soft grass. I blew out a breath.

      “That was very interesting,” Astrid said. “Disturbing but interesting.”

      “Thankfully we’ll only have to do that once a fortnight,” Kai added. “What did you call your sword?”

      “If I didn’t tell him, why in the world would I tell you?”

      “Blue.”

      I waved him off and started back to my dorm.

      “You know that’s not her name, don’t you?” I heard Astrid ask him. I laughed all the way back.
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      “You named your blade Morning Star?” Basil said when I told him.

      “Yep.”

      “Why?” Sophie asked.

      “Because Skander made me pick a name on the spot and I couldn’t think of anything else.”

      “You couldn’t have chosen something a little more poetic?” Basil asked.

      “I like it.”

      “You would,” Sophie suggested. There was a knock on the door. At this time of night, it was either someone we knew well or someone we didn’t now at all. Diana barged in when I opened the door.

      “How was it?” she asked.

      I had to recount the whole thing again. In hindsight, I should have known that she would show up.

      “I like it,” she said when I told her what I’d named the blade.

      “Told you!” I said to Sophie and Basil.

      “How was he?” Diana asked.

      “Bat crap crazy from what I could tell.”

      “Was he drooling and snapping his teeth?”

      “Worse. He was very polite and reserved. Like he was imagining my death.”

      Diana shuddered. She picked up the list of signatures from my dressing table. “Any more?”

      “Not a single one. I’ve hit up as many teachers as I possibly can but that’s about all I can do from here.”

      “What about the MirrorNet?”

      “What about it?”

      “Don’t bother,” Basil interjected. “Nora already has it covered.”

      Sophie sat bolt upright on her bed. “What do you mean?”

      Basil grabbed the mirror and showed us. You know those really cheesy commercials where the perfect family sit around a perfect table and talk to each other about their days? That’s what Nora’s message was like. She and Mani were both so stiff that I thought they might be cardboard cut-outs. They had obviously enlisted the help of their newfound low-magic user friends because there were actually people oohing and ahhing in the back of their monologue.

      Sophie groaned. “Oh my Gaia,” she said. “I am never going to live this down.”

      “They do seem to need a bit of glamorizing,” Basil said. “I mean, your mother is very charismatic but that doesn’t mean it translates into acting talent.”

      “I don’t think you should be getting involved with this, Basil,” I said.

      “Why not?”

      “For one, lots of people still think you’re a demon bound to a doll.”

      “I’ve been tested.”

      “They don’t know that. How many inanimate objects have you seen walking around without something demonic in them?”

      “Maybe I can be a silent contributor.”

      “Who do you talk to all the time anyway?”

      “Oh you know, just this and that witch.”

      “Please tell me you’re not using the MirrorNet as a dating service. Man,” I slapped my knee. “There must be some desperate witches out there.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      I tugged at one of the many ugly repairs I’d made on him. “I mean, aside from the hideous patch-up job, you’re a doll.”

      He huffed. “Some people have more depth than to pin everything on appearances.”

      “Excuse me!” Sophie said. “I think you’re all missing the bloody point! My parents are out of control”

      I waved away her concern. “No they’re not. You know they’re not. What they’re doing is really important.”

      She sighed. “I know. I just wish they would do it in a way that didn’t make me seem like I was born to nutcases.”

      I had thought her assessment was a bit premature, but over the next few days the snide remarks shifted from the ones about me to ones about her parents. I went to the dining hall one day to find that she hadn’t turned up after half an hour.

      “Where’s Sophie?” Roland asked.

      “I’m not sure.” I craned my neck around like I thought she might be hiding. “You guys need to get a better way to communicate besides mirrors. If I were a normal person, I could have texted her.”

      “I thought you lived on the streets,” Trey said. “Did you even have a cell phone?”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “Look who I found,” Diana’s voice called behind me. She pushed Sophie into the chair beside me.

      “Where have you been?”

      Sophie screwed up her face.

      “She was hanging outside the potions lab.”

      “What were you doing there?” I asked. Then it clicked. “Were you trying to make your own meals so you didn’t have to come here?”

      Her face turned beet red. “We can’t avoid people,” I said. “I tried that, remember?”

      A roar of laughter erupted from the popular table. One of the Fae girls was doing an imitation for the others. There was no need to guess what the imitation was of. Sophie dropped her head on the table.

      “Screw them,” I said. Over at the popular table, I caught Bradley’s eye. He held my gaze for a moment before dropping it. He’d come back to the Academy a few days after having had his arm broken but he’d still been in a sling. The Nephilim healed faster than humans, but without Kai’s help, he was still laid up for a little while.

      “Uh hi.” All our heads turned to see a dark-skinned girl in light-blue jeans and a pink sweater. “Are your parents the ones who are running this low-magic campaign?”

      “Sadly, yes,” Sophie said.

      “I’m Wanda. Would you mind if I sat with you? I have some questions.”

      “Why?” Sophie said.

      Wanda cocked her head to the side. “I’m a light witch,” she said. “Third year. My mum is the witch in the family. Dad is human. I don’t know if his vote counts.”

      Sophie drew a blank.

      “It does,” I said, recalling the information from the reams of notes Nora had tried to impart on us. “As long as he’s aware of the community, he’s allowed to add his signature.”

      Wanda sat down despite not getting express permission from Sophie. “Awesome. Because I’m tired of having to explain to people why it matters that I’m a low witch.”

      Sophie put her hands on her hips. “I’ve been to this Academy since I was in the junior school,” she said. “Why is this the first time you’ve spoken to me?”

      Wanda’s presence seemed to have touched on Sophie’s raw nerve. Wanda looked down at her hands. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I just didn’t want to draw any attention to myself.”

      “You have other friends, don’t you?”

      Wanda grimaced. “Yeah.”

      “And you didn’t think to invite me to join you?”

      “Soph.”

      “I’m just saying,” Sophie said, “It’s all well and good to come out of the woodwork now that my parents are on this mission, but it might have been nice to have a bit of support for the last six years!”

      “I’m sorry,” Wanda said. “I didn’t want to make myself a target.”

      “Target?” I said.

      She nodded. “Sophie has always been a bit...visible.”

      I gathered this was related to Sophie’s great-grandfather.

      “So instead of being my friend, you let me cop most of the heat for being a low-magic witch,” Sophie said.

      “I think I should probably leave,” Wanda said.

      “Oh no you don’t,” I said. “Sit your butt back down.”

      She stopped moving, her eyes downcast. The tray of food she’d brought with her sat uneaten. I grabbed Sophie’s arm and yanked her towards the wall. We weren’t obscured but it was enough to stop Wanda from hearing us.

      “Give her a chance,” I said.

      “Why?” Sophie shot back. “She totally avoided me for years.” I understood both perspectives. It sucked being the one to stick your neck out. At the same time the homeless kid in me questioned whether I would have done exactly as Wanda had to survive.

      “At the end of the day, nobody wants to stick out,” I said. “She was scared. It sucked that you had to be alone for so long. But if we get her on board it means we might be able to change something. Don’t you want that?”

      I waited however long it would take for her to come around. She was generally a lot more reasonable than I was. When she sighed, I wrapped my arms around her. “You’re the best!”

      “I bet right now my mama is wishing you were her daughter,” Sophie said.

      “As well,” I said. “She’s probably wishing I was her daughter as well. Your parents adore you.”

      She grinned. “Yeah, they do.”

      Back at the table, she peered at Wanda. “Okay fine,” Sophie said. “You don’t have to leave the premises. What else do you want to know about the campaign and how many other low-magic users do you know in this place and outside of it?”

      “A few,” Wanda said. “I can get in contact with them if you’d like.”

      “We would love that!” I said.

      “What’s happening with the anti-petition?” Trey asked.

      I shrugged. “I’m trying to ignore it,” I said. “Amongst other things.”

      We stayed so long chatting to Wanda that I didn’t get to bed until much later than I usually did. I was half dead in the morning when I dragged myself into the Grove.

      Rubbing my eyes, I carried water to the Arcana tree and inspected its leaves for any sign of distress or disease. I was in the middle of another yawn and decided to lie down on the lawn for a quick cat nap. There was still a bit of time till I had to leave for class. I set the demon blade down next to me. I’d taken to carrying it with me wherever I went these days. Kind of like a security blanket. Not that I knew how to use it. My skills were as craptastic as ever.

      I’d obviously slept for much longer than anticipated because when I opened my eyes, the sun was higher in the sky than I’d thought.

      “Shit!”

      I made a run for it, grabbing my backpack and bolting. By the time I got through the door of the junior campus, half of Demonology 101 was over. Any chance of sneaking into the room was gone. All I could do was breeze in and hope not to get chewed out.

      “We were about to send a search party for you, Miss Hastings,” Professor Magnus said.

      “I’m so sorry, I got caught up in the Grove.” No need to tell her it was because I was sleeping.

      Cassie glanced sideways at me. I thought there might have been something in my hair. She started writing on a piece of paper. When she slid it over and I read it, my heart stopped.

      Where is your blade?

      I reached behind me to swipe at empty air inside the scabbard. Crap! I must have left it on the lawn when I woke up. Throughout the end of first period I couldn’t concentrate. All I could think of was someone else finding it and taking it away.

      The Grove was off limits to anybody who wasn’t accompanied by a professor or someone else who had permission. There were two Herbology classes this morning. If one of them was scheduled for the Grove, I was in trouble.

      My foot tapped on the floor until the bell finally rang for the end of class. I shot straight up thinking I would run back and get it. I was halfway out the door when something occurred to me. Yesterday I had successfully called the sword to me. Granted it was a shorter distance, but maybe I could do the same now. I closed my eyes and tried to find the thread in the ever-expanding Ley-line image in my mind. I drew the same circles I had done on the blade and checked my signature as well.

      Come, I ordered.

      All of nothing happened. Right, I guess that was about as much help as a hot wind in a desert.

      I needed to go back and get it. On the other hand, if I skipped out on class I was going to get in trouble. I was already going to be late. By the time I got to the Grove, the second Herbology class would already be there. If someone was going to take the sword, they would have plenty of time to do it before I arrived.

      Kicking myself for being irresponsible, I ran back into the building to my next class which was Magical History. Cassie was already there.

      She brushed aside a lock of hair. “Are you okay?”

      There was an envelope on my desk. “I may or may not have lost my demon blade.”

      She bit her lip. “Hmmm. That’s a problem. Although, you know those blades are very possessive. They don’t just get stolen.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Maybe you should spend a bit more time learning about demon blades,” Cassie said. Awesome. I was getting life tips from a twelve-year-old. The thing that got me was that she was right. I did need to spend more time learning about the sword and less time thinking about how useless I was with most other weapons.

      Feeling a bit better, I was able to marginally concentrate on the next lesson. My care factor had been low recently because we’d gotten to the Fae section of the history books. I didn’t particularly care that the Fae were the penultimate rulers of their dimension which included beings like goblins, nymphs, mermaids, and basilisks. I cared even less that Brigid’s family had actually been Fae royalty until the barrier went down and they were forced to abandon their home world.

      It wasn’t my fault the seraphim had started a war. It didn’t mean she had a right to treat me badly. When the professor asked students to read from the textbook, I swiped the letter off the table and opened it.

      It wasn’t actually a letter but an invitation. An invitation to Charles’s thirteenth birthday party. I leaned forward as far as I could in my chair and kicked the back of his. When he turned around, I waved the invitation. He grinned and gave me a thumbs up.

      For some reason I teared up a little. My first birthday party invitation. It didn’t matter that it was for a kid or that it was being held somewhere I didn’t know in Rivia.

      When class was over, I tapped him on the shoulder. “Is your brother going to be there?”

      He groaned. “My mother is making me invite him.”

      “Can I bring Sophie?”

      He made a vomiting gesture. “Yeah, okay.”

      Lost sword or not, this morning was definitely looking up.
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      Not for the first time since arriving at the Academy I cursed the fact that there was no magical way to communicate to my friends that I would be late to lunch. The Grove was oddly quiet when I arrived. I ran to the spot under my Arcana tree to see if the demon blade was there, but the grass was perfectly undisturbed.

      “Shit!”

      I backtracked and looked all along the path to and from the Grove. I looked in the long borders in case it had fallen out of the scabbard. I knew that was hardly possible but by then I was getting desperate. I was sweaty in minutes. My heart was beating like a drum in my chest and my ears. This just wasn’t happening. How in the world did I manage to lose a demonic weapon? One that was apparently very difficult to lose.

      After what felt like hours, I dropped down onto the grass and put my head between my legs. Great. I’d only just gotten permission to visit a serial killer tutor and now I didn’t have anything to be tutored in.

      I was about to get up and admit defeat when a flurry of colours whipped around me. Something thudded on the ground in front of me. The demon blade! I hesitated to pick it up. Where I had created the markings for the circles, it looked like somebody had taken to it with a paintbrush. The thing now looked like a hippie canvas.

      “Did you do this?” I asked the purple nymph. She danced around in the air, her speech a staccato beat. I picked up the sword and tried to rub off some of the colours. “It looks ridiculous!”

      One of the other nymphs, the pink one, whistled her disapproval. It seriously looked like a kid’s toy now. How was I going to be taken seriously with a weapon like this? I could just imagine Skander’s reaction. Not that I really cared what a serial killer thought.

      “Have you had this all morning? Is that why I couldn’t call it?” And how in the hell did they managed to work their magic on a demon blade when nobody was meant to be able to use it?

      The purple nymph put her thumb and pointer finger into her mouth and blew. I couldn’t even hear the whistle it was so high-pitched. Next thing I knew they scattered. Thinking they were off to their other mischievous exploits, I picked up the sword and dusted myself off.

      Something sharp whacked me in the back of my knee. “Ow!”

      I spun to find the purple nymph with a two-foot-long stick in her hands. She wasn’t the only one. They were like bloody ants being able to lift ten times their body weight. All of them were armed.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      The answer was that they started hitting me. Just like when they pelted me with acorns, the attack came from all sides. Only this time, there would be no Nephilim to help me. I screamed, trying to dodge this way and that. I started running but they all converged in front of me, corralling me back into the clearing. Not only were they fast, somewhere along the line someone had taught them how to fight.

      As I tried to dodge and weave, they moved with me, getting in as many wacks as they could. “Ow! Seriously stop!”

      All I got was an ear-piercing whistle that shot straight through my eardrums and down the sides of my neck. At this rate, I was going to be a walking bruise. My skin was tender all over and there was no sign of relief in sight.

      I wailed, considering curling up in a ball. Without thinking, the next time the purple nymph came to strike, I lifted the demon blade to meet her attack. The stick hit the blade. Instead of shattering, there was an almighty clang. It was as if the stick were made of metal too.

      Rearing back, the nymph regrouped for another attack. Again, I blocked, lashing out in another direction to stop myself from getting smacked in the face by the red nymph.

      One of the others rapped me across the knuckles. I almost dropped the blade but managed to hang on for dear life. There were too many of them. I was too slow.

      “Why are you doing this?” I screamed.

      That got me a hit right above my left eye. They were going to blind me. Nostrils flaring, I closed my eyes and reached for the web in the Ley dimension. I couldn’t anticipate their moves with the distracting flash of their magic. Inside the web, things were much clearer.

      Using the webbed map, I could see the spot where we were standing. A collision of colours. My big blue one surrounded by a dozen smaller ones. I was going to get my ass kicked anyway, so I might as well give in to it. Taking a deep breath, I pressed my palm against the web. When I opened my eyes, it was as though everything around me had slowed down.

      I saw the golden nymph come at me in slow motion. At the same time the purple nymph surged in front of my face.

      I drew the sword up to meet her, using my free hand to snatch the stick from the golden nymph’s hands. As our swords clashed, the purple nymph opened her mouth. What I had previously heard as shrill whistling became normal speech in a lyrical voice that was beyond beautiful.

      “You have to be faster,” she said.

      I turned around and caught the blow to the shin before it could make contact. It was the last one I rebuffed before the world resumed at normal pace. My slight victory was short. I was pelted over and over again until the bell for the end of lunch rang.

      The attack stopped abruptly. The purple nymph flew to hover at eye level. She chirped and pointed to the demon blade. Then she indicated the sun in the sky. Only she drew it at evening.

      I stood there with my lungs feeling like they were going to collapse. “You want me to come back later?” She nodded. “Why? So you can continue beating me up?”

      She flashed her fanged teeth. She held her hands out, palms up. A gathering of her purple fire trail turned to a mound of dust. She blew the dust in my face. As I inhaled, I was transported to another field. I stood on a hill alone, the demon blade glowing multi-coloured in my grip. A lone figure strode towards me, his golden armour reflecting the sun.

      The image was fleeting. When it dissipated, I dropped to my knees. The purple nymph drew her finger across her neck in the universal sign of death. They left me there to contemplate what had just happened.

      It seemed the nymphs were also into this vision thing. Only they saw me alone on a field of battle with Lucifer.

      She was right, I was too slow. Without training, I would just end up getting myself killed. Glancing down at my arms, I could already see the bruises blooming on them. Better to be battered than dead. Fine. If the nymphs wanted me to come back and get my ass kicked, I would do it so that I could take more. If I was going to end up fighting the devil, then I was going to go down kicking and screaming.
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      Sophie screamed at me when she saw me in Potions and Alchemy ten minutes later. “Where were you? Did you get into a fight? Why are you all bruised?”

      Half the class was already there. Most of their heads turned in our direction. I was feeling slightly dizzy from not having had lunch. Thankfully, I’d swung by the dining hall just before class and was trying to stuff a savoury bacon and cheese muffin in my face.

      “Left the sword in the Grove this morning so I had to go back for it. The nymphs are going to teach me how to fight.”

      She snorted. “They’re, like, five inches tall.”

      I shrugged. “Nothing else has worked so far.”

      “Good point.”

      Professor McKenna arrived and we got busy working on our respective potions. I retrieved my desk cauldron and tried to wrangle Puff, my allocated salamander. He kept racing around the glass enclosure to get away from me. In the end I had to entice him with a lump of flavoured coal.

      I was working on a waking spell. The likelihood of it being able to wake Nanna given the Nephilim weren’t having much luck was minimal. But it couldn’t hurt to try.

      Sophie was working on an illusion spell. At the moment the clean-up crews who went to handle demon and supernatural attacks used Fae and vampiric glamours. Sophie said those didn’t sit so well with human physiology and psychology. She was working on something that vibed better with our brainwaves.

      We had to do all of our own research into what ingredients would go into our potions. It was not a fast process. Spell brewing was a precise art. More than once we’d had to evacuate the room because someone added an ingredient they shouldn’t have. I loved it. Even all of the reading. It was nice to see the results of my work unlike the endless maths I’d had to do in my old high school. That was part of the reason why I skipped out on it.

      Halfway through the class I remembered the invitation. “Hey,” I said to Sophie. She was biting her tongue and adding dew collected from a lotus plant to her brew one drop at a time. That stuff was expensive because it was hard to come by. It took a specialist mage to determine what was dew and what was pond water.

      “Do you want to come to Charles’s birthday party with me?”

      She tipped the last drop in and looked up at me. “Charles. As in Thompson?”

      “How many other Charleses do we know?”

      “As in Max’s brother?”

      “Which part of this are you finding difficult to understand?”

      “You know he’s twelve, right?”

      I sniffed at my brew and coughed. Too much lavender oil. Dammit. Now I would have to distil some of it out and start over. “He’s about to turn thirteen. That’s kind of the point of the party. Max will be there.”

      Sophie scrunched up her nose. “If that’s the case then so will Kai.”

      I paused. “Why would he be there?”

      “Duh! They’re best friends. Did you think Max would go to his baby brother’s birthday on his own to hang out with kids?”

      “Why not? That’s what I was going to do.”

      Now that she mentioned it, though, it made a lot of sense. “Aw man!”

      “What’s the problem, though? I thought you guys came to some kind of truce?”

      I placed the distilling equipment over my cauldron and switched it on. “If by that you mean we’re totally avoiding each other unless we have to be civil then yes, we have a truce.”

      Other then taking me to see Skander, I hadn’t seen or spoken to Kai all week. We didn’t really talk in class. It wasn’t as though we were friends. I got real interested in the colours of the flame coming out of Puff’s open mouth. It had been easy to say the words that would make him step back. It was far harder to live with the reality.

      “Lex.”

      I shook my head. “It’s fine. So he’ll be there. So what? It’s not like I can’t be in the same room with him. I mean, all we ever did was argue anyway.”

      Sensing that I wasn’t going to keep talking about it in class, she returned her attention to her potion. By the end of class, I’d managed to distil most of the lavender from my brew. When the bell rang, I dropped the stabilising crystal into the potion and returned my cauldron to the shelf. Puff scuttled off with Sophie’s salamander, Charming.

      Weapons and Combat was up next. I was forbidden from using the demon blade on fellow students, though. So I had to make do with the wooden swords. Diana ran through drills with me. I learned to watch her feet. But at the same time it made me miss her swinging her sword down to hit me in the back of my arm.

      “Ow!”

      Isla groaned. “You are seriously terrible,” she said. I would have snapped back except there wasn’t the same bite to her words as there had been last semester. “It’s like you’re fighting with your eyes closed or something.”

      “Sorry!” I snapped. “It’s not my fault you’ve all been born with supernatural speed. How am I supposed to keep up?”

      “Have you ever tried meditating?”

      “Why does everyone keep saying that to me?”

      She only smirked and walked off.

      We were on our way to the dining hall for dinner when the sirens went off. Sophie gripped my arm. “Not again,” she said.

      The last time this happened, it was because criminals had escaped from the Dominion prison. My thoughts went straight to Skander. “Students,” Jacqueline’s disembodied voice boomed out. “Please make your way to the assembly hall.”

      “Why don’t we ever have assemblies for good news?” I said.

      Everybody poured out of the buildings they were in to make their way to the junior campus. I saw a figure in light blue streak across the sky.

      “Astrid! What’s going on?”

      She turned to look at me but shook her head and resumed her flight above the students. She was guarding the ones who were coming from the outlying areas. The para-humans who lived in the swamps and billabongs.

      The junior students were already in their seats by the time we arrived. Sasha and Trey waved at us but couldn’t keep seats next to them, so we sat in the available seats just in front.  I found myself watching for the telltale green. When I spotted Cassie sitting beside Charles, his arm around the back of her chair, I frowned. She was glancing around the hall too. Some of the kids were trying to tap into the MirrorNet. Their confused expressions as the mirrors remained reflective had my heart thumping faster.

      “Where is he?” I whispered.

      “Who?” Sasha asked, leaning forward with his too-accurate vampiric hearing.

      “Nobody.”

      “Right.”

      Kai still hadn’t arrived when Jacqueline took the stage. She was dressed all in black. Her hair had been swept severely off her face. There was no laughter in her usually friendly eyes. The deputy headmaster walked up with her. He was a vampire who mainly dealt with matters while Jacqueline was asleep. They kind of tag teamed it.

      “Students,” Jacqueline said. “I see some of you are attempting to access the Mirror Network. I regret to inform you that it has been temporarily shut down as a sign of respect and as a precaution. There is no easy way to say this, so I won’t try and temper it with flowery words. About twenty minutes ago, the Academy received word that Artemis Gilbert was murdered.”

      The assembly hall erupted in shocked gasps. Sophie gripped my hand. Her knuckles were so tight they turned blue.

      I stared at the back of the seat in front of me. How was this even possible? He was a Nephilim. Not just any Nephilim, either. Artemis Gilbert was the head of Michael’s bloodline. He was a Councillor. A warrior.

      It made sense now why Kai wasn’t here. He was probably in Seraphina with the rest of the Councillors. I heard sniffing around me. On my left, Diana’s head was bowed.

      “It is a deeply shocking and sad occurrence, the details of which are still being uncovered. But I wanted to let you know before you heard through other unofficial means. I ask that you all treat this sensitively. Be mindful of your fellow students who will be gravely affected by the announcement.”

      It occurred to me that aside from the Nephilim guards, none of the others were here. Jacqueline dismissed us shortly after. This time I didn’t bother waiting for the other kids to get past before I got up to leave.

      When we arrived back at the dorm Sophie immediately tried to get onto the MirrorNet to see if she could contact her parents.

      “Don’t bother,” Basil said. “It’s still on blackout.”

      “Are you having withdrawals?” I asked him.

      Basil came to sit beside me on the bed. I had my back against the wall looking across the room at Sophie.

      She blew out a frustrated breath and let the mirror drop to the floor. “How can that have even happened?” she asked.

      None of us had the answer.

      Diana came in without bothering to knock. “I just tried to contact my da but everything is blocked.” She slumped down on Sophie’s bed.

      “You thinking what I’m thinking?” Diana said.

      “Two attacks in the span of a few months,” Sophie said. I knew where their thoughts were heading.

      “We don’t know for sure it’s the Sisterhood.”

      Two hours later the MirrorNet was back up and I was once again proven wrong. The rumours were everywhere.

      “It’s terrible,” Nora sniffed when we made contact with them. “I was only just speaking to Artemis’s assistant last week to see if we could meet to discuss the petition further.”

      “Any news about the Nephilim?” I asked.

      “Only that anyone who isn’t essential has been recalled to Seraphina for now. Guards around the Councillors are going to double.” Nora sighed. “It’s going to be almost impossible for us to get anywhere near one of them.”

      I hadn’t even thought of that.

      “Girls,” Mani said, “if anyone gives you any grief about the Sisterhood, you let us know straight away.”

      “They already give us grief,” Sophie said. “They’re just being stupid.”

      Mani rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Promise me you’ll be safe.”

      “We’re at the Academy, Dad. Nothing is going to happen to us.”

      “Make sure it stays that way.”

      The mirror chimed again. “I think we’re getting an incoming notification,” Sophie said.

      “Okay, we’ll speak to you tomorrow,” Nora said. “Love you.”

      The screen wavered and then the face of a middle-aged woman neither of us knew appeared on the screen.

      “Ah, hi,” Sophie said. Basil almost jumped out of his woollen skin.

      “It’s for me,” he said.

      He wedged himself in front of the mirror. “Now isn’t a great time, Millicent,” Basil said. He tried to shoo us away.

      “Let’s go to the library or something,” Sophie said.

      “Can we go see Max?”

      I grabbed her and pushed her out the door because her feet were suddenly made of lead.

      “Why?”

      I dragged her behind me. “I want to know if he’s heard from Kai.”

      “Why don’t we go see Cassie?”

      I’d thought of that. But it was more likely he’d talk to his friend. “Cassie isn’t in any immediate danger,” I said. “He won’t want to scare her unnecessarily. What’s the problem, anyway?”

      “I....we haven’t really spoken since the incident at the Reserve.”

      “Really? Why not?”

      Even in the dimness of the hallway light I could see her face was flushed. “I think he’s a little...too much.”

      “I’m sorry, it’s like you haven’t lived with shifters your whole life or something.”

      “Living with them is one thing....”

      “But being chased by one is another?”

      She smacked me upside the head. “He is not chasing me!”

      “Yeah, right. Fine, you stay here and listen in on Basil’s conversation with his girlfriend. I’m going to check out the boys’ dorm.”

      “You know we’re not allowed over there.”

      “We’re in the middle of a crisis situation,” I said. “Surely they’ll let us relax the rules a little.”

      That was a lot of big talk for someone who had no idea where she was actually going. Sophie trailed behind despite her protests. The boys’ wing of the dorms was on the other side of the building. I had to walk down the staircase, through the foyer, and up their parallel flight of stairs to get to the boy’s landing. From there, I had no idea where to go. There weren’t names on doors or anything.

      “706,” Sophie said quickly.

      “Say what?”

      “He’s in room 706.”

      I gave her a goofy Cheshire grin. “Do you want to just show me the way?”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and glanced both ways like she was crossing the street. Then she almost sprinted through the corridor. Unlike the girls’ dorm, this place smelt weird. Not a nice weird, either. There was a whiff of day-old mozzarella and sweaty gym socks. We took a right, then a left, and then walked all the way down one side.

      It was a bad day to decide to break the rules. With everything that was happening, the boys were out gossiping just like the girls were.

      “Wooo,” one of the guys said as we walked past. He was hanging out of an open door, talking to someone inside. Sophie ignored him when he tried to step in her way. I wasn’t so lucky. The guy was our age. I think I’d seen him in one of my classes but couldn’t remember which one.

      “What’s the rush, baby?” He reached out to block my way.

      “The rush is so I don’t break your face if you touch her,” Max’s voice called out. “If Durin doesn’t do worse to you when he finds out you’re harassing the girl who saved his life.”

      The boy paled. I saw then his eyes had gone a sandy yellow. Shifter. He dropped his arm and retreated into the room. The door clicked closed.

      I hurried to where Max was looming over Sophie. “You guys shouldn’t be here,” Max said.

      “I already told her that.” She was pointedly looking at anything but Max. I saw his nostrils flaring but it didn’t look as though he was put off by whatever he smelt.

      “I’ll be quick,” I said. “Have you heard from Kai?”

      He frowned. “Only at the beginning to say he’d be away for a few days.”

      “How did he seem?”

      He caught on to what I was implying. “Not homicidal.”

      I nodded. My shoulders relaxed a little. “Okay, cool. Thanks. Can you do me a favour and not let him know I was here?”

      “I think that would be in all our best interests,” Max said.

      Rather than question him about it, I left it alone and was about to leave when I turned back. “Bearing in mind that I have no money,” I said, “what does your brother like?”

      “Why?”

      “He invited us to his birthday.”

      Max had a pretty good poker face for a shifter. The only time I’d ever seen him really lose his temper was when Sophie was involved. But something in his features darkened now.

      “Just show up,” he said. “He’s been telling anyone who’ll listen that you’re his friend. Since the attack on Durin you’re almost a celebrity in the Reserve.”

      I didn’t know what to think about that. But since Sophie grabbed my arm and dragged me out of there, I didn’t have time to ask him any questions.
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      The Nephilim were noticeably absent from classes for the next week. Even though she’d given me grief, it was kind of strange not seeing Maddison’s know-it-all hand shooting up any time the professor asked us a question in Demonology 101.

      Over the coming days, news began to trickle in. There were official reports of course that Artemis had been murdered by an unknown assailant. He’d been in the Fae city of Morgana at the time. The fact that there were few traces of physical evidence that could be picked up even by supernatural means pointed squarely in the realm of the Soul Sisterhood.

      Basil was glued to the MirrorNet. He gave us more gossip as soon as we walked in the door, but there was very little that was actual fact. Sophie’s parents confirmed that it was now impossible to get to any of the Councillors no matter how much they tried.

      Nora sighed when we called her after class one evening. “I guess we’ll just have to keep the campaign going in the background while we wait for the shock of it all to die down.”

      “Or, you know, the Sisterhood could kill off the Councillors and we’d just take over,” I muttered.

      “Don’t even joke about that,” Mani said.

      “I’m not joking,” I said. “How is it possible that we have no defence against the Sisterhood? They’re assassins for goodness sake! You’d think someone would have cottoned on to that the last time they went on a killing spree and come up with a way to stop them.”

      “After they disappeared, the supernatural world sort of forgot about them,” Nora said.

      “Because they were low-magic witches,” Sophie said. “And everyone just wrote them off as crazy.”

      “Hubris is often the downfall of the mighty,” Basil said.

      “Now seems like a fortunate time to be a doll,” I said.

      “Not really!” he hissed. “They’re called the Soul Sisterhood for a reason. They could go after me just as easily as they could anybody else!”

      Hmm. He had a point there.

      My next appointment to see Skander was cancelled under the current circumstances. That made sense even if it was frustrating. I spent every second evening in the Grove, trying to learn to meditate. The nymphs had decided that my head was too busy. They’d dropped a book about ancient methods of meditation on my head and flown off. It took me forever to read it because I kept dozing off.

      I knew the day Kai came back to school because I walked into Demonology 101 to find Cassie beaming.

      “How is he?” I asked, sliding into the chair beside her.

      “Very quiet,” she said. “He’s tired, I think. But I’m glad he’s back.”

      Though I would never admit it out loud, the knot in my chest unwound. I knew there were many layers of protection built into the Academy grounds. There were supernaturals here that could scare the pants off of anyone. I was pretty sure there was a bunyip in the billabong. I’d heard it bellowing on nights while I trained. But knowing Kai was around eased some of the gnawing fear that often plagued me when it hit me once again that I was in an Academy with the kinds of supernatural beings that only showed up on television.

      Now that he had returned, I could relax and go back to my usual routine of trying to avoid him at all costs.

      Which was all well and good except when I stumbled upon him in the Grove one morning. He sat by the small pond the nymphs used as a bathing pool. None of them were around. I walked in, saw him from behind, and honestly debated quietly tiptoeing away. Except what I considered stealth was akin to an elephant stampede to supernatural ears. He turned his head in my direction.

      “Are you avoiding me in general or specifically because of what happened?” he called out. The stiff line of his broad back told me his muscles were tensed.

      “In general,” I said. I really just couldn’t keep my big mouth shut.

      His posture loosened. In for a penny, I suppose.

      I walked up and sat down beside him. “How are you?”

      He shrugged. “Could be better.” In my periphery, I saw his gaze track over me. “Could be worse.”

      I dredged up the image of him dying to stop from reaching out and taking his hand. Things could be a lot worse. I had to keep reminding myself of that.

      “I suppose things are really messed up in Seraphina, huh?”

      He placed his palms on the stone bench either side of him. He wasn’t one for hunching, but the way his head dipped made me feel as though he was carrying a heavy weight. “They’re lost. Not because of the death so much as the fact that they don’t even know where to start with it all.”

      He turned to me. “Astrid tells me some of the kids are giving the low-magic users a hard time.”

      It was my turn to shrug. “They’ve been giving us a hard time since I got here. It’s a little worse right now because they’re scared, but it’s nothing we can’t handle.”

      He lifted his head and stared into the long walk which was a strip of lawn that led to a gap in the tree line.

      “Sometimes this feels kind of pointless,” he said.

      “It does. Until something pisses you off and then it’s all worth it again.”

      I didn’t glance at him to see if he was smiling. That way lay danger. It was time to go. “Anyway, I have chores to do and meditation to attempt.”

      “Attempt being the operative word.”

      “Bite me.”

      “Maybe later, Blue. If you piss me off enough.”

      I almost ran away.

      Eating in the dining hall had become a strategic battlefield. Depending on which of us got there first, Sophie and I would heap our trays up with food and either take it back to the dorms or find somewhere quiet on the lawn away from all of the prying eyes.

      Sometimes Wanda joined us. The speculation about the Soul Sisterhood was getting out of control. One night after another failed meditation attempt, I trudged back to the dorms. I walked in on Sophie having a terse conversation with her parents.

      “What do you mean the Nephilim guards came to see you?” Sophie was saying. Basil was doing his best impression of a worried parent by pacing behind her. I waved at Nora and Mani from behind Sophie’s shoulder.

      “They’ve gotten it into their heads that since we’ve been trying to gain a seat on the Council, what better way to do that than to get rid of someone already on there.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Sophie said. “As if we would be that stupid!”

      “I guess they really are grasping at straws,” I said.

      “Tell me about it,” Mani said. “Thankfully we had a meeting in Rivia at the time, so we have an alibi. But they’re not ruling out the possibility of us having hired the Sisterhood.”

      Sophie ground her teeth. “Where did they think you magically got the contact details of the Sisterhood?”

      Nora sighed. “They’re trying to appear like they’re in control. The fact that they let this get so far is concerning to some of the population. The last thing we need is for people to panic and for others to jump on the bandwagon. It could turn into a witch hunt.” She shook herself. “Enough about the doom and gloom. They have every resource thrown into uncovering this threat. And they’ve taken to guarding all of the Councillors more heavily. I’m sure the Sisterhood won’t try anything again so soon.”

      “Funny,” I said, “I don’t ever see Kai with any guards.”

      Nora smiled. “His is a unique case. The Academy does have all manner of protection. He would be a much harder target to get at.”

      “As opposed to the alpha of the shifters?”

      “Durin has strength,” Mani said. “But he is also bull-headed and unreasonable. As a non-magic user, he is also more easily confused by magic.”

      “So are the para-humans,” I said. I was already concerned about how they would protect themselves if the Sisterhood came after them. Most of the goblins I had met at school and in Rivia were gentler than their rough exteriors would have you believe. Also, I had a soft spot for Griff, the goblin representative, for his support in letting me retain the demon blade.

      “The likelihood of the Sisterhood going after the Goblin king is quite slim. He’s very apolitical.”

      “Who knows what the motives of mad women are?” Basil muttered.

      “Shut up,” I said.

      “I wasn’t referring to you.”

      “Just shut up.”

      The weekend of Charles’s birthday arrived a week later. I was still short one present. I really needed to get a job. Sadly, between all of my classes and my early morning and evening duties in the Grove, I had almost no time. Sophie bought him some enchanted game that supernaturals kids were apparently into. She offered to let me put my name on the card, but I didn’t think that was right.

      On the day of Charles’s birthday, that prospect was sounding more and more attractive. I was watering the Arcana tree and desperately figuring out what to get a thirteen-year-old boy who pretty much had everything already.

      It wasn’t until I found myself staring at the tree that it hit me. All of those big round fruit just hanging there. I still couldn’t get used to the delicious scent that wafted off them.

      “Hey, Purple!” I yelled.

      The nymphs had names that my human tongue could not wrap itself around. I was still the joke of the Dead Language class. Luther had brought in a mirror that had been magicked to record sounds and taped me trying to say some of the goblin words. It was so much fun being the butt of a joke for your much younger classmates. My only consolation was that Maddison found it hilarious and it had lifted her mood a little when she first came back to class.

      The purple nymph appeared out of thin air. I could swear that they were always around spying on me. Three more of them winked into existence. The pink, blue, and red nymphs danced around me. They all thought I was a fool to be used as servant. But I’d been busting my ass here for over six months. It was time I got paid.

      “Can I please take one of these fruit?” I asked.

      I’d deciphered some of their sounds in the past few months. The skipping trill they gave now was akin to their version of laughter. The kind of laughter that rocks you from head to toe because the person you’re laughing at is an idiot.

      “Come on!” I said. “I’ve been helping you for nothing when I could be getting a part-time job or something. I have zero manna.”

      More laughter. Their sympathy for me was non-existent. The purple nymph started speaking in her high-pitched, super speedy language. I rolled my eyes.

      “It’s one fruit,” I said. “I don’t understand what the problem is.”

      She made a sweeping hand gesture to indicate all of the students in the school. It took me a while, but I gathered the message was that if she gave me this one fruit today, it would make the others want fruit too.

      “But they can’t get in here without permission,” I said. “They can’t steal the fruit.” I rubbed my chin then, contemplating doing just that. I got a wack in the head with a stick for my troubles.

      “Ow! Quit it!”

      They did not. It was like I had asked them for their firstborn or something. “How about a trade then? What can I give you for one fruit?”

      I lifted my arm to block the neck blow. They stopped hitting. Hovering into a huddle, they spoke in hushed, shrill voices. I wasn’t sure why, I couldn’t understand their speech most of the time. We usually kind of gestured at each other.

      They broke apart and flew to face me. A little row of colours all lined up. I was glad they were so small. Bite-sized, I could deal with the ethereal beauty of them. Until of course they snarled and showed those razor-sharp fangs. The purple nymph pointed at the demon blade on my back.

      “No way,” I said. “You’re not getting the blade.”

      She huffed out. She made a gesture by dragging her pointed finger across her tiny palm reminiscent of the way blood magic was performed. Then she drew a circle with said palm and pointed first to herself and the other nymphs and then to the Grove.

      The light bulb turned on. Protection. She wanted protection from the Soul Sisterhood. And she wanted it by way of a blood pact. “You know I can’t guarantee anything,” I said. I was the worst kind of saleswoman on the planet. No wonder nobody was jumping around offering me a job.

      She clapped her hands anyway. Then she extended it like she wanted me to shake it. Gingerly, I held out a finger. She took it with both her hands. The shake was a lot firmer than I’d anticipated. I almost tripped from the vibration. They made me do the ritual first, of course. They were too shrewd to just hand over the fruit without getting payment.

      I wasn’t even sure what I was doing. That meant a call to Basil using the reflective pool. “I’m going to have to come down there,” he said. This presented a bit of a problem. While I hopped over the fence that guarded the Grove without too big a magical shock these days, Basil’s origin was still a mystery. I went to retrieve him from the dorms and when we arrived back at the Grove, it was to a line of nymphs with their pointed teeth bared.

      “I can’t do this without him,” I said. Their symphony of whistles blasted through my eardrums to the tips of my toes. I flattened my palms against my ears, but the barrier was pointless.

      “Ladies,” Basil said. “There’s no need for alarm. I am but a soul bound to an inanimate object.” The purple nymph sneered. As their unofficial leader, she dropped to the ground in front of him. It was the first time I’d ever seen her walking. It reminded me of the awkward hop of a bird. By rights, Basil was powerless in his current form. Purple skirted around him in a display of Kai-inspired paranoia.

      It was the quiet that tipped me off. Barely a second after I bound Basil in a protective circle, Purple lunged. As did half a dozen other nymphs. They tried to grab hold of any piece of wool that stuck out of him and tugged. The circle didn’t keep them out, but it wrapped Basil in a layer of supernatural glue. His soft body warped into an amorphous blob. I winced as the cotton inside him flattened and expanded at the same time. Thankfully, the binding held. It twined around him in layers of blue threads.

      “Stop it!” I screamed. The nymphs hissed at me, their teeth pinprick points. Basil made muffled sounds of distress as the nymphs tried to rip him apart. Stupidly, I stuck my hand in between them and got scratched for my troubles. “Ow!”

      Their claws were as sharp as their teeth. A gash opened up a fissure along the thin skin on the back of my hand. Blood pooled around my wrist. “Dammit! What’s your problem? I told you he’s not a demon. Kai already tested him!”

      The swarming ceased immediately. Purple turned her head to the side and chirped. I couldn’t begrudge them their reaction to Kai’s name. But I was bleeding quite heavily at this point. I braced my other hand around the wound and put pressure on it. The stinging was making my eyes water. It was only when I saw the amethyst glow along my skin that I realised their nails were poisoned.

      “Are you freaking kidding me?” I said. Purple snagged my sleeve and yanked me into the Grove. Basil followed without any further harassment. The wards around the Grove shuddered for an instant as he passed, but he was so wrapped up in layers of my magic that I doubted the spells could tell us apart. I was led to the reflective pool where the nymphs made me dip my hand into the water. Bracing myself for the sting, I was perplexed when the tingle of pleasure ran up my arm. When I pulled it out of the water, my skin was no longer broken.

      Of course the water was enchanted. I didn’t know why it had never occurred to me. No wonder the Arcana trees grew so quickly. Speaking of Arcana trees, I hadn’t forgotten why I needed Basil here in the first place. “If you’re done having a mini meltdown,” I said. “I would like to get this over with.”

      I’d drawn so many protection circles now that it had become almost second nature. The problem was that I had never tried on something this large scale. “Remember that blood magic is very potent,” Basil said. “You only need a little if you have enough conviction.”

      The Grove was nowhere near as big as the Fae forest. For some reason the nymphs hated the Fae with a passion. Relations back in the origin dimension were obviously not good. “Drop into the Ley dimension,” Basil instructed. “It’ll be easier for you to get an idea of how big a circle you need to draw.”

      The one good thing about learning to meditate was that it made it much easier for me to access the web of Ley lines. I didn’t even need to draw a circle to slip into the realm of power that held the image of the lines. I never got tired of watching the lights that splintered out into a web so intricate it was like looking at the cities on the Earth from space. Locating myself was always an exercise in pinpointing the throb of blue light.

      There I was inside the Grove surrounded by the glow of a dozen smaller lights. I unsheathed the demon blade from behind my back and nicked my finger with the tip. The pain was acute, but I bit my lip and breathed past it. Anyone who deployed blood magic all the time needed to get their head checked. It was not in any way a fun exercise. But it was effective. And very personal. The nymphs had to have known that. They wanted me connected to the Grove so that if the Sisterhood came, my magic would be alerted.

      Without waiting to contemplate everything the way I did with my other lessons, I let all of the tension ease from my mind and began to draw.

      “Imagine the Grove being surrounded by a sigil,” Basil said. “Let it be linked to your well of magic.” I placed a circle metaphorically in the grass. To my surprise, a red line appeared in the web. It flashed as I moved my fingers, encasing the grove in blood magic. The red glowed brightly for a second once the circle was complete. And then the red began to morph and distort. Blue seeped into the crimson and ate it away until the whole Grove glowed in the dark blue and black of my magic.

      Opening my eyes, I reached out and placed a spot of blood on the forehead of each of the nymphs. More of them appeared to be anointed. As I touched each one of them, I imagined a circle around them. If everyone was right and the Sisterhood were indeed low-magic witches, then I wasn’t sure how much protection it would give them. All I could hope for was that they would be given a second’s notice if they were being attacked. That might be enough to give them time to get away.

      I was about to cut off my connection to the web when I caught something dark flare on the edge of it. But it was far away, and I was distracted a moment later but a spot of bright green that was circling around the Academy.

      It was six in the morning. I knew Kai didn’t have a guard shift. He and Astrid were working together in the evenings to try and get her used to the pace of a rotating shift. Yet there he was patrolling. So much for everything being pointless.

      I hesitated for a moment. If what Nora had said was true, it could be that the Sisterhood was targeting all of the Councillors. I knew he would rather die than have guards babysitting him. He was a Nephilim, after all. But Artemis had been Nephilim too. Look what happened to him. My mind made up, I cast the same circle around Kai as I had around the Grove. There was a slight chance that he would feel the circle but that didn’t matter. As long as it protected him if the Sisterhood came knocking.

      When I opened my eyes, my body keeled over. The world turned upside down. I gasped, my hands thrown out in front of me so that I wouldn’t pass out.

      “What’s happening?” I whispered. My head throbbed.

      “You’re overexerted,” Basil said. He tried to brush the hair from my face.

      The well of energy inside me flickered. I was alarmed to find the pool of blue magic was less than a sliver over the surface of the darkness. The black beneath it churned. It swelled as though it might break the surface to stop me from passing out. Before that happened, the purple nymph shoved a sweet-smelling Arcana fruit in front of my face. I didn’t even wait to bite down. In two seconds flat I’d eaten half the fruit.

      My head cleared almost immediately. This stuff was potent. My stomach growled but the sick feeling like I was going to hurl and collapse slowly ebbed away.

      “This doesn’t count as the Arcana fruit that I’m taking,” I said.

      I could tell the nymphs wanted to argue the point. Instead of waiting, I marched over to the tree and grabbed the fruit closest to me. I’d played the game of looking for the best fruit while I was watering it, but each and every single one of them was uniform.

      “Pleasure doing business with you!”

      I stowed it away under my shirt. Basil and I got out of there before they decided the deal wasn’t a fair trade. Sophie’s boss Bruno let me have some wax paper from the kitchens. I used that to wrap the fruit into a little ball.

      Ha! Take that. No money but the perfect gift. Say what you will but I felt very proud of my resourcefulness at the moment. My stomach grumbled and I returned to the hall to find Sophie and the others.
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      Sophie glanced at my outfit up and down. I could tell by the way her eyes darted that she didn’t think it was up to scratch. She wore a textured black skater dress with a crimson belt and matching ballet flats.

      “What?” I said.

      “It’s a party. You can’t just show up in your ratty gardening jeans and a T-shirt.”

      “But I thought we were going to play Shadow Ball.” I had no idea what that was except it was some kind of supernatural version of paintball or something equally violent.

      “You do not want to get caught in a Shadow Ball tournament with shifters. They’re brutal. Don’t even think about it.”

      I groaned. “Then what are we going to do then? And don’t say stand around talking and dancing.”

      I couldn’t think of anything more painful. Also, it seemed kind of sad to be doing that with thirteen-year-olds.

      “What’s wrong with just hanging out? If Max is coming, then you’d bet your ass there are going to be as many kids our age there as there will be Charles’s friends.”

      That had been the reason why I’d invited Diana too. I was not going to walk in on some party where Sophie and I were outnumbered by obnoxious upperclassmen.

      “This is getting worse and worse.”

      She grinned. “Wait until you get invited to your first overage party.”

      “Fat chance of that happening.” She hadn’t even been invited to one of those yet.

      “You don’t know! We got invited to this party. Who says we can’t be invited to others?”

      “I’ll believe it when it happens.”

      Diana arrived shortly after. I smiled at Sophie smugly when I saw Diana’s outfit of tight-fitting cargo pants and a singlet that showed off her buff arms. “Not you too,” Sophie said.

      “You better believe if there’s a Shadow Ball tournament that I’m going to be playing.” She looked me up and down. “You probably shouldn’t go near it, Blue.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “They’re really rough and your aim is not that great. You’ll probably die.” I was going to protest but she raised a brow at me. “Remember last week in class when we were working on crossbows and you almost shot Trey?”

      “That was a one-off.”

      It wasn’t actually. My aim had improved since the beginning, but it wasn’t anything to write home about. The problem was that there was always so much going on with the checking of the notch and then making sure of the direction of the wind. I got all confused and it resulted in arrows going all over the place.

      I scowled. “Alright, fine. But if it looks like fun I’m going to play anyway.”

      While I changed into a pair of black jeans and an eggshell-blue blouse with little tulips on the cuffs, Diana cleared her throat. “So, I bumped into Brigid on the way here. She was her usual charming self. So I let it slip that we were on our way to Charles’s birthday. You should have seen the look on her face!”

      She slapped her knee and laughed. “Oh brother,” I said. “Why does she even care? It’s not like she’d want to go.”

      “She wants be anywhere Kai is at,” Sophie said. “Since Astrid started guarding the Academy, she doesn’t know which of the two of you she hates more.” I kind of loved Astrid these days. Picking on me was fair game, but Astrid did not take shit from Brigid. She just looked her up and down and shook her head like she was disappointed. If looks could kill, Astrid would be a corpse. She didn’t seem to mind.

      “Let’s get out of here before she tries something,” I said.

      Max and Charles’s dad had arranged for special portals to be opened on the portal field. I was still a little bit in love with him based purely on the fact that he looked like he could bench press a semi-trailer. Diana nudged me when we got to the field and Mr. Thompson was there ushering all the kids through. She was wide-eyed.

      “I know,” I hissed at her. We burst into a fit of giggles.

      “What’s so funny?” Max said from behind us. Sophie stiffened beside me. But Diana and I couldn’t stop giggling.

      “Nothing,” I said. I wiped a tear from my eye. Diana was biting her lips closed. I saw her eying Max up and down. I had a feeling she was wondering how Max would stack up to his dad in ten years’ time. Like her, he’d gone for the practical outfit choice of sturdy black jeans, and a chequered shirt thrown over a black T-shirt.

      It was then that a figure strolled out from a couple of paces behind Max. I forgot all about cute lion shifters. I forgot about breathing.

      “Are we just going to stand around here all night?” Kai said. He pierced me with a dark look that had me suddenly thinking he might have overhead Diana and me talking about Max’s dad. Diana had become mute.

      “You itching for a Shadow Ball ass-kicking, mate?” Max said.

      Kai smirked. “Someone’s ass is going to get kicked alright.”

      I glanced behind Kai. It was both a distraction from the heady vibes he was exuding and a genuine concern. “Where’s Cassie?”

      He raised a brow at me. “Gran took her earlier. She wanted to meet Max’s mum and make sure everything was safe. Is that good enough for you, Blue?”

      I didn’t know how I felt about our roles being switched. Normally, he was the overly paranoid one. “It was just a question,” I said.

      “Nothing is ever just anything with you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He ran his hand through his hair. The movement dragged the hem of his white T-shirt up. I caught a hint of the muscles in his lower torso. Gargh. “Nothing. Let’s get going before she pisses me off, Max.”

      They walked off pretending to throw punches at each other. Diana exhaled. “I don’t know how you’re around him all the time without just passing out.”

      I didn’t even bother clarifying which one of them she meant. A rabble of younger kids marched up to the portal. We followed them. Mr. Thompson smiled at us. Sophie and I had to prop Diana up as it appeared her legs had turned into jelly.

      I’d never been to a proper birthday party before. But I’d watched enough television before things went south with Nanna’s health to get the gist of it.

      I expected loud music, underage drinking, and because it was a shifter party, a ton of food. I got all of it. We landed on what appeared to be an artificially created amalgamation of a jungle that slowly transitioned into a beach. A roaring fire had been lit on the dunes. There was a rotisserie set up with what looked like a whole pig roasting on a spit.

      “I hope there aren’t any boar shifters here,” I said. To the side there were a number of huts the likes of which you only saw in postcards of secluded desert islands. Under the thatched canopies were tables laden with every kind of food you could imagine.”

      “This had to have cost a bundle,” I said. It never occurred to me that the Thompsons might be well-off. Sophie glanced around. Her shoulders were a little deflated. It wasn’t as though her parents didn’t have any money, but this was a bit over the top. I wrapped my arm around her and hugged her.

      “Whoop!” Diana said. “This is going to be so awesome!”

      It was a beach and jungle party all wrapped up into one. I pointed to the dark area farther down the coast where I kept seeing people in black clothing disappear. “What’s that?” I asked.

      “It’s the Shadow Ball arena,” Diana said. She flexed her arms.

      “A whole arena for just one game?”

      “Did you think we were just going to turn up and shoot each other willy-nilly?”

      I shrugged. “The games like this I’ve seen are normally in a big warehouse or an open field in the country.”

      “You’re not in Kansas anymore, Blue.”

      No truer words had been spoken. There was an undercover area that was more of the kind of thing I had in mind. It also happened to be where a bunch of slightly older female shifters had congregated.

      I was just a tasty little human morsel to them, but they must have sniffed something they didn’t like about Sophie. “Let’s get out of here,” I said.

      We turned but Max was suddenly in the way. “Come and meet my friends.” It sounded like an open invitation, but he was looking right at Soph. She clung to my arm.

      Unable to come up with an excuse not to be social, it was a party after all, Diana and I flanked our friend and walked over.

      Max introduced two males and three females to us. I didn’t catch any of their names because I was too busy fighting off the urge to tuck my tail between my legs and run. There was something menacing about the way the two males glanced at us. They both had these black eyes that were depthless. The girls were less intimidating but the skin-stripping glare they gave Sophie got my back up. She was usually quite forthright, but something had gotten her tongue.

      “You’re the low witch,” one of the females – Megan? or Melissa? Something with an M – said.

      I stepped on Sophie’s foot. She stared at me with eyes ringed in white. They were obviously trying to antagonise her on purpose. Shifters did that sort of thing when they sensed a romantic rival in their midst. I’d learned that little nugget from the wolves in Zambia. I wondered if one or more of these girls had their sights on Max.

      The lion shifter was standing a little aloof to the side. The human in me wanted to punch him in his chiselled jaw for standing there and letting Sophie take the heat. The witch knew that if she liked him, it was up to Sophie to step up. The air grew thick with something cloying. A dangerous spark of gold ignited in Max’s eyes.

      “Lex!”

      Oh thank God. Charles bounded up to us with Luther. A moment later Kai appeared with Cassie glued to his side. He’d taken his black leather jacket off and she was wearing it. The sleeves dangled off her, but she was grinning from ear to ear.

      “You made it!” Charles said. He raced around in a circle.

      “Did they spike your drink or something?” I said. His excitement was catching. Another thing about shifters was that they tended to feed off the energy of those around them. Pack mentality and all that. As the focus of the evening, all of that energy must have been funnelling through him.

      He caught sight of the present in Sophie’s hands. He stared blatantly at it. She smiled at him and handed it over. The colour was back in her cheeks. We would definitely talk about this later.

      Charles tore through the wrapping paper. “Awesome!” he cried, jumping up and hugging Sophie. Diana gave him money in a wizard’s purse that he stashed away quickly into his pocket. I was suddenly feeling really self-conscious about my present. I’d always gotten by with no money before but standing there amongst all that wealth had me feeling slightly pauperish.

      I pulled the Arcana fruit out of my bag and dropped my gift into Charles’s hand. His face became motionless even before the package touched his palm. The area around us turned quiet.

      Charles stared at the ball-shaped gift. “Is this...?”

      Max whistled. Other shifters, including his friends, came over to sneak a peek. Their noses were all twitching. Charles very carefully unwrapped the package. His mouth dropped open when he saw the shiny, golden flesh of the Arcana fruit.

      “Sorry it’s not something cooler,” I said. My face felt hot. Now that I looked at it, it seemed so small and...plain.

      “Are you freaking kidding me?” Charles screamed. Luther reached out his hand. Charles snatched the fruit away.

      “Touch it and I’ll kill you!” Charles said. He turned tail suddenly and ran off.

      I glanced around, bewildered. “What just happened?”

      Max started laughing. “You have no idea about how Arcana fruit affects shifters, do you?”

      I shook my head. “It’s like the most potent strength booster known to magic. Human alcohol does nothing for us but one lick of Arcana and we’re off our heads. I bet right now he’s trying to get my dad to fight him.”

      “How did you even get the nymphs to give you one?” Kai said. I could tell by the frown that he suspected I had stolen it.

      “I sold them my blood.”

      There was a moment of pure silence when everyone glanced at each other to ascertain whether I was kidding. In the lull, Charles returned in the wake of a red-haired woman with pale grey eyes that were currently mottled yellow. She held the Arcana fruit rewrapped in her grip. She scanned the group. Her attention landed on me.

      “You’re Alessia?” she asked.

      I could only nod. She was standing next to Max. Though he was taller, I noticed they had similar features. Big eyes and a straight nose.

      “Lovely to meet you,” she said. “I’m Shayla. Charles’s mother.”

      “Hi.”

      “I have to ask, did you steal this?”

      My cheeks flamed. Max pinched his lips together to stop from smiling. “No, ma’am.”

      She searched my face for a second. I could see her keen eyes inspecting me for any signs of deception. Finally, she smiled. Turning to Charles, she lifted the Arcana fruit.

      “You’ll get this back when you turn seventeen.”

      “Aw, come on, Mum!”

      “You heard what I said. You’re rambunctious enough. The last thing I need is for you to go around challenging every alpha in the Reserve.”

      She left with the fruit firmly in her grip. There would be no taking it back now.

      “Dammit,” Charles said.

      “Better luck next time, Chuck,” Max said.

      Charles growled. “Get lost. At least I have an Arcana fruit! No shifter has had one for a decade!”

      My eyes popped out. “A decade?”

      He grinned and jumped on me. His arms constricted me to the point where I wasn’t breathing. “Get off her,” Kai said, his hand on Charles’s shoulder.

      Charles let me go. “Technically, shifters are banned from taking the fruit. It makes us a bit weird.”

      “Kind of like a drug?”

      He contemplated the question. “A little.”

      Oh dear God. I had given him drugs for a birthday present. “The tree in the Academy is one of only five in our world,” Kai said.

      I peered at him. The look on my face must have been bewildered because something in him seemed to soften. “So when I ate the fruit....”

      “Yeah,” he said. “You got off really lightly. The last time someone broke into the Grove to steal fruit, the nymphs were halfway through ripping their fingernails out before we could stop them.”

      Disturbingly, Charles started laughing. He grabbed Cassie’s hand. “Let’s go get something to eat. I want to be prepared when the Shadow Ball game starts.”

      And just like that the dark, broody film of irritation was back on Kai’s face. “How long has that been going on?”

      He directed the question at me.

      “I don’t know? Since the demon attack?” His eyes turned forest green. “Don’t look at me like that. I’m not their babysitter. If anything, it’s yours and Max’s problem.”

      “Don’t bring me into this,” Max said. “I have enough problems trying to wrangle him when we’re home.”

      “They’re just kids,” Sophie said.

      Max snorted. “You have no idea what a thirteen-year-old lion shifter is like.”

      “As opposed to a twenty-year-old one,” I muttered.

      “You know,” Max said, stepping closer to me, “it was much better when you were this unassuming kid with no idea what was happening.”

      “I keep telling everybody I catch on quick.”

      My stomach rumbled. I grabbed Sophie’s arm. “I’m hungry too.”

      She sighed. “You’re always hungry.”

      We waved to the guys and their friends and made our way towards the food. I could tell from the way Max’s eyes shifted over her when we left that he wanted her to stay. But his friends were vying for his attention.

      Diana thumped Sophie on the back. “What the hell was that?” Diana said. “He was totally coming on to you and you just stood there like a stunned fish.”

      “I...” Her cheeks turned red.

      I slung my arm over her shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. If he really likes you then he’ll just have to wait until you’re ready.”

      Diana made a face. “Did you not learn anything from the shifters in Zambia? That’s not how they work.”

      I placed my hands on my hips. “News flash,” I said. “We’re not shifters. And if Max has a problem with that, then he’ll have to come through me.”

      Sophie dropped her head to my shoulder. “I do like him,” she said.

      “Well, duh!” Diana said. I wacked her in the arm.

      “It’s just, I’m not ready for this.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with that,” I said. “Let’s get something to eat before I pass out.”

      Everyone else seemed to have the same idea right now too. A rumble sounded from the far corner where the Shadow Ball game was being prepared. It looked like it was about to start, and no one wanted to be distracted when it did.

      The roasted pork on the spit was melt in your mouth. I didn’t care if the whole rest of the night was a bust. The food made it worthwhile. I was still picking at the bits on my plate forty minutes later when Mr. Thompson’s voice boomed out.

      “Okay, folks, it’s the moment you’ve all been waiting for. All those who want to play, huddle in the dunes.”

      People cheered all around us as they started running towards the pretend beach. Diana ran with them. Sophie locked her arm around mine and we walked down in a more respectful fashion.

      I’d taken a look at some of the zealous shifters around me streaming down the dunes and decided that I didn’t want to play after all. But the excitement in the air was electric. It permeated through my skin and caused my heart to race faster.

      For one night, I would allow myself to forget everything else.

      “This is going to be hilarious,” Sophie said.

      I smiled and gripped her arm tighter. What wasn’t to like about watching people beat the crap out of each other? It was a time-honoured tradition, after all.
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      It turned out Shadow Ball was a lot like paintball. Except they played with these enormous, military-grade looking guns that had glowing orbs of light attached just in front of the rear sight. There was a massive blade at the tip of the gun that I assumed was for when the magic ran out.

      Shelves of the weapons had been set up on either side of the enormous cavernous entrance to the arena. Like the one that we took for our Academy entrance exam, the big warehouse-looking building was magicked and was probably about fifty times the size of what it appeared from the outside.

      Massive mirrors were placed all around where we were standing to allow the spectators to see what was happening inside the arena.

      As he was the birthday boy, Charles was assigned to be one of the captains. He nominated Luther to be the other. In a very crowd-upsetting move, Charles chose Kai first to be on his team over his brother. There was a chorus of good-natured booing to which Charles showed everyone his two middle fingers.

      “Charles,” his mother said.

      He lowered them immediately. It wasn’t really a surprise choice. Shifters were highly competitive. None of them would blame Charles for trying to pick the team with the best chance of winning. I hadn’t seen Kai and Max pitted in a fight, but if I had to choose, I’d go with the guy with wings too. It just made good sense.

      Diana got chosen very early on for Charles’s team too.

      “I’m having flashbacks,” Sophie said.

      I hugged her. “Don’t think about it. That felt like it was years ago.”

      I thought they were possibly going to get geared up, but everyone just ran and grabbed their weapons as they were. Cassie strolled over when the games were about to begin. I patted the seat on the warm sand. She plonked herself down.

      “So they’re just going to go in as they are?” I asked. “No protective gear or anything?”

      “Nope,” Sophie said. “It’s ridiculous macho shit.”

      I glanced at where Diana was checking her weapon. “I suppose that men aren’t the only ones inflicted by that plight.”

      “She’s going to end up killing someone.”

      “As long as it’s not me. I get my ass kicked by her regularly enough.” I nudged Cassie. “Are you having a good time?”

      She nodded. “It’s nice to be away from the Academy for a little while.” She grinned. “And Maddison is so jealous that I got an invitation.”

      I couldn’t help laughing at that. “So, you and Charles...”

      She shook her head. “We’re just friends.” I had a feeling that was the case. I wasn’t any kind of love psychic, but though Charles had his good qualities, he was just a little wrecking ball at this age.

      “Well, can you tell that to your cousin because he seems to think it’s my responsibility to police you guys.”

      “He won’t listen to anything I say anyway. Sometimes I think he’s got shrapnel for a brain. Case in point.”

      She gestured to where Kai was balancing the gun blade in his outstretched hand. He shot a dirty look at a boy who walked past a little too close. Kai’s green eyes watched the boy for too long after he’d passed. If I didn’t know any better, I would swear he was tagging the boy for later reprisal.

      “They all turn into idiots when they get competitive,” Sophie said. “Just wait until the Halloween Showcase. And don’t even get me started on the Unity Games. The whole thing gives me a headache. It’s like they don’t think there is any merit in any other kind of excellence.”

      “Well,” Shayla said from above us. “We are technically at war.” Sophie all but jumped out of her skin. I wanted to make a wisecrack so bad about the fact that we were in the presence of her possible future mother-in-law but the stricken expression on her face made me pause.

      “May I join you girls?” Shayla asked.

      Cassie and I waited for Sophie to nod. Over near the entrance of the arena, a siren blared. “Here we go,” Shayla said.

      The two teams lined up in rows. Even though Charles and Luther were captains, there had been a natural leadership shift. Kai and Max were at the head of the lines. Everybody else filed in behind them.

      Shayla sighed. The glass in the mirrors shimmered until an image of the arena came into view. I gawped. The last of the competitors went through the doors. They sealed shut with the red of a magical spell. Two guards I hadn’t noticed before stood ready at the exit.

      “Huh,” I said.

      “What?” Sophie responded.

      “I didn’t notice how many guards there are here tonight.”

      “Of course,” Shayla said. “Many of us are shifters, but with everything else that’s been happening these days we thought it best to take extra precautions.” Judging by the pallid skin and dark eyes of the guards, they were vampiric. Now that I had cottoned on, I spotted a few other out-of-place characters in the crowd of spectators.

      About forty of the party goers had elected to play in the games. There were twice as many still out here watching. I assumed there were some who were in the other undercover area and near the huts of food.

      The image in the mirrors shifted to show the combatants streaming into the arena. The playing ground was that of a dense, subtropical forest. I wouldn’t have expected anything else given the majority of the party goers were shifters. There was an overlay of green to the images we were seeing.

      I squinted. “It’s night vision magic,” Shayla said. “For the benefit of non-shifters, of course.”

      “How thoughtful.” I hadn’t meant for it to come out so sarcastic, but Shayla laughed. “Does that mean it’s darker inside the arena?”

      “It’s pitch black in there.”

      I balked, thinking of Diana. Cassie patted my hand. “Don’t worry,” she said. “Diana is a dwarf. They’re used to the dimness of their caves. She’ll be fine.”

      “Good thing you decided not to play, huh?” Sophie said. “I’ve seen one of these played entirely in an underwater arena.”

      “Oh yes,” Shayla said. “I remember that. They didn’t even warn the contestants. So many fatalities that day. The aquatic shifters and vampires had a field day.”

      “What do you mean fatalities?” I said. “People die in this thing?”

      “Not usually,” Shayla said. “We take precautions. But it’s difficult to guard against everything. Sometimes, things happen.”

      I was not placated by that statement one bit. “How are they even going to be able to work out who’s on their team?”

      “That’s half the fun of the game.”

      None of this appeared fun at all.

      I wasn’t ready for the first casualty. It turned out I’d been right about Kai’s intentions. The mirrors were slightly biased about who they tailed. Unless something brutal was going on that would capture the crowd’s attention, they showed images of the most adept fighters.

      Cassie and I watched with bated breath as her cousin glided through the branches in the canopy with the graceful, quiet gait of a predator. Below him, the shifter who had annoyed him earlier was wading through the thick grass. My heart stopped as Kai slid down the tree to drop in front of the shifter. Surprise had the boy rearing. He was in the middle of the shift into something furry when Kai held up the gun and shot him at almost point-blank range. It happened so quickly my vision didn’t even have time to adjust.

      A spark of what looked like electricity shot out of the gun to encase the boy in a sphere of green fire. He beat at the enclosure, but it rose up into the air. Without even bothering to watch where his prey was headed, Kai turned and was running through the underbrush.

      The mirror shifted to give us an intimate view of Max running down one of his friends. Even though he was still in human form, the chase reminded me very much of a lion pelting through the Serengeti. My heart stuttered when Max vaulted up into the trees. He was almost as fast in the canopy. A sudden change in direction had me confused until I saw he was trying to cut his friend off from a different direction. The crowd cheered in vicious glee when Max dropped down on top of the other shifter. The shot to the back of the shoulder had me wincing. Like Kai’s hit, the other shifter became encased in green fire.

      The mirror showed the boy being lifted into the sky. It was the only bit of light in the whole arena. The screens split into dozens of images of the other contestants as they watched the casualties being airlifted. For a second the green light around the downed contestants radiated and flared.

      A confused rumbling began amongst the spectators. They turned their heads as though watching for something. “Where are they?” I heard someone in front of us say.

      Shayla got to her feet. In the mirror, the magical enclosure continued to smoulder. Kai finally stopped stalking to glance up at the sky. His shadowy features scowled. When the bubbles eventually popped, the magic having run out, both boys screamed. If they were human, falling from that height would mean instant death. For shifters, that might not be the case. But it would mean a world of hurt.

      Without a moment’s hesitation, wings sprouted from Kai’s back. He shot straight up and raced to grab the boys before the impact. While I was watching what was happening on screen, Shayla and her husband were at the entrance of the arena, speaking hurriedly to the guards. There was a lot of agitated hand gesturing.

      “Something’s wrong,” Sophie said. “Those guys should have been spat out of the arena after they were tagged.”

      On my other side, Cassie was mute.

      I was still watching the arena. The screens fluctuated. When the mirrors cleared again, the image was much less visible. A shadow crept over the picture. One that had nothing at all to do with distortion. Goosebumps pricked all the way up my arms. Sophie gripped my hand. I hauled her up with me as I stood.

      My heart leaped into my throat. A thousand needles punctured my chest. “Get them out!” I screamed. I didn’t care that everyone was glancing at me like I was crazy.

      “Something’s in there with them!” Sophie yelled.

      The guards were already converging on the door to the arena. The red light surrounding the seals of the door continued to pulse. Mr. Thompson was leaning on the door, his palms spread out in front of him.

      My head pivoted to the screen. The mirrors were running on overload, capturing the confused expressions of the contenders. Something reached into my chest when Diana’s frozen form was displayed on screen. She was hunkered down in the marshy bank of a stream in between the reeds. It was clear by her stealth camouflage that she had figured out something had gone wrong. I watched as one of the younger contestants stumbled upon her. She reached out and yanked the boy down, holding him until he stopped struggling, her words urgent in his ear.

      Things had gone eerily quiet. I sprinted to the arena doors.

      More guards streamed in. After failing to open the doors via magical means, they were now attempting to pry it open physically. As if that would work!

      “Why is it so quiet in there?” I asked.

      Mr. Thompson glared at me. Aggression skirted over my skin. His once-grey eyes were now ringed in gold. Shayla clamped a hand on his shoulder.

      “We’re trying to shut down the program,” he growled.

      “Alistair,” Shayla said. She dug nails into his flesh. Claws pricked out of his fingertips. “Hold it together.”

      “No,” I said. “You need to keep the program running. If you shut it down, they’ll be sitting ducks. Turn the sound back on. Give it everything you’ve got. Otherwise, she’s just going to pick them off one by one.”

      “She?” Shayla said, alarm creeping into her voice. “You don’t mean...?”

      “I think so, too,” Sophie said. “There are shadows all over the screen when I try to look at it.” Her eyes were beginning to mist. The same terror I felt displayed on her face.

      Bright bursts of energy signalled the arrival of others. Professor Mortimer and Jacqueline appeared at my side, teleported by a straight-faced Astrid. She said nothing as she stood there for a moment, her light blue aura glowing frantically.

      “I can’t teleport in,” she said. Her fist made contact with the door sending sparks radiating around and my heartbeat skyrocketing. For the first time since I’d know her, Astrid appeared flustered. She manifested her blade, a short rapier that was fitting for her lithe frame. The impact of it as she smashed it against the doors was no less brutal than any other angel blade. It still had little effect.

      “Step aside,” Professor Mortimer said. Unlike schools in the human world, the supernaturals put great importance on employing the best possible teachers for their children. It was why the professors in the school were amongst the most powerful magic users in the world. Professor Magnus arrived just then. The two professors surveyed the sealed door.

      “They’ve woven a circle into the magic,” Professor Magnus said.

      “Can you undo it?” Jacqueline asked.

      “Yes, but it might take a little time.”

      The headmistress looked into the mirrored screens. The competitors were beginning to find each other. All except Kai who was keeping himself at a wary distance. Max was rounding up the younger kids, ordering the older ones to stand guard around them.

      “Get to it,” Jacqueline said.

      “Why do they keep targeting us?” Alastair asked, his eyes now completely golden. I understood how he felt. If this was a fight involving brute strength, he would have the advantage. But for non-magic users, it was difficult to break through these types of spells unless they wanted to hurt themselves badly. The only way they could counter-attack would be to kill the magic user. If he could get to them, I imagined Alastair would tear the Sisterhood limb from limb.

      I was standing there watching the lines of worry play over Sophie’s face when she turned her head towards me. There was a second of absolute stillness. Her pupils were dark baubles against the growing whites in her eyes. And then something tore inside my mind.

      I screamed and doubled over. The cornucopias that served as amplifiers for the magic users blared out feedback as somebody inside the arena echoed my screams.

      Kai.

      If I had not heard that cry a hundred times in my head, I would have been paralysed by it. The absolute agony of his deep timbre lanced through my soul.

      “Merciful heaven,” someone in the crowd gasped. Voices crying out in fear hit me. The shifters and other competitors were terrified. The block on the door did nothing to dampen the emotions that permeated the arena. Around me, shifters growled in a chorus.

      “Hold,” Alistair snarled. His voice had gone predator sharp. What part of my mind that was still cognitive was glad. The last thing we needed right now was for the shifters to lose their shit.

      Sophie wrapped her arms around me. “Lex!”

      I couldn’t breathe. The world disintegrated in the wake of the terrible pain that radiated through my entire body. Before I knew what was happening, I shoved Sophie away and was drawing a circle in the sand.

      “Nobody go near her,” Professor Mortimer’s voice said. “Alessia, you need blood. It’s the only way to counter it.” I felt him pressing a smooth metallic object into my palm. A knife.

      I did need blood. But more than that, I needed strength. Shutting out the world, I dived into the swell of power inside my mind. Sweeping aside the blue of the hedge-witch magic, I called upon the dark power that dwelled beneath.

      When I beckoned, the power surged to the surface. I could hear the low vibration of it, like a cat purring to be allowed free. I snapped my eyes open, lifting my head to the mirror screens for the first time since Kai was attacked.

      I locked my gaze on his figure where he was doubled over. While the mirrors showed me only that which mortal eyes could comprehend, the magic showed me another layer. One in which three figures shrouded in mist and mayhem were attempting to tear Kai’s soul from his body.
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      In my mind, I sensed the confusion of the three beings standing sentinel around Kai. They regarded him with apathy. One of them cocked their blob of a head to the side.

      “He resists,” the voice of the shadow said. It was barely more than a scrape of breath. They were so adept at masking themselves that it almost felt like they were dematerialised. Like they were walking between dimensions.

      “Not possible,” one of the others countered.

      The first Sister who spoke reached out a smoking limb. She drew it through Kai’s body. He gasped. His teeth were gritted, his face twisted in a mixture of pain and fury. As her hand passed through him, I felt something cold tug at my insides.

      The figure straightened. Her head turned in different directions. “It’s not him,” she said. “His soul has been bound to someone else here.”

      “Sophie,” I rasped. She grabbed my hand despite Professor Mortimer’s request. “The others, tell them to stay as far away from Kai as possible.” I knew Max was probably chomping at the bit to attack. It was against his nature to stand by while his best friend was being hurt.

      She was off in a second, I could hear her urgent speech by the door, but my eyes had shut tight again. My thoughts would not remain in this realm.

      For once, I gave in to the tug of the Ley lines. They dragged my consciousness from the Earth realm into the dark depths of their web. The disconnect eased some of the pain in my physical body, but I gasped when I saw the darkened shadow around Kai’s green light. It flickered with such unstable fury that I could just imagine him fighting to remain whole.

      Around him were three circles of nothingness. No light permeated their centre. It was like they didn’t exist. And it appeared like they were growing bigger, cannibalising the life forces of those around them. Tendrils of dark veins extended from the globs of black to wrap around Kai’s circle of light. It tugged. His green life force fractured into a thousand tiny fragments. His soul was slowly coming apart.

      I braced as the pain shot through me once more. This time I didn’t scream. Kai’s guttural grunt had the rage in me igniting. The knife I held in my right hand bit into the palm of my left. As my blood trickled onto the sand, I drew it into a circle. Before my eyes, blue light encased the green of Kai’s. Where it brushed up against the dark mist, I tried to sever the connection with circles of my own. They would not be removed. We played tug-of-war with Kai’s soul.

      “You’re on the wrong side, little sister,” the distinct voice said. “You should not be bound to one of them.

      I didn’t respond. If I lost concentration for a moment, they would have him. I wasn’t losing him to the Sisterhood after months of keeping away from him so he wouldn’t die at the hands of Lucifer. The thought of the devil brought forth the nightmare in my mind. The image replayed as it always did, as a threat and a promise. Even now it sent tendrils of ice through my veins.

      One of the shadows grunted. “You dare to keep him alive when he could be the key to ending all life in our dimension?”

      The assault on Kai recommenced. This time, as I was protecting him with my power, the barbs of their dark energy sliced into me instead. I winced, gritting my teeth to stop from crying out.

      “Blue.” I heard him in my mind. His voice was everywhere and nowhere at once. “Let go.”

      “No!”

      “They’ll kill you to get to me.”

      I knew it as well as he did. Still I refused to let go. I might not be physically strong, but Hastings women were known for their stubbornness. The assault felt like a million knives slicing slowly into my skin. Every breath was becoming laboured.

      “Blue!” His tone was urgent. For the first time since I’d known him, I felt fear in his heart. Something light brushed against my cheek.

      Outside my mind, somebody gasped. “No way,” someone said. “He’s moving.”

      I didn’t need to open my eyes to witness what they were seeing. I felt his limbs contract and saw him struggle to stand.

      A hiss of breath escaped one of the figures. I imagined it was a laugh. “You do better than your fellow Councilman,” she said. “But better isn’t enough.”

      This time I did cry out. My body slumped on the sand.

      “Don’t!” Astrid cried.

      I had a feeling someone was trying to grab me. Her voice was laced with worry. But she’d done the right thing. I could feel the circle throbbing with malevolent magic. It might be effective against supernaturals, but the circle wasn’t able to keep out other low-magic users. My circle had become a swirling vortex of the magic belonging to the Soul Sisterhood as it battered at me. Even in my disassociated state, I shuddered to think of what it might do to somebody else.

      A tear streaked down my left cheek. My teeth were clenched so hard it was a wonder I didn’t dislocate my jaw.

      “Lex,” Cassie’s soft voice said. I heard the pleading in it. She was terrified for us both. So was I. And boy did that piss me off. I was so tired of being afraid. So sick of chasing my tail when it came to the Sisterhood.

      My anger reignited something in Kai’s mind. He unfolded his body even as his soul was scrambling to remain intact. The shadows laughed again. Through the connection that linked all of us, I could feel their intent.

      The first of them struck. Kai moved at the same time. Even weakened, his speed was unmatched. He got to Charles a second before the shadow unsheathed her sword and sliced through the air where Charles had been crouching.

      The flap of Kai’s wings where they’d shot out of his back was weakened. He had a second in the air when he’d lifted off before having to land again. It was excruciating to push his body past its current limits. But Kai had been born to protect. He would do it until he took his last breath.

      The Sisters knew that. It was why they were attacking his friends. Neither of us would be able to concentrate while they led the assault on the people we cared about. When we slipped, they would take him down.

      And in the back of Kai’s mind, I felt the knowledge that he couldn’t use his blade to defend. The angel blade had been made with one purpose in mind. To kill demons. The Sisterhood weren’t demons.

      “Kai,” I whispered. “I’m going to send you something.”

      “Don’t, Blue.”

      But I was already shifting the focus of my thoughts. I saw the demon blade where it sat inside the sheath beside my bed. Wrapping my thoughts and will around it, I called out. “Morning Star!”

      At first nothing happened.

      The Sisterhood made another attempt to get at Luther. He had been on the edge of the group that Max protected. Max took a swipe at the shadow that breached his defences. He was quick. The tip of his claws sliced through the mist. But it didn’t strike real flesh. Luther yelped as something grabbed him by the throat.

      Kai came bearing down on them. He wrenched Luther away from the shadow. If he were at full alertness there was no way he would have left his side open. He’d yelled at me enough during our lessons to prove that much. But he was weakened. The blade bit into his side like it was butter. The assailant made the hit, retracted her sword and disappeared.

      I felt every rivulet of pain as though I were the one being cut. Kai grunted, shoving Luther clear of the danger zone. He doubled over, grasping.

      “Move!” Kai yelled.

      “You can barely stand –” Max protested.

      The next attack cut them both off. Three shadows descended on the group Max was protecting. Rage turned his grey eyes into orbs of gold. He lashed out at the closest attacker. Somebody had the wherewithal to try and shoot the orbs of shadow.

      Diana’s voice cut through the din. “Let them have it!” she screamed. Dozens of magical fireballs sailed through the air. They might not be a match for the Sisterhood individually, but they weren’t helpless either.

      The sudden onslaught of magic had the shadows reconsidering. They disappeared once more. Now that the Sisterhood saw the shifters weren’t going to be easy targets, I had a feeling they would refocus their attention on their original mission. Kai must have thought the same. With the last of his strength, he shoved himself away from the crowd of kids.

      The Sisterhood chose the moment when his wings allowed him to touch down on the ground to strike. Kai and I both felt the instant when they unsheathed their swords as they materialised. And then the sound of dimensional barriers tearing had me smiling. The demon blade shot through the barrier. Instead of heading for me, I sent it to Kai. He reached out to catch the hilt as though it had been made for him. He brought it up to block the first strike of the Sisterhood’s attack.

      The clash wrought sparks of energy that set the underbrush alight when it touched the leaves. The demon blade did not like that it was being wielded by a Nephilim. It fought Kai’s hold, but I forced it to comply. Something to the left of my mortal ears exploded.

      “We’re in!” Professor Mortimer cried.

      Astrid wasted no time teleporting. She came down beside the group of shifters. She grabbed the youngest ones and teleported them out as the older kids hustled the younger ones out the door on foot.

      All around, the illusion was breaking down. Soon there would be nothing inside that magicked building besides Kai and the Sisterhood. The shriek of fury they emitted was like fingernails on a chalkboard. One of the shadows went for another strike. The other tried once more to rip Kai’s soul away. I grabbed on to it and yanked back. The effort sapped the last of my energy. But it was enough. The whisper of the last thought the Sisterhood had before they fled reverberated in my mind: Traitor. You want to know why they have no contingency against us? It’s because they hunted us down like animals and considered us extinct.

      I collapsed onto the sand. My eyelids fluttered closed as the circle around me failed. The last thing I remembered was somebody brushing the hair off my face. And then everything went dark.
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      It was too bright inside the infirmary when I opened my eyes. They might as well christen this room after me considering I was here so often. Somebody who knew me well had left a tray of food beside the bed. I was stuffing my face with fried chicken and thickly cut chips when Doctor Thorne knocked on the door.

      He glided in with that eerie gait of a reptile.

      “We really should stop doing this,” he said. “You spend more time in here than you do in classes.”

      “That’s what I was just thinking,” I said, between bites. “How long this time?”

      “It’s only been fourteen or so hours. You didn’t actually sustain any physical injuries. You just needed time to refuel.”

      “How is everyone else?”

      He sat down beside me. “Shaken. Up until now they might have been labouring under the assumption that the Sisterhood was behind the attacks. Now that it has been confirmed, there are talks of the Councillors going into hiding.”

      I pushed the food away. “You mean we’re under attack and the people who are meant to lead us are going to cut and run?”

      He nodded. “In a sense. But they are in grave danger, and without their leadership, we might be lost.”

      I snorted. “Or we could be better off. Not all of the Councillors are choosing that path, surely!”

      “No, it is a divided contingency.”

      “What’s your contingency plan?”

      He grimaced. Those sharp teeth were almost comforting at this point. “My kind have no offensive magic to speak of.”

      “You can control minds and turn people to stone,” I corrected.

      “Only those who are of lesser species. And you’ve been doing more reading.”

      “I have to,” I said. “Otherwise I’d fall behind on all of my classes.”

      He pressed his hand to my forehead. “Well, you probably should think about getting some more rest.”

      “But I just woke up!”

      “You also depleted your energy. I hear the nymphs are not impressed that their bargain with you has fallen by the wayside.”

      I groaned and hunkered back down into the sheets.

      “I’ll let the headmistress know that you’ve awoken but that you’re conserving your energy.”

      Despite my protests, I was out like a light as soon as my head hit the pillow.

      The next time I woke it was because there was chatter in the room. There were too many of them. Sophie and Diana were arguing about something they had learned in their Dead Languages class.

      “Do you guys mind?” I snarled. “I’m trying to sleep!”

      Of course that gave them cause to leap all over me. They weren’t the only ones. Cassie and Charles were also there.

      “Everybody get off me!” I yelled. In his excitement, Charles had elbowed me in the cheek. I was not impressed.

      “Remind me never to accept another invitation to a shifter event again,” I told him.

      All he could do was grin at me. “Dad says that Durin is locking down on all activities anyway.”

      “Probably wise given the current state of things.”

      Cassie climbed onto the bed with me. She swung her legs over the side. Her generally chipper mood told me her cousin was probably okay. It saved me from not so subtly asking after his health. She picked at a loose thread on my sheets.

      “I heard someone say that they might be thinking about closing down the Academy until this gets sorted out,” Cassie said.

      “I doubt it,” Diana said. “They’d be insane to think that there is anywhere safer for us.”

      “I don’t know,” Sophie said. “Down in a hole in the ground sounds pretty secure to me.”

      Diana made a face. “And about as dull as watching paint dry. Besides, the Sisterhood have no interest in us. They seem to be going after the Council.”

      It was then I remembered what the Sisterhood had whispered to me before I passed out. Was it true the supernaturals had hunted them to extinction?

      Sophie cleared her throat. “Anyway,” she said, her eyes darting to me and Diana and then to the kids. I got the message loud and clear. “Do you feel ready to go back to the dorms? Basil is out of his woollen mind with worry and it’s making him unravel.”

      “Don’t I even get a few days off?” I glanced at the sun chart on the wall. It was now Monday afternoon. “Shouldn’t you guys be in class?”

      “It’s lunchtime.”

      “Yeah, but you’re missing out on lunch by being here.”

      They shrugged. “I’ll move myself back. I need to go check in on the Grove anyway.”

      “Oh no you don’t,” Sophie said. “They’ve been in a foul mood since you passed out. Nobody has been allowed in there since. You’re not going to go back in there until you’re fully recovered. They’re going to attack you for sure.”

      I sighed. “Fine.”

      They left me to prepare myself for discharge. Doctor Thorne came to see me off. “Hopefully I won’t see you in here again for a while,” he said.

      “Going by my track record, I wouldn’t bet on it.”

      It was tempting to make a detour to the Grove anyway, but Sophie was probably right. Until I was strong enough to re-establish the blood magic circles for them, the nymphs would remain obstinate. And that meant acorns to the head at the very least. I wasn’t prepared for that at the moment.

      It didn’t occur to me until I got back to the room that I was missing the demon blade. The last person who had it was Kai. A knot twisted in my stomach at the thought of him. That thought disintegrated as Basil wailed at me.

      “Look at the state of me!” he said. “I don’t even know how this is happening. It must be anxiety. Every time I let you out of my sight you go and get yourself into trouble.”

      He was a ball of nervous energy. I would bet manna that he had been on the MirrorNet again. I slumped down on the bed.

      “Why don’t you tell me all about what’s been happening while I stitch you back up?” I asked.

      He hesitated for the briefest second before he launched right into it. “There is all this talk about how the Council should be going underground because they’re the ones being attacked,” he said. “And on the opposite side, there are people who are criticising them for having done nothing about the Soul Sisterhood situation in the first place.”

      I told him about what the Sisterhood had said to me. The derisive noise he made all but confirmed it was the truth. “Sounds like something the Council could have mandated,” he said. “Victoria would have been around at the time. I wouldn’t put it past her to issue such an order. There would be nothing to worry about if they believed the Sisterhood extinct.”

      “What’s the gist of their strategy now?” I asked.

      He huffed. “You mean aside from bickering with each other?” I waited for his temper to simmer down before I threaded maroon wool into the eye of a needle and stitched up his side. At this rate, there wouldn’t be a single part of him that would be in its original form. I had patched him up so many times it was ridiculous. We all steered well clear of the possible reason behind his unravelling. It was too difficult a topic to speak about.

      “I think they’re considering using human methods of deterrent.”

      I almost bit my tongue. “You’re kidding. Like what?”

      He peered at me. “Guns and the like.”

      “And how are they going to get those things to work around magic users?”

      Basil shrugged. “They’ll just have to stop using magic.”

      I held him at arm’s length to get a good look at my handiwork. “That should hold for a little while.”

      He slumped. “A little while at least.”

      “Have you found anything in the books in the library?” I asked.

      “Not a thing. I’ve been through the entire Life Magic section and they all seem to point to the same direction. Once the vessel is destroyed, my soul will join those in the realm of the angel of death.” He paused. “I’ve been around for a long time. Most mages can’t claim the same thing.”

      I swallowed over the lump in my throat. “Keep looking,” I said. “Surely there’s something that can be done.”

      “Not unless we learn black magic and superimpose my soul into someone else’s body.”

      I immediately thought of the way the Soul Sisterhood had tried to harvest Kai’s soul. I shuddered. It didn’t bear thinking about. Killing somebody else to steal their body wasn’t even an option.

      “What do I do now?” I said, flopping back down on the bed.

      “You rest.”

      “I’ve been doing that for days.” It occurred to me that nobody had come to check up on what I had done. When I mentioned it to Basil, he huffed.

      “That’s because they have no idea how you did what you did.”

      I told him about one of the Shadows calling me a traitor. The implication being that I was one of them. “That’s the thing they’re most worried about,” Basil said. “Better not mention it to them. If the Sisterhood thinks you’ve been given part of their gifts, it means you’re part of their society. They will stop at nothing to bring you in.”

      “Why now?” I asked.

      Basil hopped onto my chest. He sat down so that I was looking at his form with my hands tucked under the back of my head. “Nobody tells students this, but there has been a marked increase in demon activity since the beginning of the year. The alarms in Seraphina are constantly ringing. Every day there is a new threat. It feels almost as though the barrier to the Hell dimension is growing thinner. Demons are infiltrating the minds of mortals at an unprecedented rate.”

      “Why haven’t we heard anything about this?”

      “You’re children, remember?”

      I didn’t feel like a seventeen-year-old. My bones sometimes felt like I’d been alive forever. Then something occurred to me. “You said it’s been happening since the beginning of the year, right?”

      “Right.”

      “You mean the beginning of this year? When I first started school at the Academy.”

      He turned then and looked at me. “It’s just a coincidence.”

      It probably was. I was getting as paranoid as Kai. I mean, it was ridiculous to think that the rise in demon activity had anything to do with me being introduced into magical society.

      “It’s definitely a coincidence,” Basil repeated. Except I heard the sudden contemplation in his voice. In my mind, I saw Lucifer’s smiling face.

      I remembered his conviction that it was my blood that would break his chains. The ones that the seraphim had placed on him. I was being crazy, right?
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      I resumed my usual schedule the next day. Waking up earlier than normal, I dressed in my uniform of jeans and a long-sleeved top and trudged over to the Grove. Time to face the music. It was better to do it quickly like ripping off a bandaid.

      When I placed my hand on the fence around the Grove, an electric shock ripped up my arm. “Ow!”

      I frowned. There was a force field around the Grove. Breaking through would have to involve a lot of pain. I was so not going to do this every single day. They were probably hiding in the bushes laughing at the fact that I was getting shocked.

      “Hey!” I shouted. “That’s not funny!”

      No response. I hadn’t expected one. Instead, I placed my palm on the fence again. The same electrical shock snaked up my arm. It raised all of the hairs on my body. My teeth chattered. When I drew the circle around myself, it clashed with the electricity for a moment. There were a few seconds where both forms of energy collided. They warred with each other until I pressed my other hand to the fence and fed more power into the circle.

      The force field shattered. I heard the cry of anguish as though the Grove itself was displeased. Concerned, I hopped the fence and sank down into the path on the other side so that nobody outside could see me. I drew the circle to amplify the Ley lines and saw the web around me. The Grove was exactly where it had always been. In fact, the blood circle I’d placed around it was still intact. If anything, it seemed to pulse with reinforced vigour.

      “What’s their problem?” I muttered.

      Since none of them deigned to appear, I went about my daily morning chores as if nothing happened. It wasn’t until I was watering the Arcana tree that I swear I felt it shivering. It looked like the lightest wind was whispering through its leaves and branches except there was no wind today. The Grove was silent.

      I placed my hand on the tree’s trunk. The well of hedge magic inside me rippled. “What the –? Purple! Can you please come out?”

      I sat down on the grass with my back pressed against the Arcana trunk to wait it out. The tree was so big now that the trunk could take my extra weight bearing down on it. It was ten minutes before I felt anything stirring. And even then, it was only the softest sound of one nymph as she cautiously fluttered out of the underbrush.

      “What’s gotten into you?” I asked.

      Purple pointed straight at me. “I don’t get it.”

      She flew right up to me and smacked me across the head. It stung just as badly as though somebody ten times her size had struck me. I jumped up to my feet. “What did you do that for?” I sniped.

      She placed her hands on her hips but emitted no sound. Normally, she would be chattering away. The nymph was being decidedly quiet. Like she was hiding. And that’s exactly what I realised it was. She was trying to hide. They all were.

      “What are you hiding from?” I asked her. She glanced back at me. Her focus didn’t waver. “Me?” The notion was incredulous. “Why would you be hiding from me?”

      I was pretty sure that two of them combined could kick my butt. Heck, one of them was sometimes too much for me. For the first time since I’d met her, there was reticence in her eyes.

      “Will you just tell me what’s going on?”

      I stamped my foot. The Arcana tree shivered. It wasn’t just the nymphs. The whole Grove seemed to be on edge. “I don’t understand,” I said. “What’s changed?”

      I tried to sift through all of the things that could have brought about this sudden turn of events. The only thing I could think of was my encounter with the Soul Sisterhood. But how did that have anything to do with the Grove. Unless….

      “Do you think I’m one of them?”

      Her face turned a greenish shade. I didn’t know how I knew but right then, I sensed she was afraid. The whole Grove was afraid of me. When I’d first stumbled upon this place, I’d broken through their barrier easily enough that they must have believed me to be an especially powerful hedge witch. They could live with a mortal who could be used to help them maintain the Grove. But a mortal who might be associated with the assassins born to destroy their race? That might be asking a bit much.

      And in the back of my mind, I was still trying to deny it. “All low-magic users can sense the Sisterhood,” I told her. “You knew about that well before what happened on the weekend.”

      She shook her head, hovering in the air but too still for my liking. She curled her hand into a fist and tapped it against her chest first and then her forehead. She made a gesture that looked like she was tearing something apart with her hands. And then she placed an image of Kai into my head.

      It was the soul thing that had them running scared. Because that was the unique power of the Sisterhood. That was what gave them their name. And I had been able to counter their attempts with my blood magic. Which either made me one of them, or something else equally frightening.

      I exhaled slowly. I thought I had gotten over the worst of this ambiguity about where my power originated. It had been all right knowing that my darker magic was a gift from Azrael. Evidently, there were still things I could do that were completely outside the realm of normal magic. If this was the reaction I was getting from the nymphs, who weren’t afraid of anything, I could only imagine the reaction I would get from the other students.

      “Would it make you feel better if I didn’t come anymore?” I asked. The notion had a stabbing pain erupting in my chest. As much as I complained about it, the Grove offered me the opportunity to be with nature outside of my Herbology classes. It was the one place where I felt closest to my nanna.

      I could always go to the Fae forest, but that place had always felt otherworldly to me. Like the plants and trees there weren’t entirely natural. At least not natural in the sense of the Earth dimension. They had plants in there that we definitely didn’t have in this realm before they arrived. Plus, everything was always so clean and lush. It just wasn’t right.

      Purple didn’t respond. She hung her head and turned as though she was going to just slip away. I blinked and she was gone.

      It was like a light had extinguished from the Grove. I stood there alone feeling like somebody had kicked me in the chest. With heavy feet, I put away the watering can and left. That was the start of what would be a day that I would sooner forget. Cassie, Luther, and Charles were still speaking to me, but many of the other students glanced sidelong at me like I was going to pounce on them when they weren’t alert.

      At lunchtime, I ate with Sophie and Diana. Everybody else acted as though I didn’t exist. For two days it was like I was a ghost drifting through the halls. The hazing stopped at least, and the petition not to allow low-magic users to be part of the Council disappeared. As I walked down the halls, what I saw in the eyes of those around me as they darted furtively around was fear. They were as terrified as the nymphs were that I was part of the Sisterhood.

      My mood hit rock bottom when I was summoned to Jacqueline’s office during lunchtime on the third day.

      Neither of us smiled as I entered her office and closed the door behind me. “Take a seat, Lex,” she said. She wore her navy-blue pin-striped pants suit today. Her heels were strappy golden ones to match the gold bracelets on her wrist. Her hair was growing out and she had it in loose waves.

      “I can imagine you’ve been having a grim time these past few days,” she said. She sat back in her armchair as I sat down.

      “You mean the rumours and the side eyes I’ve been getting about possibly being part of the Soul Sisterhood?”

      This time, she did smile a little. “At least I can always count on you to be frank.”

      “Let me guess, the board are worried that I pose a threat to the school and they want me out.”

      It would have sounded pretty tough if my voice hadn’t caught at the end. Jacqueline folded her hands in front of her.

      “On the contrary,” she said. “I don’t know how I feel about it as yet, but I’ve brought you in today to offer you a job.”

      I couldn’t have been more surprised if a demon jumped out of her body and tried to strangle me. “Come again?”

      “I know the other students have been making you feel a little unwelcome.” I coughed to cover up the strangled sound I made. She waited until my fit subsided. “I will interject at any time if you want me to. But I have a feeling you’re not the type to come running for somebody else to solve your problems for you.”

      “Sometimes it would be nice to be that person,” I said.

      “Yes, it would. It works for some. For people like us?” She shook her head. “It’s never going to happen. Which is why I don’t like the thought of asking you this because I know what your answer will be. And I still don’t know how I feel about it. The board would like to offer you a guard position. Given your unique abilities, they think it might be beneficial to have you watch over the school.”

      My jaw was metaphorically scraping against the navy-blue carpet in her office. “Are you serious?” I didn’t know whether I had heard right. “I mean, I’m only seventeen.”

      “Is age restrictive to you?” Jacqueline asked. “Because you’ve been attending classes for students who are older than you for over six months.”

      “Yes, but a class is one thing. A job is another.”

      “That’s right. It is. A job will require you to put everything you’ve learned into practice. Though from what I saw on Saturday, you don’t seem to have a problem with that.”

      I weaved my hands together in front of me to stop them from shaking. “I don’t know,” I said. I knew I’d been training for this. To eventually become a productive member of magical society. But there was a part of me that was also still a little bit scared that one day I would wake up and it would all be gone. That I would be inside a padded cell in Nanna’s psychiatric hospital.

      “It isn’t forever, Lex,” Jacqueline said. “It’s a temporary measure. Until we can figure out a way to neutralise the Soul Sisterhood threat. If it helps, you’re not the only low-magic user who will be asked to help.”

      I was immediately on high alert. “Sophie?”

      She nodded. “Her parents have been contacted by the board.”

      I struggled to think of Sophie being placed in that kind of danger. I could only imagine what Nora would have to say about the whole situation.

      “I don’t have a guardian,” I said absently. It was no wonder that Jacqueline always had to have these chats with me.

      “Nora Mwansa tried to railroad the board on your behalf,” she said. “But there are no legal or familial ties between you. The best thing we could come up with is that Azrael might be contacted, but…well…you can imagine nobody is very keen to go down that road. So I’ve spoken to the board and impressed on them that you are mature enough to make a decision like this on your own. You will be duly compensated, of course.”

      Suddenly my antennae were buzzing. “I’ll get paid?”

      “Of course. It is a job, after all. A particularly dangerous one at that. We wouldn’t even think about asking you to perform something like that without reimbursing you.”

      “Can I have some time to think about it?”

      “Of course.”

      I bit my bottom lip. “One of the Sisterhood told me the reason the Council believe them all dead was because they were hunted down after the war,” I said. It occurred to me Jacqueline might have been there when it happened. “Do you know anything about that?”

      Her brow furrowed. She glanced down at a long scar that reached between her thumb and forefinger on her left hand. “It was a fraught time,” she said. “There was much confusion. If the Council had ordered a cull, it would explain why the Sisterhood are now targeting them.” She brushed her fingers through her hair in a gesture that reminded me a lot Kai. It didn’t sit well that she was contemplating what I’d said. It would have made things a lot easier if she had denied it. This made things morally ambiguous. Or at least confusing as she had said.

      “So they killed the Sisterhood and then tried to wipe them from the history books.”

      “We don’t know that for sure.” The disturbed look in her eyes told me a different story.

      I was getting up to leave when she caught my hand. “Lex,” she said. Her face softened. “Thank you. What you did for my grandson…”

      “Please don’t,” I said, tugging away because there were tears threatening to spill from my eyes. “I can’t really talk about it.” So far, I’d succeeded in not thinking about what might have happened if the Sisterhood had managed to tear apart his soul.

      She nodded at me. After that, I didn’t really feel like going to my afternoon classes.

      I didn’t really feel like doing anything, so I went back to the dorm room and told Basil what Jacqueline had asked me.

      “How much are you getting paid?” Basil asked.

      “I didn’t really get to that,” I mentioned.

      As a doll with no peripheral vision, he had to turn his head whenever he wanted to look in any direction. It made being stealthy difficult.

      “Do you have something important to do on the MirrorNet?” I asked, noting the way his head kept turning towards the mirror.

      “I was going to see what news there is from the mortal world,” he said.

      “Do what you have to do,” I said. “I’m going to sleep until dinner.”

      “You’re not just going to lie there the whole time, are you?”

      I waved him away. “Don’t even think about me. I’m not really here.”

      He was giving me a look like I was seriously cramping his style. But the events of the last few days were catching up with me. I lay my head on the pillow. Before I could even blink more than five times, I was out.
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      Without the presence of the open portal to the Hell dimension on campus, I’d had no more dreams in which the demons spoke to me. Until now. I struggled in between sleep and lucidity. My feet touched down on a cold, linoleum floor. In front of me was a corridor lit by fluorescent lights. Above the door to the left was a no-exit sign. The one on the right would not open unless you were in possession of a key pass. I knew this place. It was the psychiatric hospital where they had housed Nanna before Kai extracted us.

      As I glided past a mirror, I glanced at my reflection. At least I looked at the area where my head should have been. In its place was a dark smudge that hid my features. I was much taller in my dreams than in real life.

      The dream me stalked the halls until I came upon the room I had been searching for. Peering through the spy hole, I caught sight of an emaciated patient. A male who looked to be in his mid-fifties.

      He sat on the edge of his bed scratching at the bald patch on his head, his eyes unfocused. Once upon a time, I might have thought he was out of his mind. Now I knew better. The dream me swiped a pass over the access panel. A buzz sounded and the door opened. The patient didn’t look up or react when I walked in. He continued to mumble something under his breath as he stared at the wall. Were all of the patients in this place afflicted by demons? That couldn’t be the case. I had walked past several wards and hadn’t stopped to look in on them. This one was special.

      Until now I had acted under the influence of something sentient. I was a passenger in my own body. A spectator in somebody else’s reality. It was why all I could do was watch as my host lit five red candles and set them on the floor. She, it was definitely a she, produced a piece of chalk from her pocket and proceeded to draw a circle with it. I recognised some of the symbols. An eye for truth. A set of three wavy lines for wind or transportation, a symbol of the sun for rebirth.

      The spell was quite obvious. She was going to attempt to exorcise the demon. What puzzled me was the glass tumbler with a stopper on the top that she had placed in the middle of the circle. We’d learned in Demonology that a small portal had to be opened up during a proper exorcism in order to return the demon back to the Hell dimension.

      I gasped when I realised what she was doing. She was going to try and trap the demon inside the glass crucible.

      My hands reached out and scored the man across his palm with a small paring knife. The blood that was drawn dripped black instead of red. Sensing that it was being disturbed, the demon sprang to the forefront of the man’s mind. His cloudy grey eyes became orbs of darkest black. He lurched forward, arms outstretched as though he was going to strangle me. I lashed out, smashing the heel of my palm into his temple. There was no way I was strong enough in real life to render a blow like that. In the dream, it incapacitated the man. He went limp. I allowed him to fall where he lay.

      The demon would have protested except that it had become caught in the barrier of the circle. The man’s mouth opened in an agonising scream as dream me grabbed his hand and placed the bleeding palm against the inner line of the circle.

      I bolted awake, sweat making my shirt cling to my collar. Sophie was shaking me. Basil stood on the dresser, looking at me like I had just been screaming bloody murder in my sleep.

      “Hey,” Sophie said. “Are you feeling alright?” She did that mum thing where she checked my temperature using the back of her hand on my forehead.

      “I’m not sick,” I said. “It was just a really bad dream.”

      “It sounded very real,” Basil said.

      I massaged my forehead. “It felt real. I was back inside the psychiatric hospital and for some reason I was harvesting demons. But I wasn’t me. I was someone else who was using me. If that makes any sense.”

      “What did you look like?”

      I shook my head. “I’ve got no idea. Every time I caught sight of my reflection, the image was blurry.”

      “That doesn’t sound at all like a normal nightmare,” Sophie said.

      “Nothing about our lives is normal,” I reminded her. “Did your mum tell you about the job offer?”

      She nodded. “She also told me she declined it right away. Said she tried to do the same for you, but the board wouldn’t accept her claim to guardianship.”

      “You sound disappointed.”

      She rubbed her eyes. “If I’m going to be freaked out, I would have liked the option of doing something about it. Let’s go get something to eat. Doctor Thorne said you need to replenish all the energy you lost.”

      I would never say no to food. It was just the venue that bugged me. On the other hand, there was something really sad about eating on our beds in the dorm.

      I knew people were watching us, but I was at a point now that I just didn’t care anymore. It seemed like such a shallow thing to be concerned about with the possibility of assassins roaming around. Brigid did not get that memo. This time, it wasn’t me she was directing her vile personality towards. Sophie and I were only just walking our trays around to a deserted table when her voice cut through the dining hall.

      “You have the nerve to come here after joining the other side?” she spat.

      “What now?” Sophie said. Despite not wanting to be part of the drama I couldn’t help turning in Brigid’s direction.

      She was standing at the edge of a long table with a lone occupant. Isla. The other girl had her head down, her jaw tight. She wasn’t openly defying Brigid but at the same time she was refusing to cower.

      “What did I say about not showing your face around me?” Brigid continued.

      I felt myself hissing. Sophie’s spine was rigid beside me.

      “Doesn’t she ever give it a rest?” I said. “She knows she’s not actually royalty, right?”

      “I don’t think she even knows what it’s like to have been royalty,” Sophie said. “The fall of the dimensional barrier happened long before she was even born.”

      My legs started moving. Sophie followed me without a word of protest. We’d been on the receiving end of that tongue lashing and it hadn’t been a nice experience. It was impossible for us to watch someone else cop it without doing something.

      Brigid had to have some kind of radar that was attuned to me. Her delicate features twisted into a mask of ridicule. It was a shame that she was always spitting bile. She’d be gorgeous otherwise. Not that she needed my advice on the matter. Her table was always teeming with the most popular kids at school.

      “Speak of the devil,” Brigid said.

      I didn’t speak at all. Sophie and I just slid into seats on Isla’s table and acted like Brigid wasn’t even there. Isla looked like it was the last thing in the world that she wanted to happen. Sometimes, people didn’t know they were in too deep until you pulled them out.

      “How’s it going?” I asked Isla.

      Her eyes darted from me to Brigid and then back again in an instant. “Okay, I guess.”

      I speared some of the spaghetti on my plate and twirled it around my fork. “What’s happening with the reconstruction of the Fae forest?”

      Brigid slapped her hands down on the table. Sophie squirmed, but neither Isla nor I jumped. “Are you bitches deaf?” Brigid said. She lanced Isla with her indigo gaze. “I told you to get out of my sight.”

      “Then turn around or close your eyes,” I snapped. “Nobody is forcing you to be here.” Taking a leaf out of her book, I raked my eyes up and down her, allowing my top lip to lift in disdain. “In fact, nobody wants you around at all. So get lost.”

      This time, I heard Isla inhale softly. Brigid’s whole body shook. She took a step forward, her hands now clenched into fists. “You think you’re such a big shot don’t you –”

      I turned away from her. “I heard they’re trying to regrow everything manually without the use of magic,” I said to Isla. I shoved spaghetti into my mouth and chewed. It tasted like sawdust. My hand was shaking but I held it steady.

      I was sure Brigid was going to snap. My body was coiled to spring when a voice cut through the tension.

      “How did I know I’d find you here, Blue?”

      The budding rage in my chest turned into apprehension. Brigid did a one-eighty personality transplant so quickly I was surprised her head wasn’t spinning. A bright smile lit up her face. I felt mine flushing as Kai unpacked his huge frame into the seat in front of me. Isla had to scoot over slightly so he would fit.

      “Thanks,” he said to her. I thought she was going to faint.

      “I didn’t know you were back, Kai,” Brigid cooed. Luckily, I had finished chewing and swallowing otherwise I would have vomited.

      He ignored her, his forearms locked in front of him on the table. I allowed my gaze to sweep over him quickly. He looked normal. And by that I meant mind-bogglingly gorgeous. He had on a deep green Henley sweater that backlit his eyes.

      “If I’d wanted you to know I was back,” he said to Brigid, “I would have told you.”

      Isla’s head was bent over again, but this time a smile tugged at her lips. I could throw as many jibes as I wanted at Brigid, but they would never pierce her self-righteous armour. Kai’s words destroyed her force field. Her eyes grew watery.

      “We have space at our table,” Brigid said. I would give her points for tenacity. Unfortunately for both of us, his attention was no longer focused on her. His green eyes were locked on me. In their reflection, I saw myself pale.

      Sophie was stamping my toes raw under the table. Thankfully she wasn’t wearing heels or I would never walk again. My vocal cords refused to comply when I ordered them to say something to cut the tension. He wasn’t speaking either.

      Brigid slunk off with a look of death in her eyes. It promised retaliation as soon as she could manage it. Perfect.

      I could feel the heat flaring in the tips of my ears. After minutes of just staring, I swallowed and croaked. “Can we help you with something?”

      He leaned forward and grinned. I retracted my hands and pinched my thighs under the table to stop myself from passing out. “I need to talk to you. But you need to eat. So I’ll wait until you’re done.”

      It was the total arrogance of it that set me off. It always did. “Is that so?” I leaned forward too and picked up my fork again. He caught the move and his smile widened. I felt my left eye twitch. “What if I don’t feel like talking to you?”

      His upper lip curled up to show his canines. I had seen the wolves do something similar when they were trying to frighten their prey. “We don’t have to talk.”

      The implication of his words was not lost on anyone at the table. I fought a losing battle not to blush harder. Isla was looking at us like a deer in headlights. Both she and Sophie had forgotten to eat.

      “We can give you some privacy –” Her sentence broke off at the vehement shaking of my head. Now I really didn’t want to talk to him. Who the hell did he think he was?

      “Eat,” he said.

      “Give me a command again and I’ll stab you in the eye with my fork.” Sophie squeaked. Kai burst out laughing. I curled my fist around my fork so that I wouldn’t have to unpack the shot of pleasure that raced through my gut at the sound of his laugh. It was such a rare creature that it was a shame he pissed me off while he was doing it.

      “Don’t say I didn’t give you a chance.” I knew what he was going to do but there was no way to stop it. He reached out to me. I wasn’t fast enough to run. His reach was too long to evade. As soon as his fingertips brushed the swell of my cheeks we were teleporting. I had no control of myself when that happened.

      I almost screamed when we reappeared on the other side in the gazebo at the end of the Grove. Without the table between us, Kai locked his arm around my waist. His body was a bastion of heat against the chill evening air. My head filled with the wood smoke and pine scent of him. I inhaled involuntarily, already heady with the sensation.

      “Wahh,” I managed to get out, before his mouth captured mine. His lips brushed mine apart and he slipped his tongue into my mouth. I could feel myself giving in to the soft sweep of it. My heart stuttered for an instant, terrified of my own violent reaction to him as well as the danger of where letting go now would lead us. His free hand reached up. He brushed my cheek with his thumb.

      Kai pulled away an inch. Just enough so that he looked into my eyes.“I don’t need you to protect me, Blue.”

      I almost choked on my response. “Excuse me. But if I hadn’t protected you, there wouldn’t be a soul inside that mound of muscle you call a body.”

      He kissed me again, his lips soft but firm. “You know what I mean,” he said when he pulled back this time. It was that blatant truth that had me pushing against his chest. I had a niggling fear that he might have seen the vision of Lucifer when we were fighting off the Sisterhood. The horror of it chased away all the heat in my body. Kai refused to allow me to go, his arms locking once more behind my back. He crushed me to his chest, making it impossible for me to run.

      “It wasn’t a vision,” he said.

      “No. It was a threat. That’s much worse to me.”

      The muscles in his arms grew taut. “You think I’m scared of him?”

      “Yes! If you have any scrap of brains, you would be scared of him. He’s not some low-level demon. He’s a seraph.”

      “Not anymore,” was the gritted reply.

      I twisted in his arms to no avail. That made the fury in my chest all the more heated. “Who cares about the semantics? He might be locked up right now, but if he gets out, he’ll....” I couldn’t even speak the words. My forehead pressed against his chest. Despite knowing it was dangerous, I wrapped my arms around him and held on tight.

      “Shhh,” Kai said. His hand tangled in the hairs at the nape of my neck. A shiver raced down my spine. “I don’t know if I should be insulted that you think I’m just going to lie there and let him kill me.”

      “I don’t know if you have much of a choice.”

      I felt the muscles in his chest tense. “So you’re planning to do what exactly? Fight him on your own? Did you think if a battle starts that the rest of us would sit around and wait for him to come and get us?”

      “What about Brigid’s vision?” I said.

      He tipped my head up with this thumb. “What about it?”

      “I’m on the wrong side of the field?”

      “So what?” he said. Even in the moonlight, his green eyes were smouldering. “You’re on the wrong side now, aren’t you? If the theories are true, you might be part of the Sisterhood lineage. You’re supposed to be killing us.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said, turning my head away. “I don’t –”

      “No. It doesn’t matter.” He dropped his hands to my waist and lifted me up. Seating me on the railing of the gazebo, Kai pushed my thighs apart and stepped into the space. His hands came down on either side of me. They gripped the railing. He leaned forward so we were eye to eye. He was too close. His presence too overwhelming so that I was starting to think maybe he was right. Maybe none of this mattered.

      He watched me with those luminous green eyes, his gaze gentle. It freaked me the hell out and at the same time I didn’t want it to end. “You told me to move on,” Kai said, “I’m trying to. So move with me.”

      “It’s not that easy.”

      “Sure it is.”

      “For you maybe.”

      He grinned then. A flash of something mischievous flaring in his eyes. I inhaled sharply, unsure if I’d imagined it. “You want to be chased, Blue? Is that it?”

      I tried to punch him, but he blocked me and held onto my hand instead. “You are so bloody infuriating.”

      “Ditto.”

      He was smiling as he leaned forward to kiss me. I could hardly breathe when he stopped. My lips tingled where he’d bitten me playfully. A stab of something bitter tried to take hold. He seemed to sense it because he wrapped his arms around me again.

      “Don’t run, Blue. Not like this.”

      My chest ached. “I...”

      He gripped the sides of my neck. “You’re not alone anymore. You never will be again. This isn’t a fight you have to take on by yourself.”

      There was such practiced conviction in his words that it made me wonder how many times he’d had to repeat the same thing to himself. All I could do was exhale. He took it as agreement.

      My stomach rumbled. Kai chuckled. “I told you to eat.”

      Just like that all the butterflies in my stomach turned to dust. I clamped my jaw. “I’m fine.”

      He huffed. “You’re going to just not do things to piss me off, aren’t you?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “I’m sorry, have we met?”

      He teleported away. I hopped off the railing and spun in a circle, thinking he was playing a trick. A minute later he returned with a picnic basket. “What’s that?”

      “Dynamite,” he said. “What do you think it is?”

      He opened the basket and laid out food on the wooden table inside the gazebo. He opened his mouth and then shut it again. I could tell he had been about to just issue another command. He held out his hand. “Would you like to have dinner with me?”

      So polite. I was definitely in trouble.
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      Kai teleported me back to the dorms after dinner. He decided not to make an appearance in the girls’ wing this time. Sophie and Diana were both in the room when I walked in. They practically jumped on me.

      “I don’t care how private it was,” Sophie said. “You’re telling us everything!”

      “I believe that’s my cue to get out of here,” Basil said. He marched out the door before I could close it, a note I’d written for him balanced precariously over his head.

      “Umm....”

      “Don’t even think about trying to weasel your way out of it,” Diana said. She was sitting on my bed, her legs tucked underneath her. “Everybody in the dining hall saw him teleport you out.”

      I looked from one of them to the other. Their faces were set in grim determination. “I’m not sure what’s happening,” I said.

      “Bullshit!” Diana said. “You’re redder than an orangutan’s butt right now.”

      “Thanks for the visual.”

      “You’re welcome. Now return the favour. Did he kiss you or not?”

      My face cracked into a smile before I could stop it. They leaped up and high-fived each other. “I knew it!” Sophie said.

      “Can we please just calm down,” I said, pushing Diana aside a little so I could get some room on my own bed.

      “Calm down?” Sophie said. “This is the biggest bit of gossip to hit this place in years.”

      “I think the fact that we’re facing down a squad of assassins overshadows whatever might be happening between Kai and me.”

      “I said gossip, not reality.”

      “You guys are acting like he’s never dated anyone before.”

      Sophie turned her head to the side, her expression quizzical. “Actually, now that you mention it, I can’t actually remember the last girl he dated.”

      “Wasn’t there that one from Seraphina?”

      Sophie shook her head. “I don’t think he dated her.”

      This was not the conversation that I’d had in mind. Seeing the look on my face, Sophie changed tactic. “Anyway, the point is, Kai hasn’t been serious about anyone since we’ve known him. So yeah, this is massive.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that. I’d been so wrapped up in the fear of him dying if Lucifer got wind of my attachment to him. I never thought about what it would mean in a practical sense. My stomach knotted. Diana tugged my sleeve.

      “Hey,” she said. “It’s not going to be that bad. You’re pretty much ostracised anyway, right? Might as well have it be for a good reason.”

      “I guess.”

      Diana lay back and flapped her arms. “Now we just have to work on that one and Max.” She indicated Sophie with her thumb.

      “Don’t even go there,” Sophie said. Her expression darkened.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      She balled her fists. “He somehow found out about the board asking me to help be a guard and decided to voice his opinion about it. Like he owns me or something.”

      “He is a shifter,” Diana said.

      “I don’t care!”

      Diana traded a look with me. I couldn’t blame Sophie for being defensive. “What about you?” Sophie asked me. “Or is there even any point asking.”

      I had thought about saying no for about three seconds. But I knew myself too well. “I’m going to do it.”

      “You may as well get paid for it,” Diana said. “You’re way too paranoid to just let it go.”

      I swatted at her. “You know what, smarty-pants? Let’s talk about this thing you have for Evan McKinnon, shall we.”

      She went deadly stiff. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Evan just tutors me in Dead Languages.”

      “Yeah right,” Sophie said. “As if you need his help!”

      We spent the rest of the night laughing and joking. It made me feel like maybe things would be okay. That was the thing with delusions.

      The next week proved my assessment that there were things Malachi Pendragon did that the rest of us mere mortals would never get away with. So many of the looks I was getting were with slitted eyes. Like they were hoping I would just drop dead. I wanted to say it didn’t affect me but that would be an outright lie.

      On the Monday, the first time I’d seen Kai properly since the gazebo, his expression was drawn tight. We met on the portal field for my appointment to see Skander. My eyes tracked to the demon blade he held awkwardly in his right hand. It jerked and hissed as though it didn’t want to be touched by him.

      “I thought we agreed you wouldn’t run,” he said. He didn’t seem to care that Astrid was standing right beside him. I held my hand out for the demon blade. He dropped it into my grip without ceremony.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said. Maybe I had been avoiding him just a little. It was just that he had this way of monopolising the attention in the room. Now that the cat was out of the bag, he seemed to be doing that ridiculous guy thing where he was marking his territory. He’d come close to punching Roland just for opening a door for me when my arms were full of books. It was a two second interaction that had the gossip mill turning for days.

      I could see the vein in his jaw throbbing. “Since you didn’t care to have this conversation in private, I’m going to assume you don’t mind me interjecting,” Astrid said. She was hugging her elbows in a relaxed manner. “I’ve noticed that there is always a lot of conjecture where your actions are involved, Malachi. You can’t expect Lex to simply deal with it when you’ve had your whole life to get used to it.”

      He turned his back to her. “Mind your own business.”

      That comment would have had me bristling but Astrid was unmoved. “Very well,” she said. “Given that it’s my business to protect Lex while she is inside the prison, I might make a note to the headmistress that I no longer believe you can be objective regarding her safety. I’m sure they’ll find somebody suitable to take your place.”

      She smiled sweetly at him. Sophie and I may or may not have had a conversation with her about where her loyalties should lie when one of her friends was dating a boy.

      For some reason, he reared up around me. “This is your fault,” he growled. I pushed him away.

      “You’re just annoyed because she has a point.” I looked at the portal. My grip on the demon blade tightened. “Can we go?”

      His nostrils flared but he nodded. If he got wound up any tighter, he was going to explode.

      We landed in the same spot as before. If I didn’t know better, I would think they had been in suspended animation while I was gone. Giselle’s hair was braided on one side, the tail hanging loose over her shoulder. She gave off the same appearance of calm.

      Kai and Astrid nodded at her. For some reason I thought the two factions would be friendlier towards each other. But though the Dominion was sanctioned to guard the supernatural prisoners, there seemed to be a very thin veneer of trust between the mages and the Nephilim.

      “Hi,” I said. Giselle didn’t smile back but she inclined her head in my direction.

      “Are you ready?” she said.

      I stepped forward onto the mat as she undid the spell that held Skander in stasis. The mage shook himself out of his stupor. His hands were once again locked behind his back.

      After a minute or two of adjustment, his eyes focused on me. “Well, little rabbit,” he said. “It looks like you’ve been busy since we last met.” His eyes flicked to Kai. “Sabotaging a Soul Sisterhood assassination isn’t something that has been recorded in our ledgers before. Now I know why you were gifted with the demon blade.”

      I screwed up my face. “This wasn’t a gift,” I said. “I took it from my captor.”

      He chuckled. It sounded hollow even though the lines around his eyes crinkled. “I wouldn’t expect anything less. Have you been practicing summoning the blade?”

      “Yes. But it feels like it only does what I want when I force it.”

      His eyes flicked to the Nephilim once more. “It’s a demon blade. Did you expect blind obedience? That’s not what it was made for. The blade will fight you every step of the way until you break its spirit.”

      My face must have spasmed because he smirked. “Maybe that’s not what you really want, either. Let’s talk about the possibility of allowing the blade to retain some of its original instructions.”

      “That’s not going to happen,” Kai said.

      I could feel the contrary statement on my tongue, but I bit it back. He was right, of course. Even if I didn’t like his autocratic tendencies. I couldn’t allow the blade to have free rein when I was in contact with vulnerable people all the time. The last thing I needed was for it to stab one of the kids.

      Skander regarded me for a second. “You’re very small,” he said. Did he want a prize or something? It wasn’t exactly a difficult assessment to make. “How are your combat skills?”

      “Fine,” I said. I could feel Kai’s eyes on the back of my neck. He needn’t have worried. I wasn’t some kind of moron. There was no way I would ever forget that Skander was a killer. I couldn’t allow him to see any weakness.

      “Fine,” Skander mimicked. “Physically, you wouldn’t be able to hold a candle to the supernaturals you train with every day. If you allowed the blade to guide you, it would be possible for you to get the upper hand.”

      I couldn’t pretend that didn’t interest me. “Guide me how?”

      The spark in Skander’s eyes pretty much gave me the answer. “I’m not letting it to take control of me.”

      “Taking control is not exactly the way I would describe it,” he said.

      “But it amounts to the same thing, though, doesn’t it?”

      “The relationship with a demon blade is one of give and take. You can’t expect it to just happen without yielding something of yourself.” That statement could have summed up other parts of my life as well. I cast my mind back to the rocky cavern beneath the Fae forest where I had stolen the blade from the demon Behemoth. It didn’t seem to have any problems wielding the sword.

      When I said so, Skander huffed. “A demon would have an entirely different relationship with the blade than you do. That blade was probably made for it. You don’t trust it. So why would it trust you?”

      The statement was still ringing in my head when we arrived back at the portal field. “I have a shift,” Astrid said. She threw Kai a pointed look before unfurling her wings and flying off in the direction of the billabong.

      He reached out and tried to rub the frown from my forehead. When it didn’t work, he splayed his palm over the back of my neck. I nudged him off. “I’ve lived with shifters,” I told him archly. “I know what you’re doing.”

      “I’m not a shifter.”

      “Lucky for you or I would have cut your nuts off by now.”

      He chuckled. The tension in the air between us eased a little. Since we were in the field alone, I allowed him to cup my cheeks with both hands and draw me into a kiss.

      “I know what you’re doing too,” he said. He wrapped his arm around my shoulder and basically forced me to walk back to the dorm with him draped around me.

      The closer we got, the more reticent I became. At the first sound of voices, I tried to duck away from him. His grip turned to iron.

      “You know that thing that Skander said about letting the demon blade take control?” I said. “I’m going to try it out on you if you won’t let go.”

      Just for that he waited until two Fae girls were just passing us and then he grabbed me and kissed me. It was an open-mouthed kiss, his arm caging me to his chest. What annoyed me was that equal parts of me were mortified and charmed by it. When he finally let go, I wasn’t even sure what I was trying to avoid in the first place. I was sure that I was annoyed, though.

      “That’s it,” I said, stepping away from him. “You’re totally dumped.”

      He laughed and veered off towards the boys’ dorm. I was left there to deal with the glances from an emerging group of dwarf girls. I was pretty sure they had just come out to see the show. Typical.
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      When I arrived back at the dorm, Sophie was curled up in a ball on her bed rocking back and forth. “What the –?” I said, rushing over to her. “What happened?”

      Basil sighed. “It’s not the end of the world, Sophie.” He indicated the mirror. “Nora called through. She’s striking a deal with the Council. If the low-magic users agree to help with the security against the Soul Sisterhood, the Council will grant them admission to their ranks.”

      I couldn’t believe my ears. “How in the world did she manage that?”

      Sophie whined. “She started up a union.” Then she flattened herself over the bed and whimpered quietly into her pillow. When she was done, she pushed herself up into a sitting position.

      “Mama had a message for you too,” Sophie said. “And I quote, ‘If Lex has already agreed, she needs to break her contract. We don’t want any scabs.’ Can you believe that?”

      I could believe it. Now probably wasn’t the right time to point that out. Or the fact that I thought it was a brilliant move.

      “I only wish it hadn’t come to this,” Basil said.

      “What’s the problem? We’re getting what we want, aren’t we?”

      “By strongarming the Council.”

      “I fail to see the problem. They strongarm us into doing all kinds of things. They don’t even really like each other. They just have to get along. It’s called politics, and clearly, it sucks in every dimension.”

      Basil scratched at his non-existent hair. “I suppose it might work. Congratulations Sophie. You’re going to become the daughter of a Councillor.”

      Sophie reacted as though he’d kicked her puppy. “I so don’t need this right now,” she said.

      “What happens from here on in?” I asked.

      “There will be a vote amongst the Council members. If everyone is in agreement, then they will pass the edict. It means Nora will become the first human representative on the Council.”

      “It gets better,” Sophie said. “She’s managed to get in contact with some of her friends back at home. Turns out, my mother knows a lot of people in law enforcement. She says if they elect her to Council, she’ll be able to broker a deal with the humans to use their resources to provide technological protection for us.”

      “How is that even possible?”

      “We’ll have to remove all traces of magic around the outer edge of the Academy and anywhere else where we want machines to do the guarding.”

      I whistled. “That is some high-powered negotiating.”

      “It feels a little bit like extortion,” Basil commented.

      “Maybe just a little,” I grinned.

      “I’m glad you guys think it’s so amusing,” Sophie said. “I’ll bet Brigid won’t be so happy about it!”

      “Who cares what she thinks?”

      Sophie arched her brow at me. “Is that why you jump a mile away from Kai any time we go into the dining hall?”

      “How did this suddenly become about me?”

      Things moved at breakneck speed after that. Given the dire circumstances, I wasn’t at all surprised when the motion was passed a week later. It was almost unanimous. Sophie had a bit of a pity party, but Wanda and I tried to console her.

      During my next meeting with Skander, I couldn’t help thinking of Fred. There were supernatural prisons all over the world. As he was underage, Fred had been sent to Bloodline Penitentiary, a place that was essentially juvie for supernaturals. I wondered if things would have been different for him if we had had a Council representative in the months when he’d attended school with us. I knew he had been sentenced to imprisonment for his actions, but I couldn’t help thinking about how frightened he was.

      Fear was something I never would have associated with Skander Rameros. But when Giselle nudged him out of his stasis, there was a wet sheen to his eyes that he couldn’t clear quickly enough.

      “What’s wrong with him?” I asked Giselle while Skander was still gripped by the last of the immobility spell.

      “The draining did not agree with him today,” she said. Her voice was cool. There was a scratch down the side of her neck. I wondered if Skander had given it to her. If he struggled before they drained him.

      It made me quiet as he spoke to me about the possibility of using the blade as an extension of my powers. “What’s wrong with you, kitten?”

      “Nothing,” I said.

      “I have a feeling you didn’t practice the thing I taught you last fortnight.”

      “I’m not allowing the sword to have free will,” I said. For the first time, a sliver of emotion broke past his calm exterior. Just the slightest spark in his eyes. I think it was the free will comment that did it.

      “Then you’ll cut off a valuable tool to spite your own face.”

      “So be it.”

      He spent the rest of the time we had together trying to get me to push my magic into the blade so that it would flame the same way the angel blades did. The only problem was that my magic was earth-based. So unless I wanted to point at something and have it grow, there wasn’t really much I could achieve with that particular skill set. At least he made no comment about the fact that it looked like a rainbow had thrown up on the blade.

      “What about your other power?”

      I stilled.

      “What other power?”

      He tilted his head to the side. “The one that hides beneath the surface of your seemingly helpless façade.”

      “We’re done for the day,” Kai said.

      He grabbed my shoulder and we were back in the portal field before the guard or Astrid had a chance to react. She appeared a second later.

      “This is beginning to become dangerous,” Astrid said. “Something is not right about him.” She considered what she was saying for a moment. “You know what I mean. Something other than the fact that he’s a psychopathic killer.”

      “Agreed,” Kai said. “I might have to speak to Gran about further visits.”

      “Excuse me!” I stamped my foot. “Don’t I get a say in this?”

      “No,” they both chimed.

      “Your safety is the priority,” Kai said. “It’s no longer safe.”

      “But –”

      “This isn’t a discussion, Blue.”

      “How am I supposed to learn how to use this thing then?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe you just shouldn’t use it.”

      “Great plan. I’ll just go back to getting my ass kicked, shall I?”

      “Weren’t the nymphs teaching you to wield it effectively?”

      I glared at him. My lips quivered. I hadn’t been into the Grove in weeks. Not since the day after my bust-up with the nymphs. I’d woken up at my normal time to go to work, but the forcefield had been erected again. I’d stormed off in a huff instead and hadn’t gone back. “I’m leaving now.”

      “Wait –”

      I shook my head. “I’m okay,” I said, purposefully not using the word fine. “I’ll find some other way to figure this out.”

      Turns out, there was no other way. Basil and I scoured the books in the library. As soon as they referenced anything that remotely mentioned demon blades, the topic veered off or away onto something else.

      Jem, the imp who helped behind the library information desk, vetoed our questions about whether there were any hidden books on the topic. “No can do, folks,” he said. “There’s a reason we don’t keep those books in the library. Anything remotely close to that was taken away after Fred Mendlesen was expelled.”

      I paced around the room, frustrated by the lack of reference material. “This is so annoying,” I said. “How do they expect us to be able to defend ourselves if we don’t understand what it is we’re defending against?”

      Sophie sat on the floor, her potions books scattered around her. “To be fair, they do teach it in the Black Magic class in third year.”

      “I’ll probably be dead by then,” I said.

      “Way to be dramatic.”

      “Perhaps if you spent a bit more time training with it,” Basil suggested.

      I skewered him with my gaze. “I’m just saying,” he said, “it feels a little like you’re trying to avoid the blade altogether.”

      “He has a point,” Sophie said. “Didn’t Skander tell you that the best way for you to learn is to become attuned to the blade? You barely touch it. It spends most of its time gathering dust under your bed.”

      “I carry it around with me all the time!”

      “Not for the past few weeks.”

      “What are you, my mother?”

      She grinned. “Sometimes it feels like it.”

      “Oh, shut up!”

      Her point was proven the next day when I turned up to Demonology 101. Charles took one look at me and groaned. “No demon blade again?” he said.

      “I can’t carry it around with me all the time,” I huffed, sinking into the chair beside Cassie.

      “With everything that’s happening right now,” Maddison interjected, “The Nephilim are all armed and ready.”

      “Well, I don’t have the luxury of dematerialising my sword whenever I feel like it,” I snapped.

      “You don’t know that. You’re too chicken to try.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Cassie placed a hand on my arm when I leaned forward. Maddison snickered and turned back around. Luckily Professor Magnus walked into the room and we continued our lesson on native mythological creatures. We were gearing up to visit the billabong soon. I had been excited last week to actually see the bunyip with my own eyes.

      I was just getting into the lesson when Maddison tossed a piece of paper onto my desk while Professor Magnus’s back was turned. I opened it to find a very skilled drawing of a chicken holding a sword in its beak.

      Cassie snorted beside me. When I turned towards her, she tried to hide her smile behind her hand. Great. Now the kids were ganging up on me too. It didn’t help that Isla and I were paired up again in Weaponry and Combat. It was like they didn’t learn.

      “Do not stab her,” Professor Eldridge said.

      “Seriously,” I asked, when she walked away, “that’s all you’re going to say on the matter?”

      She shrugged. “It was just a tiny flesh wound.”

      Isla smirked.

      “Don’t forget I know your greatest fear,” I told her.

      She flipped the handle of the sword she was holding. It spun in mid air and landed deftly in her palm again. Show off. “Don’t forget I know yours!”

      If anything, I’d wanted to forget last semester’s exams. Thankfully, this semester we had the Halloween Showcase, and we only had to pick one of our skills to perform. Maybe I wouldn’t get killed this time around.

      Isla might not be trying to injure me anymore but that didn’t mean she went easy on me either.

      “Ow!” I said when she rapped me on the wrist for the fourth or fifth time.

      She ground her teeth together. “I don’t see the point,” she said. “You’re seriously not good at this.”

      “How many times do I have to tell people that I’m human and you’re all a bunch of supernaturals? How am I expected to keep up with you?”

      “Sophie doesn’t seem to have a problem.”

      “Yeah well, good for her.”

      “I’m going to find another partner.” She huffed. “I would have thought this would be the one area where you’d be trying harder.”

      “Are you serious?” I said. “I don’t need this from you as well. I’ve already got everybody getting all up in my face about it.”

      “Boo hoo.” She rubbed her fists against her eyes like a baby. “You’ve been given the greatest weapon against the demons and all you can do is whine.”

      “Given? I bled for that blade.”

      “Ladies,” Professor Eldridge said. “This is Weaponry and Combat. Not a screaming match.”

      I hadn’t even noticed I had raised my voice. “Thanks a lot,” I hissed.

      She made an obscene gesture at me. My, how far we’d come. I was battered and bruised by the end of the lesson. Isla shoved me with her shoulder when we went to return our training swords. “You know,” she said. “If you’re not going to make use of it, give the demon blade to somebody else.”

      “I can’t just give it up,” I said. “It’s not that easy.”

      She smiled. It was like a shark when it opened its jaws. “That’s right,” she said. “It has to be taken, doesn’t it?”

      The way she said it, I got the feeling that the thought had crossed her mind. If Isla had thought about it, then I could pretty much bet she wasn’t the only one. As I was drawing the circle before I went to bed that night, I saw the hilt of the sword poking out from under the bed. When I lay down, I let my hand dangle over the edge and grip the handle.

      As always, the humming shot up my arm. I thought of Skander’s watery gaze and shuddered. I didn’t want to end up like that. I also didn’t want to be Fred, so afraid of what I could or couldn’t do that it pushed me to act recklessly.

      I was afraid of what possession of the sword meant. At the same time, I was also afraid of not having the sword. It was a no-win situation. And in a no-win situation, I rationalised that it was better to be well-armed. I fell asleep having made up my mind. If I was going to be the holder of a demon blade, I was sure as hell going to learn to use it properly.
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      They say that no matter how beautiful a painting, if you see it regularly, you eventually get used to it. It becomes background noise. I wish somebody would give Lucifer that memo. In my dream, I was lying on the floor. This cavern was freezing. Icicles hung from the ceiling. My breath came out in a puff of condensation. Every breath was laboured. The air was too thin.

      A glow of red around me had my head turning. The throb of energy pulled me back. The circle was nothing I had ever seen before. The symbols were foreign. They had been constructed from a dead language I had not yet learned.

      The figure standing above me was the only thing that I knew. I wished with everything I had that he was a stranger. Despite it all, my heart stuttered at the sight of him. It was no wonder he had been named the Morning Star. I could never have hoped to imagine anything so bright. So beautiful. A deadly beauty.

      If I could have moved, I would have crawled just to get away from him. He stepped from the circle to a portal that opened up beside the ice-covered wall.

      “I’m waiting, Alessia,” Lucifer said.

      My sight was riveted to the portal. An arm reached out of it. Unlike the portals that I’d travelled through, the barrier of this one wasn’t transparent magical energy. It was viscous and thick like a membrane. The arm was followed by yellow horns. The portal gave off a shrill sound almost like a human scream. It grew more urgent as the demon dragged the rest of its misshapen body from between the slit in the portal.

      “Welcome, my son,” Lucifer said to the demon.

      It was then that it hit me. The portal was like a birth canal. It was giving life to new demons. My stomach roiled.

      I gasped awake to the chime of the witching-hour bells. Why in the world they decided to tune the bells to three in the morning was beyond me. My clothes were soaked through with sweat, but I was shivering. The room was awash in blue light. How Sophie and Basil managed to sleep through it was beyond me. When I reached out to trace the familiar, comforting lines of the circle, my hand touched the handle of the demon blade.

      My blood felt like it had turned to ice. My teeth were chattering so hard they sounded like dice being rattled. Right then I wanted my nanna really badly. When I had nightmares as a child, I’d run into her bed and she would tell me stories until I feel asleep. Now she had the opposite problem. She wouldn’t wake.

      In one of her fairy tales, a hero would come and save the day. But this was the real world. Heroes were few and far between. I used to have this fantasy where my parents would walk in the door one day. Someone would tell me it was a mistake that they had died when I was an infant. I’d wait and watch for someone to come and rescue me.

      I was a year into living on the streets before I finally accepted that nobody was coming. Now here I was, pretending that these things weren’t happening. Even if my world now included Nephilim and demons, vampires and werelions, this still wasn’t a fairytale. I sure as heck wasn’t a princess. If there would be any saving, I would have to do it on my own.

      I gave a silent little howl in my head. Throwing the covers off me in one fell swoop, I dressed in a pair of sweats and my hoodie, grabbed the demon blade and headed out into the mist-drenched night.

      I wasn’t sure where I was headed until I stood at the entrance of the Grove. I’d taken my acceptance into the magical garden for granted. The nymphs had allowed me to stay because of my hedge magic. Now they were afraid, and I had left them to fend for themselves.

      The spell tried as it always did to keep me out. I gripped the railing despite the shock of electricity that threatened to burn my nerves. I landed with a thud on the other side.

      In the soft glow of the moonlight, the Arcana tree looked sad. It had dropped many of its lobed leaves. The ones it retained were turning yellow. Soon it wouldn’t have enough to keep itself alive. It never occurred to me that our essences were intertwined.

      Inside the cell with Skander, all I’d been able to think about was death. In the presence of nature, I refuted the conclusions I’d come to while I was afraid. Kicking off my sneakers, I let my toes sink into the soft grass. The demon blade wanted to be an instrument for evil. I wouldn’t allow it to do that ever again. Closing my eyes, I sank into that quiet mental place where the swell of my earth magic pooled.

      I had begun to understand over these past few months that my aversion to bringing things back to life had something to do with my connection to Azrael. His edict was to ferry the dead to their final resting place. There was a balance to it that I had refused to mess with. The Arcana tree wasn’t dead.

      I pointed the demon blade at its trunk. Grabbing on to a handful of blue light, I directed it through the blade. The metal warmed in my hands. It jerked, trying to fight off the command not to do harm. Biting my bottom lip, I sliced my thumb open and allowed the blood to trickle onto the blade.

      Heal, I commanded the blade. The blue light blossomed. It lit the blade up like fire to gasoline. Like a fire it jumped from the tip of the blade to the Arcana tree. As soon as the magic touched it, the tree burst forth with new growth. I held the sword there, directing magic to the tree until the soft green growth matured. The cells thickened so that they no longer required external assistance.

      Every step of the way the blade attempted to push back at my command. Whenever it tried to defy me, I branded it with another circle. I could feel its will resisting. It was a blade made to kill. One day, I promised it. I knew for certain now it wasn’t a lie.

      The promise seemed to soothe it. The rattling eased. I opened my eyes to find a tree smothered in lush growth.

      Smiling, I went to get the watering can. I was making a second trip for water when they attacked. Kai had been right. I’d gotten off easily the first time. Where they were beautiful when they were placid, they became feral when they were mad. It was like one of those curses where they turned into monsters at night. Two-inch claws adorned their once-delicate cuticles. Their mouths snarled to reveal sharp teeth.

      I wasn’t proud of the scream, but I couldn’t help it. My shock at their appearance was second to my thundering fear as they attempted to scratch and bite me. I dropped the blade and ran. But only far enough away to get them off my tail. I was almost to the fence when I circled back and crept towards the glade again. I passed the trunk of an oak tree. My shoeless feet rolled over acorns.

      Hmmm. I filled my pockets with them. Two could play that game.

      The nymphs were circling around the dropped blade. They swiped at it with their claws. The sword hissed. A stream of smoke wafted up where they touched it, but their claws could do it no damage. I didn’t have great aim. As clearly evidence by my mediocre performance with a bow. But I had volume. Picking up handfuls of the acorns, I began launching them at the nymphs. They screamed their rage, trying to find me in the underbrush. But I’d already anticipated their attack. Cloaking myself with an invisibility circle, I glided around the trees, narrowly escaping but remaining hidden. Whenever I got a chance, I hurled more acorns at them. Some of them even hit their target. The acorns were much bigger missiles to the nymphs than they were for me.

      The gold nymph took one to the head. She gave a little whimper and dropped to the ground. Shit!

      I stepped out of the shadows and raced over. The nymphs spat their displeasure at me. “You attacked me first!” I roared. They were propping the gold nymph up. Without thinking, I ran and picked an Arcana fruit off the laden tree.

      They broke out into another chorus of protests. “Really?” I yelled. “What good is it just sitting there on the tree?”

      The purple nymph raked her claws across my forearm. I yelped and dropped the fruit. It rolled along the floor and came to a stop inside the circle of nymphs. “Stop it!” I said, raising my finger at them. “If I’d wanted to hurt you, I could have easily done it. I’m not part of the Sisterhood. But I’m going to get very annoyed the next time somebody tries to scratch me.”

      I picked off a small part of the Arcana flesh and offered it to the gold nymph. She sniffed and took it, taking a bite. Her rumpled appearance transformed instantly. She fluttered her wings and lifted herself off the ground.

      The purple nymph’s appearance morphed before my eyes. They all began to change a moment later. When they were back to their usual breathtaking selves, the purple nymph chattered at me.

      “I’m no good at fighting,” I told her. “I need to be better.”

      She placed her two hands on either side of her head with her fingers out in imitation of horns. I nodded. “They’re coming. I don’t know how soon. Most of the Council don’t believe me. I need to be ready.”

      She pointed at me. And then at the shadows cast by the trees. I had a feeling she was indicating another foe. The Soul Sisterhood.

      “I’m not sure,” I said. “Why would they come here?”

      But the answer was obvious when I really thought about it. A tree that revived supernaturals and allowed humans to better accept the supernatural world around them? If I was an anti-supernatural zealot, I’d want to get rid of it too.

      “I need you to trust me,” I said to her. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      They hovered around each other in a circle. Their mouths were moving but their speech had become so high-pitched I couldn’t hear it at all. Finally, Purple Nymph glided over. She clapped her hands in front of her. A purple spark of energy swept over the glade in a wave of tingling across my skin. I had a feeling they had lifted the ban against me from the Grove. Not that it had been that effective. That’s when I understood completely the fear they had of the Soul Sisterhood.

      There was nowhere the assassins couldn’t infiltrate. Their connection to the earth gave them the home advantage. I couldn’t understand at all why low-magic users were considered the lesser part of the race.

      Purple Nymph pointed at my demon blade. I stepped over and picked it up. She waved her hands in a frenzy, indicating the Ley lines. I knew what it was she wanted. Sinking into a cross-legged sitting position, I closed my eyes. The image before me shifted from the multi-layered greens of the Grove to the starry, coloured backdrop of the Ley lines. My breath evened out. I reached out to touch the little motes of colour.

      Overhead, the warning bell for the first classes rang. When I opened my eyes, the Grove was bathed in light. All of the nymphs were gone except for Purple.

      “How long was I in there?”

      Her movement was slow when she turned to me. “Two hours,” she said in perfectly even speech. My eyes widened. I could actually see her wings flapping. Normally, they were just a glittery purple blur. She pointed to the sun in the sky.

      It was time for me to go. I was smiling as I raced back to my room to change. For the first time since I’d gotten the demon blade, it didn’t feel like such a weight on my shoulders.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28

          

        

      

    

    
      A note arrived for me halfway through Magic History. I opened it to find a message from Jacqueline to say that she would like to meet with me at lunchtime. Frowning, I could just imagine what it was about. Kai had opened his big mouth and now she was going to pull the plug on the meetings with Skander.

      I was scowling when I met Sophie and told her I had to skip lunch because of the meeting.

      “Okay, but don’t be late for Weaponry and Combat,” she said. “We’re getting our Halloween Showcase assignments today.”

      Like I could forget. It wasn’t likely that I would be assigned my final exam as part of the Weaponry and Combat Showcase anyway. I was literally at the bottom of the class, to Kai’s irritation. If I stayed there, it would mean points off our House total at the end of the semester. It was like he’d forgotten all about my stellar results from last semester.

      Alex waved me right in when I arrived at Jacqueline’s office. She wasn’t alone. Lounging in one of the chairs in front of her desk was none other than the snitch himself.

      Kai was leaning back in the chair, its two front legs lifted off the ground. His left leg was propped on the side of Jacqueline’s desk for leverage. I had the urge to kick out the back legs of his chair, but I had a feeling that would do me more damage than him.

      “Lex,” Jacqueline said. There was laughter in her smile. “Please take a seat. I’m sorry for cutting into your break.”

      There was a knock on the door just as I sat down. “Come in.”

      Alex arrived with a trolley of food. My hollow stomach dipped. He set up the plates of sandwiches, pastries, and fruit on Jacqueline’s cleared desk. A pitcher each of sparkling water and orange juice came next.

      “Thank you, Alex.” She turned to me. “Help yourself.”

      I was starving. That was a given. I was always starving. It took a lot of energy for me to keep up with all these supernaturals. There was a stone in my gut. The thought of eating when my fate was about to be decided made me nauseated.

      “You’re not in trouble, Lex.”

      “I know,” I said. I hadn’t bloody done anything wrong. Until now I’d purposefully been ignoring Kai and he’d allowed it. He leaned forward, grabbed a serving plate and heaped it with food. When he set it down in front of me, I had to resist the urge to throw it at his head. Bickering with him in front of his grandmother was not a wise move on any day.

      I cleared my throat. “I want to continue learning from Skander,” I said. Let’s face it, I wasn’t your beat-around-the-bush type of girl.

      Kai choked on the juice he’d just sipped. He thumped his chest to stop from coughing. Jacqueline’s crystal blue eyes crinkled in confusion. “I’m not sure I understand,” Jacqueline said. “Is there a suggestion that you should stop?”

      I glanced at Kai out of the corner of my eye. He brushed his fingers through his hair, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees. “He’s been getting a little sketchy,” Kai said. “Astrid and I are reviewing the situation.”

      Jacqueline tapped fingers on her chin. She took a polite bite out of her sandwich. “Not really the conversation I had hoped to have over lunch,” she said.

      I looked from one of them back to the other. “Then why did you summon me here?”

      She laughed. Kai dropped his head onto his fist. There was a dusky pink hue running down his neck. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought he was uncomfortable.

      “It’s called an ambush, my dear,” Jacqueline said.

      It finally dawned on me what was happening. Now I was the one blushing. My mouth opened but nothing came out.

      “Don’t look like that, Lex,” Jacqueline said. “This is a new experience for all of us.”

      I shoved my hands into the sleeves of my top and crossed them over my chest. Like that would be some kind of barrier to this suddenly mortifying situation.

      “I’m sorry if I’m making you uncomfortable,” she said. She narrowed her eyes at Kai. “It’s just that if I didn’t take matters into my own hands, I would never get my foot in.”

      “Maybe that’s a sign to mind your own business, Gran,” Kai said.

      She turned her nose up at him. “This is my business. I don’t want to have to hear about things second-hand from Cassie.”

      Oh my God.

      “Do I really need to be here?” I asked. “I’ve got a very important sorting class coming up that I need to brush up on.”

      “Don’t even think about leaving,” Kai snapped.

      “Stop giving me orders!”

      He glared at me. I glared back. There was an apple on the fruit plate. It would make an excellent weapon. Kai arched his scarred brow. The motion sent a tingle all the way through me. Dammit he was gorgeous.

      “Don’t you dare, Blue. You’ve got terrible aim.”

      I saw red. “Well, your circles look like they’ve been drawn by a turtle on acid,” I spat back. Jacqueline burst out laughing. I couldn’t help staring. It was the first time I’d seen or heard real mirth from her. She’d always been kind to me but there was a polite professionalism about it. This was new.

      “At least I don’t have to worry about her holding her own against you,” Jacqueline said. She winked at me.

      “You have no idea,” Kai muttered under his breath. Lucky for him he was smiling, so I decided to rethink throwing something at his head. He nudged my plate towards me. I could feel him fighting the urge to give me another order. This was going to grate on my last nerve.

      “Are you hungry?” he asked.

      I gave him a look that said I knew exactly what he was doing, but I picked up a sandwich, nonetheless. The silence stretched out. It was apparent that the only thing we all had in common was the Academy. They seemed content to just be present in each other’s company. I was in awkward-ville.

      Given my background, it wasn’t a stretch to say the boys weren’t exactly beating down my door. Sometimes Kai would say something to me, and I had to shake myself because I was suddenly hit with a wave of incredulity. Like I couldn’t believe this was actually happening. Sufficed to say my experience at making conversations with boyfriends’ relatives was non-existent. Sitting there shovelling food into my mouth at breakneck speed was going to give me indigestion. I wracked my brain for something to say.

      Jacqueline must have sensed my frantic thoughts because she nodded towards the demon blade strapped to my back.

      “I see you’ve started carrying it around with you again,” she said. I nodded.

      “I had a meeting with the nymphs this morning.”

      This made Kai put down his plate. “And?”

      “We’ve come to an understanding.”

      He blew out a breath and rubbed his jaw. “Good. I’m tired of the complaints about them terrorising the other students.”

      “Oh, so it’s okay for them to terrorise me?”

      He grinned, pushing his chair back again. “You thrive on adversity.”

      I had to look away from the suddenly dark edge to his features or we’d be in trouble. “They’re going to try and teach me to be faster,” I said, my voice a little husky. “I may have to learn how to meditate properly.”

      Kai narrowed his eyes at me. “What did I say to you months ago?”

      “Don’t start.”

      I could see his jaw flexing like he was trying so hard to stop himself from saying I told you so. Thankfully, Jacqueline interjected. “Professor Eldridge and I have regular meditation sessions,” she said. “You’re welcome to join us.”

      I tried not to smile at the idea of the two Amazons in yoga pants and sweatshirts doing meditation. If that’s what it took, I wouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth.

      “I’d love to!”

      “Fantastic! I’ll send you the schedule. Just come whenever it doesn’t clash with your other commitments.”

      Kai coughed, suddenly looking pale. There was a calculating gleam in his eyes as he watched me and then turned his attention to his grandmother. I had a feeling he didn’t relish the idea of us spending time without him. Somebody was too much of a control freak.

      I felt marginally better when the warning bell for class rang. “Thanks for lunch,” I said. “I really have to run.”

      Kai moved with me, opening the door for me on our way out. Jacqueline’s office wasn’t in the same section as the rest of our classes. The hallways here were less crowded and there tended to be more teachers about than students.

      We were walking past what I thought was a supply closet when Kai wrapped his arm around my waist and dragged me inside. It turned out to be a small atrium that I hadn’t ever noticed. My interest would have been piqued had it not been for the six-foot-something Nephilim pressing me up against the closed door.

      His head dipped as he placed his palms on either side of my shoulders. “I’m going to be late,” I breathed.

      “I’ll teleport you.”

      He kissed me. Some things you got used to out of sheer repetition. I didn’t think I’d ever get used to the sensation of his lips on mine. Or the spark of fire that ignited in my gut as his scent wrapped around me. When he gripped my jaw, the pressure was at fiery odds with the gentleness of his tongue sliding across my lower lip.

      The demon blade rattled behind my back. There was a moment of blinding clarity when the blade’s intentions shattered through me. It wanted to hurt him.

      I gasped. The panic had me pressing back so hard against the blade that I knew I was going to have a bruised spine.

      “What’s wrong?” Kai said. He pulled back just enough so that there was a sliver of distance between our lips.

      “Nothing,” I said. “I’m just conscious of the time.”

      I’m sure that’s what every guy wanted to hear while he was kissing you. Let it not be said that Alessia Hastings didn’t know how to keep a guy on his toes. Darkness bled into his bright green eyes.

      “Blue.”

      “Yes?”

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      I drew out a sigh even as the blade continued to wrestle with my command. “A lot of things,” I said. “If you only knew what goes on in my head.”

      I’d meant it as a joke but something in the way his brow furrowed made my heart clench. He started to move away but I grabbed the front of his shirt. He stilled. I swallowed hard. It was in my very nature to be evasive. That’s how you got good at lying. He cupped my cheek and tilted my head up.

      “Trust me,” he said. My heart just about broke at the vulnerability in that statement. I would trust him, had trusted him with my life. This time, it was my soul he wanted. I closed my eye and took a slow breath. When I opened them, Kai was staring at me, his mouth slightly ajar.

      “The demon blade wants me to hurt you,” I said.

      His gaze settled on the blade at my back. “Just me?”

      “No. Everybody. It wants me to cut a path back to its true master.”

      Kai’s top lip curled. If he were a shifter his chest would be rumbling with pent-up aggression. I splayed my palms against the muscles in his stomach. Reaching down, he placed his hands over mine. His expression turned soft. I wasn’t finished.

      “I see him still,” I said. There was no need to say who. “And I don’t think they’re dreams. He’s planning something. And I’m pretty sure I’m a part of it.”

      “The Sisterhood?”

      I shook my head. “They’re the other side of that same coin.”

      “You think they’re back for you?”

      “I think they’re back because of something I did. They must know he’s resurfaced.”

      He braced his hand over my collarbone. I hadn’t even noticed that I was shaking. “Whatever happens,” Kai said. “You’re not alone. This isn’t your responsibility. The Council, such as they are, will do something.”

      “I know. Except the Council don’t have a rogue demon blade wearing down their will or the possibility of coming from the Sisterhood lineage.”

      He brushed my cheek with his thumb, drawing my thoughts away from all the gloom. “We’ll figure it out together,” he said. “Just don’t go silent on me.”

      I gave him a half smile. He wouldn’t have accepted it if not for the final bell ringing. Brushing his lips against mine, he teleported me right to Weaponry and Combat. I steeled my spine and pushed the door open. I wouldn’t go silent. Never again.
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      It came as a surprise to nobody that I wasn’t even being considered for the Halloween Showcase in this class. We were supposed to pick our strongest assets to display to the Council and parents when they visited. It was a yearly tradition held over the Halloween week. There were competitions, festivals, and of course, the traditional dressing up.

      As an Aussie, I didn’t get it. Those students who were from the United States were bouncing all over the walls.

      “I heard they have even done field trips where students get to go and visit the mortal countries,” I said. Halloween was the one night in the year where a goblin could blend into a crowd.

      “They do,” Sophie said. “But I’m not sure how that’s going to work this year with all the precautions happening.”

      “That sucks.”

      What sucked more was when I managed to get a glance at Professor Eldridge’s clipboard to find my name right at the very bottom of the page. I was definitely going to get points taken off me for sure.

      In Arcane Magic, Professor Mortimer pulled me aside. “Have you had your Herbology class yet?” he asked.

      “Not until tomorrow.”

      He scratched at his beard. “I would like for you to consider magic circles as your showcase topic. I know there are third-years in the class, but your natural affinity for them might give you an advantage.”

      Brigid chose that exact moment to sidle past. She heard the tail end of the professor’s words and bristled. Snapping her mouth shut, she stormed off. That was just a powder keg waiting to explode.

      “I’ll think about it, professor.”

      Kai approached me midway through class. He raised his brow when I stepped a little away from him. He was always invading my personal space. It was like he didn’t understand there were personal boundaries or something.

      “Did Mortimer ask you to showcase for this class?” he asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Are you going to?”

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure. I want to see what Peter and Thalia say tomorrow.” While I enjoyed both classes, Herbology was more my speed. I knew that despite the things I could do with plants, many of the supernaturals still considered it to be a useless magical field. They just weren’t creative enough.

      “Make sure you pick something,” he said. “And it better be something good because right now your point score is at a plateau.”

      “Beg your pardon?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      I snorted. What was I thinking when I thought maybe being romantically involved with him would cut me some slack.“Yes, sir!” I saluted him.

      He showed me his canines. “Maybe you should go work on your magic circles,” I harped.

      “No need. I’m already showcasing in Combat.”

      “Of course you are. I’d hate for you to be a one-dimensional meathead.”

      He almost choked on his laughter. “You know you’re not very nice, Blue?”

      “I’ll be nice when there’s something to be nice about!”

      There was a second of taut silence where the electricity seemed to buzz against my skin. Kai glanced at my mouth. I stepped back farther. No way was I going to let him kiss me in the middle of class.

      He grinned, knowing exactly where my thoughts had scattered. He held up a piece of chalk.

      “If anybody says anything, I’ll deny it,” he said, “But I came here to ask if you would help me straighten up my circles.”

      He shoved at my back when I stood there with my mouth open. There were so many snarky remarks on my tongue that they created a bottleneck trying to come out all at once. “Don’t say a word!” he growled.

      I snatched the chalk off him and laughed.

      Sophie decided to play it safe and showcase for Potions and Alchemy. She was neck and neck with one of the Fae girls in our class. “I’m torn,” I said to her at the end of our lesson the next day. “I know you’re my best friend but she’s in my House. Who am I supposed to cheer for?”

      She held up a stick of cinnamon with a red string tied around it at me. “If you don’t root for me, I’ll curse you with terrible body odour for the rest of your life. We’ll see how close Kai wants to get to you after that.”

      I couldn’t help smiling at her. She didn’t normally get so competitive but there were perks for winning the Showcase. There was a small cash prize for every winner, and for Potions it came with a new, state-of-the-art cauldron.

      Peter sidelined me as soon as I walked into Herbology. When Thalia saw us, she came over. “The rest of you please continue weeding the garlic plot,” she told the class.

      “Teacher’s pet,” Roland muttered at me on his way into the classroom. I tried to take a swipe at him, but dwarfs could be quick too.

      “Has Bruce spoken to you?” Peter asked.

      I thought it was hilarious that he called all the professors by their first names. That’s how we found out Professor Eldridge’s real name was Merewether and not Mercy as she liked to be called. Not that anyone would dare refer to her as anything other than Professor Eldridge. Nobody had a death wish.

      “He has,” I said.

      “I know Arcane Magic has a bigger incentive,” Thalia said, “But you’ll have less competition in this category.”

      “We can hear you, you know,” Roland called out.

      “I’m glad, Mr. Pierce, because that last tray of mushrooms you produced was sub-standard!”

      Roland ducked his head. I had a feeling he had chosen this class at the end of last semester because Sophie was in it. He and Trey were just in here to goof around.

      “What do you think?” Peter said. I wondered if he was asking me because there weren’t many candidates to begin with. There were only five other low-magic hedge witches in the Academy. The rest of the stronger elementals were of the Fae race. Something suddenly occurred to me.

      “Who is the third-year Herbology candidate?” I asked.

      “Brigid Harcourt.”

      Of course it was. “I thought she was a wind elemental?”

      “She is. The Fae often have more than one speciality.”

      I had a feeling I knew why she had chosen Herbology instead. There were no age rules in the Showcase. If you chose to run with a category, you were up against everybody. It was normal for the older students to win.

      “Okay,” I said. “I’ll take the test in Herbology.”

      Peter clapped me on the back. “Do you want to break the news to Bruce or should I?” he asked Thalia. Of the Fae, she had always been the loveliest person to me. Now her bright eyes sparked with mirth.

      “Let’s do it together.”

      They moved off and I went to my plot where I had spent a great deal of time weeding and adding mulch. Roland had given me so much shit when I’d made the comfrey and nettle tea to feed the plants. I had to admit it stank to high heaven and left a lingering smell on my hands. Now it was paying dividends because my garlic was twice the size of anyone else’s.

      Sophie and I were floating on an academic high when we arrived back at the dorm to change for dinner.

      When we opened the door, Basil was waiting there balancing an envelope on his head. “This came for you,” he said. “It arrived by portal from Seraphina.”

      I looked at Sophie, but she shrugged. Taking the envelope from him, I tore it open. The card stock was really thick. There was an invitation inside.

      “Ooh,” I said. “You’re not going to like this.”

      “What now?” she said.

      I read the invitation out to her. “Miss Alessia Hastings and Miss Sophie Mwansa are cordially invited to the Supernatural Council Appointment Ceremony.”

      She groaned before I could finish. “So it’s really happening,” she said.

      “Looks like it.”

      “I suppose we’ll need new clothes.”

      I balked. “Why?”

      “You’ve been to Seraphina,” she said.

      “Yes. To the archives and the prison.”

      “Jeez,” she said. “Kai really knows how to show a girl a good time.” She flapped her hand. “There’s no way I’m going to walk into a room full of Nephilim in anything less than a ball gown.”

      I thought of how uncomfortable those dresses were. I’d never had the chance to acclimate to fancy clothes. Now that I was at the Academy I practically lived in jeans and sneakers. Then it dawned on me why I couldn’t get a new dress anyway. I was flat broke. It almost made me smile.

      Sophie had a glint in her eye, though. I didn’t like it. My radar was on high alert as we made our way to the dining hall. Obviously, the Nephilim had gotten their invitations too because the chatter at their table was louder than usual. The girls were practically speaking in nymph decibels.

      “Did you guys get an invitation?” Diana asked when we sat down at our outer-rim table.

      “Yeah,” Sophie said. Some of that shine she’d had on the way here dimmed a little.

      “You’ll still be friends with us lowly nobodies when you’re a Councilwoman’s daughter won’t you?”

      “Very funny.”

      Diana chuckled. “What are you going to wear?”

      I was going to roll into my pauper speech when Kai appeared out of nowhere. He slotted himself between Sophie and me, practically nudging her over.

      “Excuse you!” Sophie said. She huffed and went to sit on the other side of the table next to Diana. Kai grinned at her. Look at that, we had the same reaction to his smile.

      “You got your invitation to the party.” It wasn’t even a question. He reached over and took a fry off my plate. Oh hell no! He might be insanely hot, but nothing excused someone from taking food from me.

      I tried to slap his hand, but he was too quick. “Not good at sharing,” Kai said. “Noted.”

      “Was there something you wanted?” I asked. My whole face was flaming from the looks Diana and Sophie were giving us. I didn’t even want to widen my peripheral vision because I knew half the room followed him wherever he went.

      “Do you have something to wear?” he asked.

      My eyes flicked to Sophie who was suddenly very interested in something on her plate. “Yes.”

      “Blue.”

      “I said yes.” He waited. I realised he wasn’t going anywhere. Neither of us was surprised when I broke down. “Okay, no I don’t. But I don’t see what the big deal is. Maybe I’ll just wear the dress from the solstice ball.”

      His lips tipped up into a smile that made me think he was remembering that night. I couldn’t think about it without my stomach flipping either. While I was distracted, he slid something across the table towards me. It looked like a credit card, but it was made of black metal. There was a scattering of crystals in the metal that made it shimmer.

      “What’s that?” I asked. I didn’t want to touch it. Like it was an explosive.

      “The key to my manna account.”

      I heard Diana’s sharp inhale.

      “Thanks, but I’ll be fine.”

      He took in a long breath, exhaled, and picked up the card. Pressing it into my hand, he held it there. “Can you for once not fight me on something?” he said.

      “I’m not going to another formal event with another dress that you bought me.”

      “Why not?”

      Why not? If I had thought my friends were going to help me come up with an excuse, I was sorely mistaken. They were just sitting there with stars and hearts in their eyes. “I…”

      “You don’t have any money, right?” Kai said.

      “Way to rub it in.”

      He massaged his jaw. “You’re going to kill me, you know that?”

      “What does it matter what I wear?” Now I was just being obstinate to prove a point.

      He ground his teeth. “I don’t care if you turn up in a potato sack,” he said. “But just so my ego doesn’t take more of a battering, if you want a new dress, the offer is there.”

      He stood up and walked off.

      Diana glared at me. “Why are you being a jerk?”

      “How am I being a jerk?”

      “Aren’t you guys going out? You flinch whenever he tries to touch you in public and now you don’t accept a gift. It’s like you’re purposefully trying to sabotage it.”

      I was running before the last of what she said sank in. I caught up to him outside the Academy doors. I could tell by the way he arched his back that he was about to sprout wings and fly off. He probably had guard duty.

      “Kai!”

      He turned around. There was always a shadow lurking within the depths of his eyes but right now it was stalking on the surface.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, reaching out for him. It was in his nature to be protective. Despite the insult, he enclosed me in his arms. The wings that had materialised on his back formed a barrier, blocking out everything else. “I can’t help pushing back. I’m not used to people just handing me things without there being a catch.”

      The hard line of his jaw softened. “Make it up to me by buying something really short,” he said. Heat crawled up my neck. I ducked my head. There was a part of me that was still grappling with the idea of Malachi Pendragon being attracted to me. He tilted my head up. His mouth was gentle when he took my lips in a sweet kiss that had my insides curling. I felt like I was falling. Lucky he was holding me upright.

      “You drive me insane, Blue,” he said. “But I wouldn’t have you any other way.” He kissed me again. This one was short and urgent. “I have to go. Curtis needs me to cover him.”

      He stepped back a few paces and lifted up into the air. I walked back to the dining hall in a daze. Honestly, how had this become my life?

      Sophie gave me the biggest, smuggest grin on the planet. I turned on my heel and marched over to where Max sat with a bunch of his shifter friends and Evan.

      “Hey,” I said. I could feel daggers being thrown at me from our table, but I didn’t care.

      “Hi,” Max said. “I see you’re carrying the blade around again.”

      Urgh. “Don’t even start with me. Do you want to go to the Council Ball with Sophie?”

      The table went quiet. That was the thing about shifters. They were a rowdy bunch. If things ever went quiet, you were usually in trouble.

      “Why isn’t she asking me herself?” Max said. His eyes had turned a bright gold.

      “Maybe because you show her that face every time she gets near you. Yes or no, Maximus?”

      I was the one with a smug smile when I sat back down at our table.

      “What did you do?” Sophie said, her expression stricken.

      When I told her, the look she gave me said that demons weren’t the thing I should be most worried about while I slept.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            30

          

        

      

    

    
      Sophie didn’t speak to me for two days. By the third day, Basil had had enough of the growing silence. “Why don’t you apologise?” he asked me. I was pulling on my sweats for my first morning meditation session.

      “I’m not apologising because I didn’t do anything wrong,” I said. “Besides, she’s not really angry. She’ll get over it tomorrow when we have to go shopping for dresses.”

      She’d stormed out of the room once again this morning. Well before I’d even had to get up to go to the Grove.

      “She seems pretty angry to me.”

      “Trust me.”

      Meditation turned out not to be one of those things you could pick up in a single session. I had such a hard time concentrating that I was constantly fidgeting and thinking about other things. Like what if Sophie really was mad and she wouldn’t forgive me by the time the ceremony rolled around.

      We were sitting in the conservatory that was attached to the teacher’s lounge. Yet another building I had never had cause to enter. Professor Mortimer had given me a curt nod as I walked in. He was a bit put out at me for not picking Arcane Magic as my showcase talent. Everybody was getting all worked up over nothing.

      “Do you have ants in your pants?” Professor Eldridge asked, after I kind of almost fell asleep and toppled to the side.

      “I can’t seem to get my mind to go blank without getting drowsy,” I said.

      “Kids these days.” She said this to Jacqueline like I wasn’t even there. For two Amazons, they were very good at this Zen thing. I was also trying not to notice that neither of them had an inch of cellulite on them. They were indeed wearing gym clothing of the stretchiest material. Everything was trim and taut, though.

      “Concentrate on your breathing,” Jacqueline said. “When you feel like your thoughts are about to stray, bring it back to breathing in and out. I know you have a lot on your mind at the moment but try and push that out of the way.”

      After another hour or so, I thought I was getting the hang of it. Or at least I wasn’t falling asleep. I resolved to try and take more time out of my day to practice. That was not something I could do in the middle of classes, though.

      We were gearing up for exam preparation. Everybody was all abuzz about the Halloween Showcase. Many of them had signed up to be part of the preparation committee. At lunch, Sophie and I sat at opposite ends of the table.

      “This isn’t awkward at all,” Trey said. “What did you do to her?”

      I shot him a dirty look and said nothing.

      “Listen,” Sasha said. “If I wanted to be ignored and given a verbal bashing just for being alive, I would sit with the Fae.”

      “Just eat your lunch,” I said.

      Diana was the only one who was acting normally. She spoke to Sophie and me in turn, making easy conversation. We were halfway through the meal when somebody cleared their throat. Sophie all but fainted when Max appeared behind her. Diana pressed her boot down on my foot. She was sitting beside me. I tried to pinch her thigh. Her boots were industrial weight. It was killing me.

      “Can I talk to you?” Max asked Sophie.

      She glared at me like she wanted to set me on fire. Max didn’t give her a chance to answer. He curled his fingers around her arm and pretty much dragged her out of the dining hall.

      “Should we do something about that?” Roland asked. I pressed my lips together. For the first time I felt a little bad. I wondered if Roland was still harbouring a crush on Sophie.

      “Don’t you dare,” Diana said.

      We waited for her to return. The clocked ticked by. Ten minutes. Twenty. At the half-hour mark, I started getting worried. “I’m going to check on her,” I said.

      “Be prepared to have your face ripped off,” Trey said. “And that’s just Sophie. I don’t even know what Max will do.”

      “I’m coming with you,” Diana said.

      We searched all over the common areas but couldn’t find them. “How much do you want to bet he’s dragged her off to the Shifter Run?” Diana asked.

      The Run was a large enclosed area where the shifters on campus could go to have free rein. It was their portion of the grounds. Now that she’d said it, I realised that was probably the perfect place for a lion shifter pumped full of testosterone to take his captive.

      His captive.

      “Shit,” I said. “What if he’s gone furry?”

      Diana and I started running. The gate to the enclosure wasn’t locked during the day but there was a shifter guard at the door. Diana and I were decidedly not shifters.

      “What’s your business here?” the heavily muscled Asian man asked.

      “We’re looking for a friend,” I said. “She’s about five-seven, dark skin, cheeky smile.”

      I could tell by the flare of yellow in his eyes that he’d seen her recently. “You’ve got five minutes.” He stepped aside.

      “That was easy,” I said.

      “Unlike some of the other races, the shifters like unsuspecting people trespassing on their property,” Diana said. “Their motto is: Prey is prey.”

      I grew green. “We’d better hurry.”

      We raced around the enclosure which was divided into four quadrants with different terrain conditions in each one. I almost had a heart attack when we found Max and Sophie in the savannah quadrant. He had her backed up against a rocky outcrop. There was literally a lion sitting on the lip of the rock. It was sunning itself. We couldn’t see much of Sophie because Max’s body blocked her from view. As we neared, she made what I thought was a distressed sound. Diana attacked. She wasn’t armed but that had never stopped her before. Before I knew what was happening, she was barrelling into Max’s side. He barely moved but it was enough for me to grab Sophie and yank her away.

      “Lex!” Was she breathless from fear or exhilaration? I couldn’t tell. Her clothing was all rumpled. There was a tear in her shirt. A growl filtered through the muggy air of the savannah. The lion on the outcrop yawned. The one on the ground with us grabbed Diana by the waist and lifted her off the floor with one arm. He held her suspended and turned on me. She tried to kick at him, but he was almost a fully grown lion shifter. Our odds were not good.

      “Will you guys stop?” Sophie cried.

      “What did he do to you?” I screamed.

      Max’s partially shifted head was ferocious. He opened his mouth and roared again. My heart thumped in my chest. Somehow the demon blade was in my hands. He formed words in that gaping mouth of his. I couldn’t really understand because his jaw was unhinged, but I thought he said, “What are you going to do with that little stick of yours?”

      I tried to lunge but something caught my shirt. Sophie dragged me backwards.

      “I said stop!” she screamed. “All of you!”

      She stepped in front of me. Max roared again.

      “Screw you!” I roared back at him. Diana kneed him in the face. When I sidestepped from behind Sophie, he threw Diana at me. I stumbled when I tried to catch her. We both went crashing to the ground. The rumble that came out of Max’s chest next was more of a laugh than a roar.

      When we managed to untangle ourselves, he was back in his human form, his shirt in shreds, revealing a chest that was almost, almost as jaw-dropping as Kai’s.

      I was not placated.

      Pushing up to a standing position, I raised my fists. “Yeah right,” Max said. “I’ve seen you in Weaponry and Combat. You’re just going to hurt yourself.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      Sophie leaped to my side and snatched my hands before I could complete the circle. She shook me. “Stop!”

      It occurred to me then that she was speaking to me again. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. Why did you guys come running in here?”

      Diana dusted herself off. “It’s been like an hour and you didn’t come back.”

      “An hour?” Sophie said. She glanced up at Max, her dark skin glowing almost as coppery as his eyes.

      “Lost track of time,” he said.

      “You sure you’re okay?” I pressed. I did not like the way Max kept watching her. He tracked every inch of her movement.

      “Yes.” She picked a twig out of my hair. “You guys are worse than the shifters back home.”

      “We have class.” I waved my hand in front of her face because she wasn’t paying attention to me anymore. “Portions and Alchemy. You have your showdown with Celeste. Hello?”

      She startled. Oh brother.

      “We’re leaving now,” I announced. “Probably best that you stay here if you feel like beating your chest.” Max was not amused.

      I had to practically drag Sophie away.

      Diana started giggling when we left the Run. I joined her a second later. Sophie was flame red.

      “I take it I’m forgiven,” I said.

      She pressed her hands to her cheeks. “I don’t know if I can handle him. They’ve got some practices that aren’t exactly civil.”

      “I’ll handle him if you want,” Diana offered.

      I doubled over laughing. We were ten minutes late to Potions, but Sophie, a consummate student, didn’t even care.
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      Basil marched in front of us towards the portal. After copious hours of begging, Jacqueline had given him permission to go to Rivia if he promised to stay with me at all times.

      “Hurry up!” he grit out.

      “Hang on!” I said, struggling to keep up. Sophie was even farther behind. “What’s your hurry? You’re not meeting up with those weir – those MirrorNet people until tonight.”

      “I’d like to be able to get my bearings,” he said.

      “You can forget about that. Jacqueline said that you’re only allowed to go as long as you have a chaperone. We don’t want any more mishaps for the school.”

      “Sophie!” Basil called out. “Move those legs.”

      By the time she caught up, she was barely able to breathe. “This –” she gulped air, “is completely ridiculous.”

      To be fair, Basil has been cooped up inside the Academy for months. Even when we went to Zambia he had to remain behind for a lot of our trips. I didn’t want to give him too hard a time.

      We slipped through the portal and landed at the Rivia checkpoint on the other side. It was only a minute away from the Mwansa’s apartment.

      “Hi!” Nora greeted us. Despite the poor circumstances, I threw my arms around her neck.

      “Congratulations,” I said. “You did it!”

      She hugged me back. “We did it. This was your idea, remember.”

      “I was just running my mouth off. You made it a reality! Can we please look into where vamp blood juice comes from?”

      She bustled us inside.

      “Where’s your mirror?” Basil asked.

      He spoke too soon. When we entered the living room to the right of the foyer, there were mirrors of all shapes and sizes on almost every surface. “Holy moly!” Basil said. He looked like a doll in a candy store. “What’s going on here?”

      Nora pressed a hand to her forehead. “We’ve been taking a lot of connections,” she said. “It’s just easier sometimes to speak to a few people at once.”

      “I’ll say,” Mani said, coming out from the back of the house. “Hi, girls! Basil!”

      Basil was already making a connection of his own, though. He was oblivious to us. “Is anybody hungry?” Mani asked.

      “No, Dad,” Sophie said. “But we want to get a move on with dress shopping.”

      “Speak for yourself,” I said.

      She glared at me. Now that she was over the shock of the Max situation, she was antsy about getting prepared for the ball next week. Diana and I had tried to twist her arm as much as possible, but she refused to tell us what had been going on before we barged in with our failed rescue attempt.

      “I had a feeling that might be the case,” Mani said. “I’ll go and slip on my comfortable shoes.”

      “You really don’t have to come along, Dad.”

      “I know, honey. But it’s better to be safe than sorry. This close to the ball, who knows what might happen.”

      I hooked Sophie around the neck. “Get used to it,” I said. “This is what it’s going to be like to be First Daughter of the Low Magic Guild.” I was laughing but she didn’t find it very funny.

      Diana had cringed when we said we’d be going shopping in Rivia with Sophie’s dad. Even Astrid didn’t seem that interested.

      “Why?” she’d said. “I love my father, but I would rather not have his opinion on what I wear.”

      She didn’t know the half of it. Apparently, Mani thought of himself as some kind of wardrobe whisperer. The only problem was that his idea of cool kind of died in the sixties. When the words “shoulder pads” came out of his mouth, I think Sophie actually shed a tear. We banished him to the food pavilion where he could watch us enter and exit stores but couldn’t give his two cents.

      He grumbled but complied. Sophie dragged me through the main Rivia thoroughfare. “I wish we could have gone to France,” she said. “I hear the shopping there is much better.”

      “Calm down, missy. A week ago, you didn’t even want to go to this thing.”

      She hiked through the shops and manoeuvred around pedestrians with more stealth than I’d seen her perform in Weaponry and Combat. Clearly when she set her mind to something she could be as focused as Nora.

      I saw the elegant black script of the store she was heading for well before we arrived. The shopfront looked like it could very well have come out of a French magazine. There was a climbing rose trailing over one side of the window. As we got closer, what I thought were ornaments dangling from the branches turned out to be roses. Black roses.

      “That’s impossible,” I said.

      “Nothing is impossible for Madame Familiar.”

      She ushered me inside. I felt decidedly out of place in my usual getup. There was a smudge on my knee from where I’d been kneeling in the dirt that morning. I’d only ever glanced inside boutiques like this. In Melbourne, these stores usually looked so cold and stark. In here, the lighting was provided by a candlelit chandelier. More votive candles had been placed along the windowsill.

      There weren’t many people in the store, but it was one of those places you didn’t really walk into unless you had some place to go.

      “Stunning, isn’t it?” Sophie said.

      I had pulled my arms behind my back so I couldn’t touch any of the gowns on the few mannequins. Apart from those clothes, there was nothing else in this part of the store. I tried to look for a price tag on any of the clothes, but I didn’t find anything.

      “Hello there,” a petite blonde said. She walked out from the back in a pair of ballet flats that made no noise. Her legs were sculpted in tight-fitting black jeans. She wore a matching long-sleeved black turtleneck. There was a single red apple pin that kept the bangs of her bob out of her eyes. She saw Sophie and winked.

      “Back again!” she said. She turned to me. “I’m Madame Familiar. But you may call me Celine.”

      “Lex.”

      Her face spasmed. “You have a boy’s name.”

      I got that a lot. She was so fabulous I couldn’t really feel offended. Sophie flushed with pleasure. “We’ve been invited to a party in Seraphina.”

      Celine clapped her hands. “Well, then you’re going to need something spectacular.”

      “I’m thinking flowing,” Sophie said.

      Celine paused. She glanced at Sophie and then up and down at me. “No. You want to stand out. Gowns are a dime a dozen in Seraphina. We need something with colour for you. Something structured.”

      She went into the back of the store. Sophie threw her arms in the air and spun around in a circle. “You’re awfully excited for someone who isn’t really into this!” I said.

      She shook my arms. “We’re in a beautiful store being attended to. You have a manna card with no limit in your pocket. Can you appreciate the situation a bit, please?”

      “I do appreciate it,” I said. This was why I was standing there like a robot. I was terrified I’d ruin something.

      Celine came back out with a black dress. It had a peach-coloured poppy motif on it. The flowers were huge so that the pattern didn’t look biddy. It was cut with a V-neck and had a cinched waist. The skirt flared and would sit just below Sophie’s knees. Sophie swallowed.

      “It’s stunning,” she said.

      “Try it on.”

      Sophie grabbed the dress and raced into the change room. That left me alone with Celine. The dressmaker wasn’t all that much taller than me. She managed to pull off effortless grace. I was the poster girl for lazy comfort.

      “Very small,” she said, inspecting me like a prized pig. Or a runt in this case. “Any requirements?”

      I was about to say no when I remembered what Kai had said. The thought made me grin. I was sure he was kidding. Now I wanted to do it just to see his reaction. “Short,” I said.

      Celine raised a brow. “In Seraphina?”

      “Yes. Unless it’s against the rules or something.”

      She laughed. “There is no such thing with fashion.”

      I wasn’t sure if I wanted to be fashionable if it was going to get me thrown in Nephilim prison again. But she was already walking away.

      Sophie came out of the dressing room. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. The dress made her waist look tiny. By comparison her boobs looked massive. Max was going to have a heart attack. “You look incredible!”

      “My, don’t we clean up very nicely,” Celine said. She came sweeping over to us. She had a slip of pale cream in her arms. “Thoughts, darling?”

      “I love it!” Sophie said. She brushed her arms over the skirt. The material was a heavy satin type. It bounced right back.

      “Shall I box it up for you?”

      That’s when Sophie hesitated. I remembered how crazily expensive these dresses were. I also had a manna card in my pocket. “Yes, please,” I said. When Sophie glanced at me, I smiled. “On Kai!”

      Celine waved the slip of material at me. “Where’s the rest of it?” I said.

      Her laugh was silky like her clothing. “I defy you not to love this.”

      “I defy you to see it.”

      She pushed me into the dressing room. Thankfully Sophie had made me shave my legs. I had to take off my sports bra too. I had trouble getting the halter collar of the dress on. It buttoned up the back but the strap itself was beaded with hundreds of small crystals. I prayed it was sturdier than it looked. When I finally heard the snap button slot into place, my relief was palpable. The dress covered my chest and flowed down into an A-line tented swish. It was double-layered adding volume to draw the eye away from what was a shocking amount of leg. Even for me.

      “How is it?” Sophie asked.

      I took a breath and stepped out. They were both staring at me. Sophie’s face broke into a smile. “I cannot wait until Brigid sees you in this,” she said.

      “You don’t think it’s too short?” I could feel the breeze on my butt.

      “Nonsense,” Celine said. “That’s the one advantage of being small. You can get away with very short.”

      I turned around in front of the mirror. When I inspected it more closely, it actually almost hit my knees. The design was what made it seem sexier than it was.

      “Well?” Sophie said.

      I handed over the manna card. Celine glanced down at it when she went to ring up the purchase. “You’re the girl Malachi Pendragon bought a dress for,” she said.

      “She’s the girl Malachi Pendragon is dating,” Sophie said, her eyebrows pumping.

      “She’s the girl who is going to run away if you both don’t stop saying his name like that.”

      Celine’s mouth twisted into a knowing smile, but she said no more.

      I almost passed out when I saw the number of zeros after the total. My dress box was much smaller than Sophie’s. I still carried it in front of me like it was going to explode.

      “Can you please relax your arms,” Sophie said. “You’re hitting people.”

      “I’m still trying to wrap my head around the amount of money we just spent.” My gut felt heavy. The homeless girl in me was waving red flags. I was this close to having a panic attack when Sophie slapped me. Hard. Right across the face.

      The pain ripped me back into the present. I pressed a hand to my cheek. “Sorry,” she said.

      “It’s okay, I think I needed that.”

      I still carried the box like it was precious all the way back to the house. “Are you sure you don’t want me to take that?” Mani asked. I shook my head.

      When we arrived, it was to a house full of people we didn’t know.

      “Guess what?” Basil said.

      He hopped too close to the box. I snatched it away from his suddenly hyper presence. “What’s going on?” Mani asked.

      “The venue my friends chose for dinner had double-booked,” Basil said. “So Nora said we could meet here!” One of his so-called friends was a goblin with sharply clawed hands. I practically ran to the bedroom to avoid anyone slicing the box up.
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      Now that she was basically a Councillor, Nora was already working on getting in good with the locals. Basil’s friends were super local. One of them actually lived around the corner. The goblin apparently worked for a dwarf mining company that regularly dealt with humans.

      It left Mani, Sophie, and me to do the cooking and cleaning. I was not a good cook. So cleaning it was. I spent much of the night washing dishes. Then I turned into a waitress. What was happening here?

      “See what I mean?” Sophie said. “Not exactly glamorous.” She was taking to it like a natural. After all, it wasn’t much different to what she did in the dining hall.

      She was eyeing the frizzy, blonde-haired witch that Basil had spent the whole night talking to. The woman was probably in her mid-thirties. She was tall and slim. Her clothes were all black accentuated by hanging crystals. She had a wrap on over her ankle-length skirt that had frills on it. Basically, she looked like a magic shop threw up on her.

      “Basil looks like he’s having a great time,” Sophie said.

      “He looks like he’s ready to jump in her lap,” I noted. It was kind of cute. How in the world did they even find each other? This MirrorNet was some kind of…magic.

      He was still buzzing when we returned to the Academy. “The dorm room isn’t going to be so much fun now that I’ve tasted freedom,” Basil said.

      I didn’t know whether I should be alarmed or not. “You remember that your purpose is meant to be staying by my side, don’t you?” I asked him.

      “Of course.”

      “Try not to sound like you resent it so much.”

      “Oh hush,” he said. Then he got back on the MirrorNet to speak to his lady friend.

      “Her name is Odette,” Basil corrected me when I complained to Sophie about it. We promptly forgot about him when Diana came around to look at the dresses. She whistled when I told her how much the dresses cost.

      I was still feeling guilty about it the next day when I walked into Arcane Magic. Normally I tried to leave Kai alone in any classes we had together. Today I made a beeline to where he was already seated with Max on one side and Adam on the other. I had been avoiding Adam all semester. It wasn’t that we’d gone on one date. It was more that he really did seem like he wanted to be everybody’s friend. Never mind that those people might not be the nicest. I ignored him when he smiled at me.

      This was no time for politeness. “Can I speak to you?” I asked Kai.

      That surprised everyone. “You okay?” he asked. He got up from his seat. His eyes brushed up and down me like he was trying to check for injuries.

      “I’m fine.”

      We walked out of the room and a little down the corridor beside the lockers. I held the manna card out to him. “I went a little overboard,” I said. “And I bought Sophie’s dress too. It was a lot of money. Like a lot of money. So if it’s not okay, I’ll pay you back somehow.”

      He glanced down at the card. “Is that what you wanted to talk to me about?”

      “Yeah.”

      He blew out a breath. Then he cupped my cheeks and kissed my forehead. When he crushed me against his chest, I let out a little sigh. “Please don’t come rushing into a room with that look on your face again unless someone is dying,” he said against the top of my head.

      “I just thought –”

      “I don’t care about money, Blue.”

      I nudged him in the ribs. “That’s because you have it.”

      He laughed at that. The door to our classroom closed. Kai grabbed my hand and we walked in together. Max wolf whistled. I went beet red.

      Kai dropped me off in the seat where I’d left my things. I heard him punch Max on the arm. There was a scuffle.

      “That’s enough,” Professor Mortimer said. He launched right into the lesson. This one was on the use of dead languages in circles. How interpretation of said languages could completely change the basics of the circle. That reminded me I needed to speak to him about some of the symbols I’d seen in my dreams.

      When the class broke apart to start practical work on their circles, I waited for him by my section. “Professor?”

      “Alessia, how can I help you?”

      Good. He seemed to be over his hissy fit about me not choosing this class for my showcase. “Can I show you a circle?”

      “Of course.”

      “Actually, it’s not the circle so much as the dead language.”

      He tipped his head to the side.

      “Dead Languages is Professor Suleiman’s speciality.”

      “I know. He says he’s never seen it before. I just thought you might be able to give me some insight.”

      “Fire away.”

      I drew the circle I’d seen twice now in my dreams. Professor Mortimer frowned. “The characters are unusual,” he said. “Nothing I’ve come across before. But somehow oddly familiar.”

      He made a copy of the circle. It took him no time at all. That was why he was a professor, I guess. “Can I get back to you?”

      “Sure.”

      “Where did you say you saw this again?”

      “Ummm….” Professor Suleiman had asked the same thing. At first, I’d wanted to lie but what could I say? They would find out the truth. The library had no such books and anyone I pinned this on would be questioned.

      “I saw it in a dream.”

      “A dream.”

      He kept looking at me. It was a tactic Nanna used. She’d just look at me until I started to freak myself out and then I’d fold like a deck of cards. “Yes. It’s a recurring dream I have.”

      “Interesting.”

      I had Herbology up next. Peter and Thalia tried to convince me to grow big vegetables with my power.

      “Is that what other students are doing?” I asked.

      “You know we can’t reveal exactly what they’re doing,” Peter said. He thought he was being so subtle with his coded blinking. It was hilarious.

      “I don’t think the committee is going to be impressed with a giant tomato. I mean, isn’t the point of this to drum up more funding for Herbology?”

      That was the other side of the Showcase. It was meant to make the board see whether there was a better way to do things.

      “We are happy with what we stand for,” Thalia said.

      I looked around at the class. It occurred to me that Roland and Trey weren’t the only ones who had taken the class because they thought it was cruisey. We were the supernatural equivalent of home economics.

      “I’ll think of something,” I said.

      Between my classes, preparation for the Showcase, the meditation, and taking care of the Grove, all of my spare time was taken up. It was lucky I sometimes saw Kai in class because with the increase in patrols around the Academy, we’d never see each other.

      The day of the ball Sophie and I teleported to Rivia so that we would arrive with Nora and Mani. I wish I’d known that so I wouldn’t have had to cart my dress around everywhere. Basil came with us. Not to attend the ball but to use Nora’s place as home base for meeting his friends.

      He figured that if he wasn’t allowed out, then his friends could come to him.

      There was no shortage of people popping into the apartment.

      “We’re going to have to think about a bigger place,” Nora commented to Mani. They were in the living room preparing for the arrival of some constituents. Sophie and I were in the kitchen being servants yet again.

      “This is getting slightly out of hand,” I said.

      “Just wait until after the ball,” Sophie said. “They won’t know what hit them. This isn’t all fun and games.”

      She was crouched down in front of the oven. The mitts were in her hands. Every now and again she’d open the oven door. “You know that’s why there’s a light, don’t you?” I asked.

      “All I can see is orange when I turn it on.” She huffed. “At least if we get a new place it might have proper facilities. I can’t cook under these conditions!”

      We worked our butts off all afternoon. Members of the magical community dropped by with flowers and gifts. Most of them were low-magic users. “I didn’t realise there are so many of them,” I said.

      “There aren’t. Those are people who have married low-magic users or are related to them somehow.”

      By the time evening rolled around, my feet were killing me. “You guys need to hire some help,” I said, flopping onto the couch. Basil hopped up beside me. I’d spent part of the day restitching him up so that he would be in top condition. The last time we’d been here I’d bought fancy yarn that was apparently magically constructed. I hoped that would mean he would stay intact for longer.

      “That’s what family is for,” Nora said.

      “You mean slaves,” Sophie said.

      “Okay, girls. I get your point. Thank you for helping.” She glanced at the sundial. “It’s about time we started getting ready. We don’t want to be late.”

      Sophie and I dragged ourselves to our room. “I could use some Arcana fruit right now,” I said. “I’m beat.”

      “Tell me about it. How in the hell is housework more gruelling than our Weaponry and Combat class?”

      “I think it’s the added social interaction.”

      “You might be right about that.”

      We knew where we stood at school. We had our friends and knew what to expect from them. Some of the people who had turned up today were most certainly not friendly. One of them was a vamp who sat stone-faced while he asked questions about where Nora stood on the blood agreement between the humans and vampires. I was in favour of kicking him out. That was why I shouldn’t be in politics.

      Basil stayed in the closet while Sophie and I slipped into our dresses. She helped me with the halter collar of mine. Touching the crystals, Sophie sighed.

      “It’s so beautiful,” she said. She trailed her fingers over the soft chiffon material, fluffing it in the process.

      When I put my shoes on, a strappy pair of silver heels, my legs actually looked longer. I rubbed my knee. “Are you sure it’s not too short?” I asked.

      She grinned. The dark material of her dress flattered her skin. The peach highlights of the poppies warmed her complexion. “It’s perfect,” she said. “You look so pretty.”

      My face twitched. I’d never given that much thought to my appearance. It wasn’t really a priority where I used to live.

      “I think you should have your hair up,” Sophie said. “To show off the neckline.”

      I touched the bare skin on my collar. I already felt so exposed. Sophie grabbed my hand. “Breathe, Lex.”

      I tried to do so. It helped a little. “I just realised how out of place I’m going to look. What was I thinking? I’ve been to Seraphina. Why did I think I could go rogue with my outfit?”

      “Shhh,” she said. “Everything will be fine. If all else fails, just punch someone. That’ll take the attention off your dress.”

      I had to laugh at her ridiculousness. In the end I let her gather my hair into a high ponytail. She braided the tail to give it some character. The end hung down to my shoulder blades. I wasn’t used to make-up so Sophie only put a light dusting of concealer on me followed by some eyeliner and mascara. I went for gloss instead of lipstick. No way was I going to reapply after everything I ate.

      Nora and Mani did a double-take when they saw us. Nora beamed but something in Mani’s tight-lipped smile made me step back out of the light. He saw the movement and softened.

      “Don’t mind me,” he said. “I’m just making a mental note to lock my girls up from now on so that I don’t have to deal with the headache of fighting off hormonal teenage boys.”

      “Dad…”

      He wrapped an arm around Sophie and kissed the top of her head. She’d gone the opposite route from me and let her hair loose. It sat in tight ringlets to her shoulders. She looked amazing.

      I grew stiff when Mani grabbed me with his other arm. He pressed me to his side. “If that Nephilim tries anything tonight,” he said, “I’ll clip his wings.”

      “Emmanuelle!” Nora said. “Stop being ridiculous.” She pointed a finger at Basil. “Make sure you don’t leave the apartment. Jacqueline was very clear about the terms of your movement.”

      “Will do,” Basil said.

      The portal opened up at exactly seven-thirty. I gulped. Sophie grabbed my hand and we stepped through together.
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      If the ballroom we stepped into was anything to go by, I didn’t think I could handle the realm of the seraphim. The floor was polished so brightly I could see my reflection in it. I was wide-eyed and shaking a little. Logically, I knew this night was about Nora and Mani. Irrationally, I felt like the whole room was looking at me.

      There was a Master of Ceremonies at the door announcing people as they arrived. Habit had me seeking out the exits and watching for the rotation of the guards. I’d never seen this many of them before. They stood on either side of every point of entry or exit. While the Nephilim who were attending the gala were in suits and evening gowns, the ones on guard duty were in their full gold battle armour. There was never any doubt that this was a peaceful bubble inside a ravaging war.

      We were asked to move aside and wait to enter while other guests were still arriving. Sophie and I were huddled in the alcove to the left of the ballroom when she bristled. I followed the trail of her focus. My chest grew tight when I saw the sweep of indigo blue of Brigid’s gown. It was made of intricate lace and looked like it had been poured onto her body. In the back, slits had been cut out so that her wings could be freed. She had them out now, showing off her lineage. As if anyone could forget.

      Her hair hung in soft waves across one side of her shoulders. She was clinging to her father’s arm. Orin didn’t seem as though he noticed his daughter was even there. When they approached, Brigid was looking in the mirror on the wall beside where we stood. She was so enamoured with her own reflection that she didn’t see us until the last minute. Her expression turned cold.

      Sophie and I stood straighter as her gaze swept over us. It lingered on my dress. I could almost feel her hackles rising. I might not be a supernatural thoroughbred, but I had no doubts about Celine’s ability to craft a stunning dress.

      “Councillor Orin Harcourt and his daughter, Brigid Harcourt,” the Master of Ceremonies announced.

      They disappeared into the room.

      We waited another ten minutes before Victoria Amos appeared out of the blue. She looked like she was wearing the same dress I’d seen her in during my interrogation. Her eyes narrowed when she looked at me. I gave her my brightest smile.

      “We meet again, Alessia,” she said.

      I settled for a nod rather than my usual sarcastic comments. Nora had been very specific about that. It was like she thought I couldn’t help myself or something.

      “Are you ready?” Victoria asked Nora.

      “As I’ll ever be.”

      Victoria nodded to the Master of Ceremonies. The man cleared his throat. The lights in the ballroom dimmed. “Ladies and gentlemen. It is with pleasure that I introduce to you the new Council representatives of the Low Magic Guild. Nora and Emmanuelle Mwansa.”

      Sophie’s parents stepped forward to much applause. I clapped with them. The Master of Ceremonies continued. “And their daughter Sophie Mwansa and Miss Alessia Hastings.”

      Sophie and I looked at each other. She clutched my hand. I straightened my shoulders. We glided into the room.

      I was hit by a wall of applause followed by the bright lights of the chandelier overhead. A sea of smiling face, both real and fake, swept by as we walked through the room. And then a singular figure snagged my attention.

      I didn’t make it to the front of the room like we were supposed to. Kai grabbed me and spun me into his arms. It was ten times worse than anything he’d done at school. I was busy trying to remember how to breathe. My memory of him in a tuxedo didn’t do him justice at all. This one was pure black with a thin tie. The lighting softened the green of his eyes until they were like the newest spring shoots.

      He threaded his arms around me, drawing me into his chest. “My god, Blue,” he hissed into my ear.

      “Too short?” I asked.

      He wasn’t even listening. His eyes were on the area below my neckline. I pinched his arm.

      “Stop it,” I said. The absolute drawback of this outfit was that I couldn’t hide the blush over my skin. “People are looking.”

      “I don’t think that’s got anything to do with me,” he said. Somebody cleared their throat. Mani appeared through the crowd.

      “If you don’t mind,” he said, “Alessia is needed at our table.”

      Kai’s lips pressed into a thin line. He was trying to suppress a smile. I could have died right there. “I’ll come and find you later,” Kai said to me. Mani wrangled me to our table. I sat down gratefully.

      Sophie was ashen-faced beside me. “What happened?” I asked.

      “Max and Dad got into an argument,” she said. I craned my neck to see if I could find the shifter in the crowd. It wasn’t hard. Even in a room full of supernaturals, he and Kai stood out. They were at their table across the other side of the room. Kai was leaning into Max, saying something that seemed urgent.

      “It’s been like, a minute,” I said. “How did that even happen?”

      “Beats me!” Sophie said. She pouted. “All he said was ‘hi’ and Dad told him to get lost. He said if Max came near me he’d have him castrated.”

      I couldn’t help laughing. Sophie scowled.

      Thankfully, we were saved by the official business for the night. There were long speeches given by Victoria and Orin about the sacred duty of the Council. I had to drink a whole bunch of water to keep my mouth occupied. Never had it been this difficult to swallow what authority figures were telling me. I kept thinking about the Soul Sisterhood. About the accusation that might be fuelling this recent spate of attacks. Victoria saw me with my pinched expression and returned it. I’d bet she’d been all for exterminating the Sisterhood. Nora and Mani made their speeches.

      Then there was the binding ceremony. To my surprise, it involved blood. Nora and Mani’s fingers were pricked. Their hands were then pressed into a thick, leather-bound book. A wave of something I couldn’t see swept over the room. My skin broke out in goose bumps. Sophie shivered beside me. They’d made a supernatural pact. Now they would be bound to service. The apprehension in my gut was soothed by the graceful way Nora and Mani accepted their duty. It made me glad that I hadn’t been the one to press this point alone.

      I had certain issues with authority and my mouth kept running away with me. There was no way I could have gotten this far by myself.

      When the festivity portion of the evening started, Mani turned his dark brown eyes to us. “I want you girls to promise me you’ll be smart tonight,” he said.

      Sophie covered her face with her hands. “Please tell me this isn’t happening,” she mumbled.

      “This isn’t a joke, Sophie.”

      “I’m not a baby, Dad.”

      Nora was busy chatting to Jacqueline. I tried to wave her over, but she was engrossed.

      “Those boys are older and more experienced.”

      “I really don’t think I need to be here for this,” I said. When I tried to move, he gave me the dirtiest look. I sank back into my chair, thoroughly freaked out. Basil was the closest thing I’d had to a father figure and he was at home chatting up a witch. Meanwhile, Mani was giving me the third-degree.

      “What do you think is going to happen, Dad?” Sophie asked.

      “Nothing,” Mani said. “And I would like it to stay that way.”

      “Ah, the joys of fatherhood,” Orin Harcourt said. He appeared behind where Mani was sitting. Mani swallowed hard. “Congratulations, Emmanuelle.”

      Orin sat down in Nora’s vacant chair. They shook hands. “You’ve run a very strategic campaign.” I zoned out, trying to look for the food. It wasn’t until Sophie nudged me a second later that I realised they were all looking at me.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I spaced out a little. Is something wrong?”

      “Not at all,” Orin said. He smiled. I went still. “I was just wondering if you would like to dance.”

      Ew. Thankfully, everyone at the table knew there was an ulterior motive behind his weird request. “I was actually going to ask the same thing,” Mani said. It was such a dad thing to do. As much as I loved him for it, I wasn’t his daughter.

      “I’d be happy to dance with you,” I said to Orin.

      “Lex,” Sophie hissed in my ear.

      “I’ll be fine,” I shot back.

      Mani looked like he wanted to yank me back. Unfortunately, pulling the dad card didn’t really work on Council members. We were an awkward pair. He was too tall and angular. Even with my heels, I barely reached his shoulders. It was different with Kai. The way he held me made the stiffness of our dancing disappear. Orin clutched me like I was a dirty tissue. I wasn’t the only one who noticed.

      On our second lap of the dance floor, I saw Kai shatter a glass in his grip. I shook my head at him. “You’ve done very well for yourself,” Orin said. He didn’t attempt to lower his voice. I paid him the same courtesy.

      “You’re going to have to be more specific, sir.”

      “A low witch who is now ingratiated into two powerful arms of the Council.” Right. So he wasn’t even going to veil his insults. I wanted to do the same. However, months of dealing with the covert bullying from the kids at the Academy had helped me develop a thick skin. I let the comment slide.

      “How is your training with the demon blade progressing?”

      “Very well, thank you.”

      He spun us around so that my back was to Kai’s table. “I hear the nymphs of the Grove have taken to helping you train. I’m surprised. They don’t tend to warm to outsiders.”

      “I guess it was just luck.”

      “I think you should give yourself more credit than that.”

      I wasn’t stupid enough to take it as a compliment. “I’m looking forward to your performance at the Halloween Showcase. I’ve heard so many things about your capabilities.”

      No doubt Brigid had complained to him big time. “I’ll do my best. It’s a well-established fact that third and fourth-year students tend to sweep the Showcase, though.”

      “There is always room for an upset. Brigid is well aware of that fact. You will be competing against her in Herbology, won’t you?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t really like to keep up with what others are doing. I can only do the best I can.”

      He smiled. It made me shiver. “What is best and what is good for us can often be two different things.”

      “I understand,” I said. “After all, I remember when you voted against me keeping the demon blade. Yet I used it to save a friend’s life.”

      His grip on my hand grew tight. Kai saw me wince. He pushed up off his chair. Max tried to stop him, but he shrugged Max off. “When the time comes,” Orin said, oblivious to the Nephilim bearing down on him. “Try to remember who your friends are.”

      “She won’t need to remember,” Kai said. He placed his hand on my forearm. “We’ll be right there with her.” Orin stopped dancing.

      His features became inscrutable. “It still surprises me how idealistic you are after everything that’s happened, Malachi.”

      “It’s because of what’s happened that I’m idealistic,” Kai said. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t be standing here.”

      He drew me into his arms. “Mind if I take her off your hands?”

      We were out of Orin’s reach before Kai even finished his sentence. I took in a long breath. “I was handling it just fine,” I told him.

      “You shouldn’t have to handle anything,” he said. He pulled me closer. I could just imagine Mani having a coronary if he saw us.

      “What I should and what I actually have to do are two vastly different things.”

      He dipped his head and looked into my eyes. “Why do I get the feeling I’m not going to be able to say anything to get myself out of this hole I’ve dug?”

      “Maybe you should think about not doing things to get into trouble in the first place.”

      “How much fun would that be?” He brushed his lips against my jaw. “You look beautiful by the way.”

      My head dipped. He caught my chin and forced me to look at him instead of shy away. “And not because I’m in trouble, either. It used to really piss me off how badly I wanted to stay away but couldn’t.”

      He pressed his lips against mine. The rest of the ballroom disappeared. I knew I wasn’t beautiful. I also knew he didn’t tell lies to get people to like him. He didn’t need to. It was terrifying to think that in his eyes, I was beautiful. Terrifying and completely intoxicating. It was no wonder Mani was paranoid about me acting stupid. If we weren’t in a room full of strangers, I was scared of how stupid I could possibly be.

      When he pulled away, there was a mischievous glint in his eye. I smacked him in the chest. “You are so not out of the doghouse,” I said.

      The sound of his laughter made my insides melt.

      It was in that moment that all the water I’d drunk caught up with me. “I need to go to the bathroom,” I said. “Try not to offend anyone while I’m gone.”

      The girl who I saw in the mirror as I glided past had the biggest grin on her face. I would never be a model. It didn’t matter. In his eyes, I was beautiful. In mine, I was happy.
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      The bathrooms here made the ones at the Academy seem like campground facilities. It was bigger than Nora and Mani’s apartment. When you walked in there was a powder room adorned in marble and glass. The rose gold fittings matched the soft apricot colour of the wallpaper. I could get used to this.

      What I hadn’t been counting on was Brigid waiting for me when I got out of the cubicle. I steadied myself with a reminder that nothing she could say would dent the magic of the evening.

      It surprised me how wrong I could be.

      “Well,” she said. “If it isn’t the low witch turned princess.”

      “Give it a rest,” I said. “Don’t you ever get tired of being a bitch?”

      It was her lack of reaction that had my senses alert.

      “I don’t get tired of the truth.”

      I threw the paper towel I’d been using into the waste basket. It flashed brightly for a second. When I looked into the basket again, the towel had disappeared. Now that was a waste disposal system!

      “And what truth is that? The one you see in your head because you can’t accept reality?”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. It was really annoying that even with heels on she towered over me. “You’re the one who’s living in a fantasy world.”

      “Is this about your vision again?” I tried to step around her. She moved to block me. “How about we make a deal? When the time comes, I’ll make your death quick and merciful.”

      I was so done trying to convince people that I wasn’t going to turn bad. I was done thinking about myself that way.

      This time, she smiled. “You just have no idea, do you?”

      “I know that the people in my life worth caring about don’t believe that I’m going to go off the deep end. That’s all the idea I need.”

      She placed a hand on her hip. “If that’s what they really think then why are they still keeping secrets from you?”

      This time I moved around her for real. I didn’t need to stand here listening to this. She was a liar and a bully. She’d say anything to upset me.

      “Why don’t you ask Kai what’s happening with your Nanna?” she said, grabbing my arm.

      She knew what my unsafe word was.

      “Don’t you ever say anything about my nanna again,” I said, wrenching free.

      “I thought you were all about the truth. But when it comes down to it, you’re just like the rest of us. You love living in this lie where you actually matter.”

      “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”

      She glared at me. There was a fire inside those indigo eyes. “Then why don’t you come with me and test my theory?”

      “Why would I go anywhere with you? You’ve done nothing but antagonise me since I got here. What did I ever do to you?”

      She stepped closer. Her body almost collided with mine. “You’re a plague,” she said. “All I can sense in you is evil. And if nobody else is going to do anything about it, then it’s my duty to stop you.”

      “Stop what?” I said. “I haven’t done anything.”

      “You will.”

      “And you’re nuts.”

      “If you really believed that you would have left by now. So the question is, do you want to know the truth about your grandmother?”

      “I don’t need you to tell me the truth.”

      I shoved her aside and stalked out of the room. Strains of music filled the hallway leading back to the ballroom. Her footsteps clipped behind me. The look on my face must have been deathly because people shied away when I blew into the room.

      Sophie broke apart from Max on the dance floor. “What’s wrong?” she said. I shook my head at her.

      Kai was speaking to Jacqueline. He took one look at me, glanced up at Brigid behind me, and his eyes became emerald shards.

      “I know she’s lying but she won’t get off my back,” I said. “She keeps saying you’ve been keeping something about Nanna from me.”

      His face grew tight. It made my heart correspond in kind. “Kai?”

      Jacqueline stepped up to us. “Maybe this is a conversation we should have outside.”

      I became rooted to the spot. “I don’t understand.”

      Kai tried to grab me, but I stepped back. “Why aren’t you telling me she’s a liar?” I asked. My voice was small, soft.

      “What’s going on?” Nora asked. She came up with Sophie. Both of them were staring around, confused.

      “Somebody better tell me about my nanna right now before I lose it,” I said. That was all Nora needed to hear. She swept me out of the ballroom. I let her lead me only because I wasn’t thinking straight right now. It felt like I blinked and we were outside.”

      “Why stop here?” Brigid said. She’d followed us out. “Why not show her the truth.”

      Kai stepped towards her, his jaw tight. “You have two seconds to get out of here –”

      “She’s not going anywhere,” I said. Sophie had her arm around me. She was trying to soothe me by rubbing my back, but it just chafed. I didn’t want to be placated. I wanted to know what everyone was trying to hide from me.

      “What’s going on?” Durin’s voice called out. He strode down the steps to the paved area where we were huddled.

      Jacqueline pulled him aside. Kai tried to reach out for me, but I shrank even farther away. A couple of Nephilim blinked into existence. They were robed in white, their wings retracted. When they joined in Jacqueline’s hushed conversation, something inside me sank. I was prepared for Kai to tell me Brigid was just a liar. Now that I saw them discussing me, I knew there was something not right. There was only one thing that I’d been waiting for since the beginning.

      “She’s awake, isn’t she?” I said. He couldn’t meet my eyes. “You asshole.”

      “Let me explain,” Kai said.

      “Don’t you ever speak to me again!” I screamed. The sound of my voice shattered through the small paved area. It was so loud that the music inside faltered for a second before starting up again.

      People appeared at the doorway. I turned to Brigid. “Where is she?”

      The Fae was about to say something when Kai grabbed her. I shrugged Sophie off. My vision wavered. The images in front of my eyes blinkered. It was like I was here and not here at the same time. It felt like I closed my eyes for a second and we were surrounded by guards. Four of them stepped towards us.

      “Stop!” Jacqueline said.

      She raced over and tried to touch my arm. I yanked it back and turned. I didn’t know where I was going but I knew I didn’t want to be here. Brigid had said something about a garden. My feet were running before my head caught up.

      “Lex!” Nora shouted. I heard footsteps behind me, but they were inconsequential. Nothing mattered besides getting to Nanna. Opening up the door to my magical eyes, I used the power to direct me towards the densest patch of garden.

      There was a moment when my way was obstructed by a flight of stairs I didn’t want to run down. Without thinking, I threw my leg over the railing. Kai grabbed me before I could jump.

      “Are you insane?” he barked.

      I punched him in the gut. It wasn’t nearly as satisfying as I’d imagined. My hand felt like it was going to shatter. My heart was already broken.

      “Get off me.”

      “Blue.”

      “That’s not my name!” I screamed. “I said get off me!”

      I shoved and pushed at him. The others caught up just as I was rearing back for another blow. He didn’t do a single thing to stop the hits. I hated that the most. No matter what I did, he would always be stronger. The one in control.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. The meditation was paying off. Locking down the turbulent emotions in my chest, I opened my eyes again. Not before the single tear streaked down my cheek. I ignored it. I ignored the tension in Kai’s stance. The way he looked like that one emotional oversight hit him harder than any blow.

      He was a liar. They all were.

      “I want to see her,” I said. My voice was deadly calm.

      “There are things you have to understand,” Durin said.

      “What is there to understand?” Sophie said. “She wants to see her grandmother! It’s not that difficult!”

      “Let’s all take a moment to catch our breath,” Jacqueline said.

      “Why?” I snapped. “So you can come up with another excuse?”

      “Lex, I promise –”

      I turned my back on her. “I don’t need your promises.”

      I kicked off the ridiculous heels. I was sure I’d ripped out a chunk of my hair loosening the braid. I’d never felt more like an idiot than in that dress right then.

      “I’ll take you,” Kai said. My whole body protested when he reached out.

      “Don’t touch me. Just tell me where she is.”

      “She cannot be allowed inside sanctum unaccompanied,” one of the guards said.

      “Screw your bullshit rules,” I screamed. The flickering happened again. This time there were whole seconds in which I felt myself wavering. When I blinked and the world became solid again, there were over a dozen guards scrambling around me.

      “My Lord,” Kai said. “We need you.”

      Thunder clapped beside where we stood. The Nephilim dropped to their knees. I tried to remain upright but as the cloud around Raphael dissipated, I found myself lowering my head.

      It wasn’t as easy to shrug off Raphael. I still tried it.

      “You lied to me,” I said.

      More than one Nephilim as well as Durin flinched.

      Raphael sighed. “Come, little one.”

      He teleported me to a garden that looked suspiciously like the Grove. It was daylight again. The sudden shock of seeing the sun made me squint. The only way I knew it wasn’t the same was because of the spires of Seraphina towering up behind us. The trees here were all interspersed together. Many of the species came from very different climates.

      Raphael began to walk towards a small clearing. Through the trees, I could see there were low garden beds filled with flowers.

      “I’m sorry,” Raphael said.

      I sped up. Just now I thought I saw movement. My heart was beating in my ears. We were less than two metres away when a hunched figured straightened. I took in the light brown hair streaked with grey. She’d managed to gain a little weight. My eyes teared up. “Nanna,” I sobbed.

      Raphael stopped me from running to her. His voice was gentle, but his grip was immovable. “Do not startle her, Alessia. She is awake but there are other ways she hasn’t recovered.”

      “What’s wrong with her?”

      Our urgent speech caught her attention. Nanna turned towards us. Her smile told me she wasn’t afraid. That eased some of my fear. They were at least treating her well. “Hello?” Nanna called out.

      Raphael broached the clearing, steering me with him but not allowing me free access. “Good morning, Bethany.”

      Nanna bowed her head. “Good morning to you, Raphael.”

      She wore a pair of grey slacks and a cornflower-blue blouse. My first warning that something wasn’t right was the fact that she didn’t have a sun hat on. Nanna always wore a hat to keep the sun off her face. She’d had a skin cancer scare when I was five and had been ultra careful since. When her head turned up, she smiled at me.

      The weight in my chest that I’d been carrying since the moment she fell into her coma eased. “Hello there,” she said. “I’m Betty Hastings. Who are you?”

      And just like that, it felt like someone had ripped my heart out.
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      Raphael settled his big palm on my shoulder. “This is Alessia. She’s a friend.”

      “Hello, Alessia.”

      “How are you feeling today?” Raphael asked. Nanna touched her brow.

      “Oh, it comes and goes. Sometimes I think I’d lose my head it if wasn’t attached to my neck.”

      I had to fight every instinct inside me not to burst into tears. Nanna never forgot anything. Her mind was razor sharp. This woman in front of me claimed to be forgetful. I couldn’t refute her assessment. She’d forgotten about me, after all.

      Raphael leaned down. He was almost bent double to speak in my ear. “You may stay for a little while. But do not mention who you are. Her condition is not yet stable.”

      I nodded. It was the only thing I remembered how to do.

      “Alessia is going to help you in the garden today,” Raphael said. “I will be back for you in an hour.”

      With that, he disappeared in a puff of smoke. “I’ll never get used to that,” Nanna said. Confusion turned me mute. So the supernatural thing didn’t freak her out but remembering me might?

      “Well.” Nanna got back down to her knees. She donned a pair of gardening gloves. “I suppose we better get to it. The garden isn’t going to weed itself.”

      Without a clue how to proceed, I hunkered down beside her and started pulling up weeds from around the strawberry plants. I’d always found the chore cathartic. Today, I imagined I was ripping heads off Nephilim.

      “Are you an angel, Alessia?” Nanna asked after a little while.

      “No. I’m human. I go to the Academy.”

      “So am I!” She touched her head again. “But your guess is as good as mine about what I’m doing here.”

      “Don’t you know?” Raphael had said not to mention who I was. He didn’t say anything about asking who she was.

      “You know, I don’t have the faintest idea. I remember being lost. For so long. It was like I was in a wood calling out and there was nobody. Next thing I knew I woke up in this place.”

      I accidentally ripped off a strawberry leaf. Throwing it aside, I pressed on. “What about before that?”

      She turned her head to the side and tapped her temple. “You sound just like Malachi.” My heart seized. “You’d like him. Such a sweet boy. He tries to help but this old noggin is not functioning the way it used to.”

      “Maybe he doesn’t know what he’s doing,” I bit out.

      She laughed. “Do any of us really know what we’re doing?”

      It was the feeling of loss that propelled me to reach out and touch her hand. I knew it wasn’t smart. Still I did it. Just like I had inside her cell. What I felt this time made my breath catch. Her aura was a knot of tangled blue. It was as though someone had dropped a ball of yarn around her.

      I couldn’t help myself. “Do you remember anyone you used to know?”

      The change was immediate. She stopped weeding. Her face became withdrawn. I wanted to take the question back. But it was too late. She started weeping into her dirt-stained gloves.

      I wrapped my arms around her. “I’m sorry,” I said, my voice thick with tears. They slid down my face. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      She was still crying when Raphael came for me. Other Nephilim appeared. They wore blue robes. Nanna didn’t resist when they bent down to speak to her.

      “I couldn’t help it,” I said to Raphael by way of explanation.

      He said nothing.

      “When did she wake?”

      “Shortly after your encounter with Lucifer.”

      “Why did nobody tell me?”

      He paused. He better not be trying to hide more lies. “The Council were concerned about your mental health,” he said. “They thought perhaps finding out your grandmother didn’t remember you would put you in a bad place.”

      “You mean they were scared of what I could do and wanted to find a way to control me before I lost it?”

      “I don’t pretend to understand all their motives. Mortals are often baffling.”

      “May I stay here?” I asked.

      “I’m afraid that’s not possible,” he said.

      “Why not?”

      “She’s very weak at the moment, Alessia. I’m concerned that your presence will set her back.”

      “She’s my grandmother!”

      “I know it’s difficult –”

      “You don’t know anything!” I wanted to march back to the garden, but the Nephilim had taken Nanna away towards the building. “All you do is sit around and wait for us to do your bidding.”

      There was a rational part of my mind that was commanding me not to mouth off to the seraph. That part was buried under layers of anger.

      “Malachi and the Nephilim are attempting to help her regain her memory,” he said.

      “How? By keeping her locked up in this pretend city? Let me take her back to Melbourne. She needs normalcy.”

      “You don’t know that. Her affliction isn’t of mortal origin.”

      “She needs me.” There were some things that couldn’t be explained. This was one of them. “I want to be here with her.”

      “Alessia.”

      I turned away, knowing he was going to refuse. He caught my sleeve. It was impossible to be angry with him. That pissed me off too. It wasn’t fair. “There are others who need you more, right now.”

      “I don’t care. I don’t want to be around liars.”

      “They did what they had to do to protect you.”

      I snorted. “They call it that but it’s just to protect themselves.”

      “I won’t force you to do anything you don’t want to do,” he said. “But now is a fraught time for your friends. It is not in your nature to leave them.”

      My lower lip quivered. “I’m not leaving her.”

      He knelt down in front of me and took my hands. I felt like a three-year-old. “You can’t put your life on hold to torture yourself here,” he said. “You are meant for more than this.”

      I pulled away. “Don’t I get a say in this?”

      “I can’t force you to be part of the supernatural community. But Seraphina is the best place for your grandmother. Even you must see that.”

      I tried to contradict him. I’d been harbouring thoughts of moving back to Melbourne with Nanna. Taking her to our old haunts. I’d even go to the beach if it would bring her memory back. But reality was a harsh bitch. I didn’t know what we’d do for money. Or how I’d look after her while I was out earning said money.

      It did not make my mood any better when I finally sighed in defeat. Raphael took me back to the party. Sophie raced over but I held up my hand.

      “I really can’t right now,” I said. “I just want to go home.”

      My head dipped at that thought. Where was home now?

      Basil startled when I walked through the portal alone. “Lex!” He was on the couch with Odette. Some of their other friends were in the kitchen.

      “Hi,” I said. “I’m not feeling well.”

      Odette smiled uncertainly at me. Basil followed me into the bedroom. “Stay with your friends,” I told him. “I’ll be okay.”

      “What’s wrong?” He shut the bedroom door. The floodgates opened. I curled up into a ball on the bed and bawled. For a while, Basil just sat matting my hair. I didn’t say anything. I could barely breathe past my clogged nose.

      When I finally broke the news to him, he went deadly quiet. Somebody knocked on the door. It was Odette with a cup of tea.

      “We’re going to get out of your hair,” she said. I set the cup aside as Basil went out to see them off. He slammed the bedroom door shut when he came back and went off.

      “What do you mean she’s awake?” he screamed.

      “Apparently she woke up just after my incident with Lucifer.”

      “And nobody thought to let us know?”

      It was gratifying that somebody else was as incensed as I was. “I want to see her!” he said. That’s when it hit me. He could see her. Nanna had no recollection of Basil. She wouldn’t have a bad reaction to him. Sometimes, I was too stupid for words.

      When Nora arrived home, Basil demanded to see Nanna. “You’re a Councillor now,” Basil said. “You can make it happen.”

      “I could,” Nora said. “But –” She glanced uncertainly at me.

      “I want Basil to be with her,” I said. If I couldn’t be, he would be the next best thing. His duty was to look after Nanna first and foremost. I’d just been the fallback when she went into her coma.

      Things happened quickly all around me. I took it all in through a daze. Nora got on the MirrorNet and organised for Basil to take up residence in the apartment with access to the sanctum where Nanna was being kept. Maybe Raphael confirmed Basil wasn’t a demon because none of the Council seemed concerned about him not actually having a physical body.

      It meant that when Sophie and I returned to the Academy on the Sunday night, we were alone.

      It was dinnertime. “You wanna go to the dining hall?” Sophie asked tentatively.

      I slid into my bed. “I’m not hungry. I’m going to sleep.”

      I turned my back to the door so I wouldn’t have to see the expression on her face when she left. After she was gone, I wriggled around and grabbed the demon blade from under the bed. At the back of my mind, the phasing that had happened to me was still festering. The reaction I had gotten from the Nephilim guards was priceless. I’d seen that kind of phasing before. The Soul Sisterhood assassins had done it.

      Now, more than ever, I was convinced I was one of them. So were the Council probably. I was a Sisterhood candidate with a demon blade and the ability to control low magic. I shouldn’t have existed. Yet here I was.

      What you are doesn’t matter, Azrael’s voice said in my head.

      I know, I told him. Nothing matters.

      Aless –

      I stopped listening. Why bother when they were all lies anyway?
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      I didn’t bother going to class the next day. I stayed in the Grove and practiced meditating. It was somehow easier to clear my mind now that I didn’t have to worry about anything else. Warning bells rang. I meditated right through them. For hours afterwards, the nymphs helped me improve my timing. I slipped into the realm of the Ley lines and tried to apply the meditative steps. It took a lot of concentration. At first nothing happened. But inch by excruciating inch, the lights I saw around me began to slow to a crawl. When I opened my eyes again, the nymphs were moving at a normal speed.

      They still got me more times than I managed to hit them. Just the fact that I blocked some of their hits was a vast improvement.

      At lunch time, I left a message with Alex to tell Jacqueline that I would take the job as a guard. I needed to make some kind of money. If that was all I was good for at the moment, that’s what I would do. When I wasn’t at the Grove, I was in the Fae forest. It had been months since I’d stepped foot in there.

      Not since the day I’d been dragged into the Hell dimension. The only reason I was here now was because of the residual dark magic. The demon blade reacted badly to the essence. By badly, I meant it became excited. It wanted to unleash hell.

      I sat around the scorched circle of grass that the Fae still had trouble regrowing. Not many people came here anymore. I set the demon blade down on the dead patch. Moving as far away as I could, I practiced calling to it. The blade resisted. I was there so long that when the cold breeze danced across my chilly nose, I was surprised. Somehow, night had descended around me.

      My stomach ached. I was starving. It was well past dinnertime. Some of the vamps would only just now be waking. I tried to dredge up some memory of when Sophie had her next dining hall shift. Hopefully, it wasn’t tonight.

      I got lucky with that one. Unfortunately, the transition between dinner and the vampire meals meant there were whole rows of blood in cartons. These ones were twice the size of the ones on offer during daylight hours.

      Sitting alone on a table in the corner of the room, I tried to block out the sipping of blood happening around me. Not for the first time, it hit me just how messed up that was. I was human, sitting in a room full of vampires. Some of them shot me furtive glances. Halfway through dinner, I realised that I was sitting there spooning food into my mouth with one hand while my other grasped the strap of the demon blade’s sheath.

      I arrived back at the dorm to two messages. Sophie and Diana were both there waiting for me. “I don’t want to talk about it,” I said.

      “That’s okay,” Sophie said. I could feel them making silent signals to each other behind my back as I placed my palm on the mirror.

      Jacqueline’s image was the first to appear. “Lex,” she said. “While I’m happy that you’ve  decided to take the role as guard, I’m worried about the reasons you may be doing so. Please come to see me at your earliest convenience to discuss this further.”

      That was all she said. I wanted to kick the wall. If there weren’t two voyeurs in the room, I might have.

      The next message was from Basil. Rather than listen to it, I put in a call through to the Mwansas. Nora picked up.

      “Hi, Lex,” she said. Her tone was the kind people use when they speak to a bereaved person.

      “Hi.” I sounded exactly like a bereaved person. “Could I speak to Basil?”

      “Sure, honey.”

      She went to get him. His soft, round head appeared in the glass. “How is she?”

      “Much of the same. Anyone who doesn’t know her would think she’s just another human. She doesn’t remember any of the details about her actual life. Just that she had one. I was there at lunch time. They gave her some Arcana fruit but it didn’t jog her memory.”

      “I don’t understand. Why doesn’t she freak out at the idea of supernaturals?”

      “It’s hard to make an assumption. My guess is that the demon was inside her for too long. It must have left an impression. She’s confused about which world is more real to her at this point.”

      “So Jacqueline was telling the truth,” I said. “Some humans can’t handle the fact that the supernatural world exists.”

      “Your grandmother isn’t just another human. She was possessed. It…changes people.” He reached out to touch his side of the glass. I pressed my finger against his. “How are you doing?”

      “Great,” I said. I sniffed. “I have to go. I’ll speak to you tomorrow.”

      I ended the connection before he could say anything more. Diana and Sophie had gotten really silent.

      No way was I hanging around here in the awkwardness of it. “I’m going to the library.”

      “Wait,” Sophie said. “I’ll come with you.”

      “I’d rather be alone.”

      I was out the door and down the staircase before she could drag on her shoes. The familiar Gothic spires of the library rose up above the ornamental lawn. At this time of night, not many of the conference rooms were being used. I asked Jem to find me some books on demon possession. They weren’t exactly enlightening.

      Most of the information was more of the type of stuff I’d learned in Demonology 101. It was about the demons themselves rather than what happened to the humans the demons possessed. It was like we were an afterthought.

      I didn’t get back to the dorm until well after midnight. This routine went on for a week. I lost track of days. Now I slept in well past the beginning of the first classes. That was fine by me. When I finally dragged myself out of bed, it was to go to the Grove. The nymphs weren’t impressed that I was late, but they had sensed my mood and left me alone.

      The training I did with them lasted until after lunchtime. Instead of going to lunch, I swung by Jacqueline’s office.

      Professor Mortimer was already in there, so I had to wait outside. The door opened fifteen minutes later. Professor Mortimer did a double-take when he saw me. “Hello, Alessia.”

      “Hi.”

      He hesitated. I thought for a second he would give me a hard time about missing class. Instead, he paused and looked straight through me. “That dead language you wanted me to look up,” he said.

      “Beg your pardon?”

      He fished a crumpled piece of paper out of his back pocket and handed it to me. I recognised the copy he’d made of the circle from inside my nightmares. “I had to dig into the guarded archives in Seraphina, but I believe it’s Angelical.”

      “I don’t know what that is.” At this point, I didn’t really even care.

      “It’s the language the seraphim once used to converse with each other. They no longer speak it aloud because it would destroy the minds of the beings in this realm to hear it.” Perfect. Lucifer was making circles using a language that would kill me if I heard it.

      Jacqueline’s door opened. She waved me in. Professor Mortimer nodded at me and left. I didn’t even have the wherewithal to thank him.

      “Your professors have reported that you haven’t been to class for over a week,” Jacqueline said. I took my usual seat in front of her desk. “I know you’re going through a difficult time at the moment. But you’re only hurting yourself by stifling your learning. I’d hate to see all the hard work you’ve put into your classes go to waste.”

      “Can we talk about the job?” I said.

      She didn’t miss a beat. I didn’t expect anything less. “The job was predicated on the fact that it wouldn’t interfere with your schooling. That seems to be a moot point.”

      I pushed my chair back and got up. There was nothing more to say.

      “Lex,” she said. “I know you’re angry.”

      “Can you remove this tracking mark on my hand?”

      Her cheek twinged slightly. “That’s not how things are done here.”

      “I don’t really care about how things are done. Can you remove the mark or not?”

      “Are you sure you really want to do this?”

      “One hundred per cent.”

      She sighed. Walking around the desk, she sat down on the corner in front of me. “I’m sorry we concealed the truth from you,” she said. “One day, I hope you’ll understand why we felt it necessary.”

      I looked at the pattern in the carpet. “What can I do?” she asked.

      “You’ve done enough. All of you.” I turned my head up and looked out the window. “I’m assuming once I’m gone, I’ll be cut off from the MirrorNet as well.”

      “If this is what you really want, you can always move to Rivia. But if you want to remove all ties to the supernatural world, we can’t allow you to have contact.”

      “Okay.” I stared straight ahead as she placed her hand over mine. The back of my palm tingled as the tracking mark was removed.

      To call what I did when I got back to my room packing was a complete overstatement. I didn’t want to take anything that I’d obtained while I was at the Academy. Unfortunately, I’d come here with basically nothing. The satchel I’d brought with me had been kicked under the bed. The canvas was covered in so much dust it was more grey than tan. I was in the middle of smacking the dust off it when Sophie and Diana blew into the room.

      “So it’s true,” Sophie said. “You’re leaving.”

      I said nothing. There wasn’t really much to say.

      Diana snatched the satchel off me. “Can I please have that back?”

      She made a derisive sound. “Screw that. I get it. You’re pissed. I would be too. But running away isn’t the answer.”

      “I’m not running away.”

      “Yeah right! You haven’t been to classes in over a week. You snarl at anyone who looks at you sideways. Shit happens. People lie. Deal with it.”

      “Diana,” Sophie said. She shook her head.

      “Can I please have my satchel back?” I asked again.

      “You want it?” Diana said, “Come and get it.”

      I went and got it. Whenever we’d sparred before, I was always at a disadvantage. Diana wasn’t all that much taller than me, but she was sturdy. She’d started training with her da when she was five. Under normal circumstances, I could never hope to win against her in a physical fight. Normal no longer applied to me.

      She brought her fists up. I ducked her first jab out of sheer luck. The second one came swinging past. My vision blurred. Her wrist snapped in front of my face. Every other time we’d done this, Diana would flick me in the nose. I wouldn’t even see it coming. This time, I reached out and caught it mid-air.

      We both froze. Never in a million years did I ever expect to be fast enough to counter one of her hits. Duck and cover. That was my bread-and-butter technique. While she was distracted by her surprise, I snatched the satchel back.

      Stepping away, I slung the satchel over my shoulder. Sophie blocked my way when I went for the door.

      “Please don’t go,” she said.

      “I have to.”

      “No you don’t. It feels like it right now but give it time.”

      “They lied to me, Soph. How can I hang around knowing nothing they say might be the truth?”

      “I didn’t lie to you,” she said. Her eyes became teary. I tried to look at the floor. She sniffed. “I didn’t do anything wrong and now I’m going to lose my best friend. It’s not fair.”

      I coughed to dislodge the lump in my throat. “If you want to be angry at the Council then I’ll be angry with you. But please don’t leave me.”

      She grabbed me while I was wiping my face. I struggled against her, but she was still stronger than me. Diana piled on behind me. They locked me into place. The only way I could break out now would be to hurt one of them. The way Sophie was sobbing, it felt like I had already done that.

      “I can’t stay here like this,” I said against Sophie’s shoulder.

      “We’re not asking you to,” Diana said. “We just don’t want you doing something stupid in the heat of the moment. That’s what friends are for. You’re not supposed to just cut and run when stuff gets hard.”

      Friends.

      I’d never had any real ones before. I had people I hung out with, but I could never count on them. When things got hard, I had left them without a second thought. I knew that I hadn’t allowed myself to think about the consequences of leaving because the possibility of never seeing Sophie and Diana again was too painful.

      If I left, I would never speak to Cassie, Charles, or Luther again. And in a messed-up part of my heart, I would miss that Nephilim jackass until the day I died.

      I didn’t realise I was crying until I turned my cheek and there was a wet patch on Sophie’s shoulder. Her arms grew tighter as Diana massaged my back. We stayed that way until my sobs turned into aching breaths drawn over spent lungs.

      Diana all but carried me to bed. It wasn’t even close to bedtime but I was exhausted.

      “Sleep,” Sophie said. “We’ll wake you for dinner. Just promise you’ll still be here.”

      I took her hand and squeezed it.

      She smiled at me. I closed my eyes and drifted off.
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      I woke up to the scent of rosewater mixed with melted cheese. “I don’t know if I should be hungry or grossed out,” I croaked.

      Sophie and Diana had set up a fold-out table in the middle of the room. On it, they had set up dinner. Pepperoni pizza, garlic bread, a garden salad, grilled vegetables and, oddly, baklava for dessert.

      “I had a hankering,” Sophie said. She shrugged. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like death warmed up.” I tossed the covers off me. “I’m going to take a shower.”

      “Alright, but be quick,” Diana said. “I’m starving.”

      So was I. All the more motivation. There was only one other person in the shower block. The goblin girl took one look at me and hastened out. A twinge of guilt bloomed in my gut. I really had been rolling around campus like I was possessed.

      While we ate, Sophie and Diana filled me in on all the things I’d missed in class.

      “Everyone is all geared up for the Showcase,” Sophie said. “Some of the kids aren’t taking it too seriously because there are going to be clear winners.”

      They did their best to avoid topics that might set me off. I appreciated it even if it wasn’t necessary.

      “They’ve started putting up the surveillance towers as well,” Diana said. “Professor Mortimer pulled some of the other professors and some of the fourth-years off their classes to help sweep the magic away so it wouldn’t interfere with the electronics.”

      “They’re talking about having a meeting of low-magic users who are interested in helping to do upkeep of the tech,” Sophie said. “Did you by any chance want to go?”

      I chewed slowly on my piece of pizza. The ache of betrayal was still raw in my chest. There weren’t many of us at the Academy. Peter was the only mortal amongst the staff. If I said no, I would be leaving them a body short. “I suppose so.”

      “Are you any good with technology?” Diana asked. “I mean, you didn’t exactly have a roof over your head growing up…”

      I tore off a piece of garlic bread from the loaf. “I’m actually not bad. We had computers to use at school and I was always at the library using theirs.”

      I was also at the library trying to hide so I could stay there overnight but I didn’t mention that part.

      “Do you want to go for a walk?” Diana asked after we stuffed ourselves.

      Having felt like I had been cooped up all day, I gladly agreed. We kept off any of the well-trodden paths. The area around the billabong was less popular because of the slight sulphur smell that lingered in the air. We decided to see if the bunyip was in.

      “It’s not dangerous, is it?” I asked.

      Diana shook her head. “Nah. That’s just stories the Aboriginals made up to keep people from destroying their lakes. Pretty smart if you ask me.”

      “It’s not nice, though, is it?” Sophie said. “I heard it tried to eat one of the goblin kids.”

      “I’m pretty sure that was because he was throwing rocks at it.”

      “Fair enough,” I said.

      The circumference of the billabong was much larger than I had anticipated. It wasn’t just one body of water either. It was a grouping of them. They melded together to create wetlands with mangroves in one corner and weeping willows in another. Fae lanterns hung in obscure places in the trees. It was enough light so we wouldn’t break our necks but not enough to disturb the natural rhythm of the ecosystem.

      A deep groan echoed through the wetlands. “He’s awake,” Diana said. “Let’s go see.”

      Excited for my first look at the bunyip, we rounded the bend of the path to be hit by a ferocious wind. My legs struggled to move forward against the gale. Diana had to anchor me to the ground.

      “What the hell?” She had to scream to be heard over the biting wind. We inched forward at a snail’s pace. The bunyip groaned again. I wondered why the Academy would conjure up a wind this strong, when a figure stepped out from behind a eucalypt. Now I was the one groaning. Brigid spotted us at the same time.

      Her lips turned down. “Get lost,” she said.

      “Are you joking?” Diana snapped. She was the only one of us who could move at a normal pace against the wind. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Practicing. What does it look like?”

      Her hands were raised palms up in front of her. The spray of water that shot out was like solid little pellets. A shadowy figure in the lake turned over. The bunyip. Its head was elongated with two rows of sharp, grey teeth. Its eyes were situated on either side of its head, giving it good lateral vision but possibly not great frontal acuity. It raised an arching, clawed hand. Not to strike but as a shield against the spray of water.

      “It looks like you’re disturbing the poor creatures who live here,” I said. While we were talking, I’d spotted a number of misshapen shadows scurrying away between the trees. Some of them walked upright. They had ears as big as a kangaroo’s. I’d heard there were yowies in here as well. They were like smaller versions of what the humans called Bigfoot. Brigid was effectively chasing all the creatures away.

      She bared her teeth at me. “Surprised you’re still here,” she said. “After what the Council did to you, I would think you’d have tucked your tail between your legs and run.” She lifted her arms. The spray of water became a tornado. It raised a column of water three feet from the surface. The bunyip groaned.

      “Stop it!” I yelled.

      “I’m going to call the guard,” Diana said. She only just moved a step when Brigid swept her arm out. The funnel of water broke from the surface and went hurtling straight for Diana. Sophie and I ducked. We pressed ourselves to the ground so that we wouldn’t be blown away. Diana grunted as she tried to stay out of the way of the tornado. The thud of her back against a tree told me she’d failed.

      “All that training for nothing,” Brigid said. She spat on the ground. “Dwarves. Completely useless for anything other than digging around in the dark.”

      I heard Diana’s growl, but she couldn’t move for the water battering at her. “Stop messing with her,” Sophie screamed.

      The wind picked up. It shoved Sophie a couple of feet away from me. “Sophie!” I tried to reach out for her, but she was too far away. She was being blown towards the edge of the billabong. I dug my fingers into the dirt. Beneath me, I could feel the roots of the trees trying to do the same. Heat blossomed in my chest.

      “Turn off the wind,” I shouted. “Are you nuts?”

      Brigid snorted. “No wonder they didn’t tell you about your grandmother,” she said. “You act like such a big shot but at the end of the day you would rather be comfortable here than do what you have to in order to make it out there.”

      I would have pointed out what a hypocrite she was if a red haze of rage hadn’t gripped me. My knuckles turned white as the world shifted around me. The wind that had been pressing me flat now felt like little more than a spring breeze. I pushed up to my feet.

      Uncertainty flashed across Brigid’s face. Her eyes widened. I took a running start, gaining speed as she tried to redirect the burst of water at me. I felt the dampness and chill of it brush up against my cheek. It didn’t linger long enough to stop me.

      When my fist connected with Brigid’s nose, I heard something snap. She reeled back and screamed, clutching at her face. The wind died instantly. My anger remained. Brigid was a more experienced fighter. If only she could get a lock on where I was.

      The jab she threw would have grazed my chin if I wasn’t in flux. I caught her wrist, bent it forward, and applied pressure like Diana had taught me. Even I winced at the pop. Brigid cried out.

      Somebody called my name. The haze drowned it out. My mind was blanketed with the memories of all the things she’d said to me. I had a three-inch scar on my abdomen thanks to her. She’d chosen the worst possible time and place to tell me about Nanna. I knew she hadn’t done it out of the goodness of her heart.

      She stepped back against the trees. A whooshing filled my ear. The demon blade hurtled through the barrier in the dimensions and appeared in my hand.

      If the flap of wings hadn’t distracted me for a second, I probably would have tried to strike her. As it was, a hand came down on my shoulder.

      “That’s enough,” Kai said.

      I threw him off, turning my head so that I wouldn’t inhale his scent.

      “What’s going on here?” Astrid said.

      I ignored them both and strode to where Sophie was now helping Diana to stand. Her clothes were soaked through.

      “They attacked me for no reason!” Brigid shouted. “That bitch broke my nose!”

      “You are so full of it!” Diana yelled back. Her teeth were chattering.

      “You did this?” Astrid asked.

      I shrugged. It occurred to me that I was still holding the demon blade. The urge to cut into Brigid hadn’t subsided. The blade was trying to bend me to its will again. I forced a measure of my dark power down into the blade. It stopped tapping against my thigh.

      “We’re going to have to bring you both in,” Kai said.

      I turned my back on him and started walking away. “Blue.”

      A week ago, I might have argued with him. Today, I just wanted to be left alone. I stepped toward Astrid. “Fine, take me in.”

      She hesitated. I wasn’t speaking to her either. As a guard, and as someone who lived inside Seraphina, she had to have known about Nanna. She wasn’t the one who I’d placed my trust in, though. “I might take Brigid,” she said.

      “I’m not going with him.”

      She was at a loss. That much was obvious when she broke her stride like she was caught between two equally unpleasant conclusions. Kai had no such hesitation.

      He marched forward and grabbed my arm. This time, he didn’t allow me to shrug him off. “Can you stay with Diana for a while?” he said to Sophie. Alarm had me trying to pry his fingers off.

      I landed on my own bed a second later. The teleport was no longer unexpected. It was just unwanted. Before, I would have challenged him. Now, I shoved my legs against his chest so that he would have fallen backward if his reflexes weren’t so quick. The demon blade landed beside me.

      Kai dropped into a perfect cat crouch. I really wanted to point out that he was breaking rules by being in my dorm room. I wanted him to leave. Almost as much as I wanted to punch him in the face. That was about half as much as I wanted all of this to be an illusion so that we could go back to the way things were. The thought pissed me off even more than I already was. It made my jaw clamp shut.

      “So, you’re just going to spend the rest of your time pretending I don’t exist?” he asked. He relaxed his posture. One knee rested on the floor. The other was still bent so that his elbow leaned on it. I wasn’t fooled by the gesture. If I tried to move off the bed, he would spring. This wasn’t any different to being inside the prison. The guard was just prettier.

      I focused my attention on something over his shoulder. Unfortunately, in a fit of anger, I had tried to shred both the dresses he’d bought me. Sophie had intervened and taken them away. I now saw the blue slip of material bulging out of one of her suitcases.

      I couldn’t shift my attention in case he took that as a sign of weakness. Kai massaged his forehead with the heel of his palm.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I know I shouldn’t have kept the truth from you.”

      The silence stretched on. “Okay,” I said. “Can you hand me my punishment now and go away?”

      He leaned forward, his gaze darkening. “I wouldn’t have done it unless I thought it might hurt you.”

      “Thanks. I’m not hurt now at all.”

      I hadn’t meant for there to be so much bite to it. My inability to remain placid around him was infuriating. I just couldn’t stop. “If your family were alive, regardless of the circumstances, wouldn’t you want to know?”

      It was a low blow. It was meant to be. His eyes closed for a second. When he opened them, his expression was haunted. He was still looking at me, but it was unfocused. His thoughts were a million miles away.

      “Yes,” he said after what felt like an eternity.

      “Then you see my point.”

      “I’ve always seen your point.”

      My glare could have sliced him in two. “Yet you chose not to say anything. In all the time we’ve spent together not once did you think to say, “hey, by the way, your grandmother, the only family you’ve ever had, is conscious. So you can stop feeling like you’re trying to catch something that’s always just out of your reach.” But hey, whatever gets you through the day.”

      He blinked slowly. When he shifted position so he was on his knees, I tucked my legs underneath me. It created more space between us.

      “As much as you’d like to believe it,” he said, “I don’t get to just do whatever I like without consequences.”

      “The fact that you’re in my room without breaching some alarm says otherwise.”

      “There’s a difference between this and disobeying a full Council mandate,” he said.

      “I really couldn’t care less what the Council wants.”

      He ran his hand through his hair. “That’s half the problem.”

      “Everything I do is a problem. Yet Brigid gets to swan around like she’s untouchable.”

      “Brigid is a known quantity.” His fist clenched. “She has boundaries. You’re different. Nobody is quite clear about what you are. Or what you can do.”

      “So that makes it okay for them to interfere with my life?”

      “You have the ability to phase between objects,” Kai snapped. His fist pressed against the floor. “The only beings with that ability are the Sisterhood. Do you have any idea how hard Gran and I had to fight to keep you out of the hands of the Dominion?”

      It had occurred to me when they suddenly deployed all those Nephilim guards that something screwy was happening. It didn’t change anything for me.

      “Why should I have to suffer because some really old, out-of-touch, supernatural jerks are a little bit scared? They probably should have thought about that before they had the Sisterhood murdered.”

      “For goodness sake! Most of the same Council members weren’t appointed back then.  We’re being assassinated now. This kind of thing hasn’t happened since The Fall. They have a right to be a little rattled.”

      “And I have a right not to care.”

      “You do care, Blue.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “If you didn’t, you’d be with the Sisterhood right now. You’re so angry you were ready to leave. But you haven’t even considered joining them. You and I both know that’s the reason why you’ve been so difficult to train. You might be physically small, but your magic resists the idea of being tamed.”

      I shoved that thought to the side. It didn’t bear thinking about at the moment. “What about any of this changes the fact that you didn’t tell me about Nanna?”

      “This isn’t just about you and me.”

      “Bull. You’ve demonstrated that you’ll defy the Council if and when it suits you. What makes this different? This is definitely about me.”

      He scrutinised the pattern on the carpet. This was also about him. About who he was at his core. A protector. Deep down, I knew he wasn’t the type to make arbitrary decisions. Which meant there was something more.

      “What haven’t you told me?”

      He blinked slowly. I’d never seen him so closed-off before. “If you don’t tell me, I’m never going to trust you again.”

      His head turned away, as though he was weighing up the consequences. “I’m handling it.”

      “I don’t need you to protect me!” I was the one leaning forward now.

      “Blue…”

      “Kai!” It was a command.

      He sprang from the floor onto the bed. I was ready for it but chose not to engage. He gripped my hand. I gripped back. If I flinched now, he would get all protective and close up. Kai swallowed. “It’s your magic,” he said. “Your magic is what’s keeping your Nanna from recovering who she is.”
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      I didn’t think I heard him right. At the same time, I knew I had. It wouldn’t sink in. “What are you talking about?”

      He held on tighter. I couldn’t breathe. My mind revisited the moment when I’d touched the aura around Nanna. Blue. The messy thread around her had been blue.

      “I don’t understand it,” Kai said. His speech was urgent. “I’ve never seen anything like it before. I’ve tried to heal it, to break it, to rearrange it. Nothing has helped.”

      A tear trickled down my cheek. I was hurting her. I was the reason why she couldn’t remember.

      Kai leaned in. His muscles contracted like he was uncertain how I would react to being touched. It was disconcerting how well he knew me. Without knowing it, I had curled myself into a tight ball. I was definitely transmitting hands-off vibes.

      It was all too surreal. I pinched myself just to make sure this wasn’t a nightmare. If I was indeed in the psychiatric hospital, I wouldn’t be getting out of there any time soon.

      Scrubbing my face with my palm, I bit back a sob. Crying hadn’t exactly been helping. I wracked my brain for any idea that might help. The only inkling I had was that in order to save Nanna, I might have to get close to the Sisterhood. Nobody knew souls like they did.

      My eyes closed. I wanted to go back to a time when the only thing I had to worry about was where my next meal was coming from. No sooner had the thought popped into my head did I recoil.

      In that alternate path to my life, Nanna had been imprisoned. I had no money, no friends, no power, and no hope. It hit me then just how ungrateful I was being. I wasn’t helpless. If there was a way to help Nanna, I was in the best possible place for that to happen. I was also done being afraid of all these people who were trying to use me for their own purposes.

      My eyes snapped open. “Do you think you can convince your grandmother to let me have one more meeting with Skander?”

      Kai sat back on his haunches. “I’m not sure.”

      “Try.”

      “What for?”

      “Because I asked you! Because you lied to me about my nanna!”

      I might have had an epiphany, but it didn’t mean I’d forgiven him. Sensing when he should cut his losses, Kai promised that he would try. He didn’t touch me again before he left. I was glad. It was all too raw right now.

      He turned his head just as he was leaving. “You know you can always trust me?”

      “I think the issue is that you don’t trust me.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Sure it is. You don’t trust me not to survive without your help. But believe me, if there’s one thing I don’t want, it’s to die.”

      A strange look settled over his face, but he left without a word.

      Three days later he left me a bulletin in the mirror to let me know he’d gotten the go ahead for the visit. I met him and Astrid in the portal field.

      “Are you sure about this?” he asked. “I don’t want –”

      He was lucky he’d stopped. I didn’t really care what he wanted. It just highlighted his inability to allow me to make my own mistakes. Not that I was relishing the thought.

      We landed in the same cell as usual. Today, Giselle appeared slightly harassed. Her hair was out of place and one of the buttons on her prison uniform was missing.

      “He’s malcontent,” she said in warning. “This will have to be a very short visit.”

      A quick scan of the room told me there were two extra guards posted by the door. “Can you please take off his handcuffs?”

      She frowned. I could sense Kai and Astrid doing the same thing behind my back. “That’s not a good idea,” Kai said.

      “I just need to test one thing out with him,” I said. “This place is guarded to the teeth. There’s no way he could do anything.”

      Giselle’s shoulders were resolute. For a second, I thought she might refuse. “Five minutes,” she said. “No longer.”

      She removed him from his stasis. When Skander had regained most of his cognitive and physical function, Giselle unlocked the magical handcuffs that kept his hands bound behind his back. Not trusting that he wouldn’t try something, I drew a protective circle around myself and the Nephilim.

      “Well, little rabbit,” Skander said. It was more of a croak. Whatever they were doing to him with these drainings was sapping more than just his magic. I had to wonder whether this prison system was all that humane. “I didn’t think I would have the pleasure again.”

      “I need you to test something out with me,” I said, ignoring his attempts at creepy small talk.

      “And what is that?”

      I laid the demon blade in between us. This time, it was within reaching distance of him. Over his shoulder, Giselle’s eyes grew narrow. She widened her stance. It became even more watchful.

      “The blade has tasted your blood,” I said. “Could you please try and call it away from me?”

      A spark of light ignited in Skander’s dark eyes. I had been practicing with the blade in the Fae forest for weeks now. Each time I weaved a little more of my binding spells on it. This idea that the blade required blood had begun to wear thin on me. Blood magic was essentially dark magic. It was the reason why Lucifer and Behemoth used it. I wasn’t a blood mage or a high mage of any other kind.

      I was a hedge witch. A low-magic user. So I’d begun to switch out the blood for juice from the Arcana fruit as well as salt water from the mermaid wading pool in the catchment near the billabong. The nymphs had not been happy, but they remained tight-lipped so that I could try and tame this blade. If I had Sisterhood in my lineage and had managed to change my destiny, then there was no reason why I couldn’t change the nature of a blade that I owned.

      Skander readily agreed. “Whenever you’re ready. May I?”

      He reached out when I didn’t deny his request and nicked his finger on the tip of the blade. For a second, the blood soaked into the metal. It illuminated the polished silver in a crimson glow. There was a moment where the blade shuddered. And then the blood dripped back out onto the mat.

      “Ready?” I said, seeing Skander’s eyes widening.

      We reached out at the same time. I could feel the brush of his towering power pressing against the barrier of the circle I’d erected. He might have been drained of his actual magic but his will remained intact and very much dominant.

      The blade rattled on the floor. I clamped down. I slipped into the Ley dimension in my mind and tugged on the fibre of light blue that I’d weaved around the sword. My eyes were still closed when I felt the hilt press against my palm. I laced my fingers around it.

      Opening my eyes, I smiled at a white-faced Skander. “Thank you,” I said.

      His expression blanked. Kai must have seen the intention in the mage’s eyes at the same time I did. Skander was still mid-lunge when I felt Kai’s arms around me. The impressions of Skander’s fingers around my throat were still imprinted on me when we landed back in the portal field.

      “That was close,” Astrid said.

      “No more meetings,” Kai barked. As if I didn’t know that already.

      “Fine with me.” I didn’t need to spend any more time with the mage anyway. Aside from scaring me, he’d given me the most important lesson already. Even the nature of a sword forged by demons for death could be changed. If I could change the nature of the blade, then I could change my own destiny.

      It had been Basil who had taught me that. Whatever he had done to incur the ire of my ancestor, he’d made up for it by being my friend.

      “Still no sign of recovery,” Basil informed me that night through the mirror. I hadn’t said a word about my part in Nanna’s mental imprisonment. I was still coming to terms with it. At the same time, I was avoiding the inevitable conclusion which was that I might have to eventually speak to someone in the Sisterhood about what I had done to Nanna and how to get her out of the current bind.

      In the week leading up to the Halloween Showcase, the final technological protections around the Academy were completed. The dozen or so low-magic users who were a decent age were called to a debriefing at the site office of the control room.

      We would be driven there in the modified Academy bus. Jacqueline, Peter, and Nora accompanied us. None of the guards were allowed to participate. The Nephilim had too much magic in their blood not to trigger the fail safes in the technology.

      Kai was not happy about it.

      He pressed up right next to me while we’d waited in the parking lot to be picked up. It was the first time he’d become aggressive in his protectiveness since our encounter in my bedroom. We were back to our uneasy truce.

      I tried to step away, but he snagged my arm. The hard line of his jaw told me he was trying not to blatantly forbid me from going. My heart broke a little for him. The anger I’d felt had eased into a dull ache. I stepped into the curve of his arm.

      He went rigid for a second before he relaxed and pressed me to his side.

      “I know you’re aware of the dangers,” he said. He ran a hand through his hair. “But I still don’t like it.”

      “Since when do we only get to do things we like?” I shot back before boarding the bus. I didn’t look out the window, but I knew he stood watch until we were out of sight. Sophie nudged my shoulder with hers.

      “You’re still not made up?” she asked.

      I wrapped my arms around myself. “It’s hard to explain.”

      For once she didn’t pry. I had a hard-enough time sorting through how I felt about everything. At the same time, I understood Kai’s obsessive need to protect and control everyone he cared about. It was trying to navigate that which was proving to be the difficult part. If one day I was meant to go up against Lucifer, I didn’t want Kai to lose his mind. If the devil was coming for us, Kai needed to be clear headed. We both had a lot of growing to do.

      When the bus slowed around the perimeter of the iron watchtower, I pushed my turbulent thoughts to the side. As we got closer, I felt a soft caress of tingling sweep over my body. Sophie shuddered beside me.

      “That always gives me the heebie-jeebies,” she said. It had been the same when we’d left the shifter compound in Zambia to go to the market or on the drive to Zimbabwe. It was like the feeling of having a wave of water spill over you.

      Funnily enough, I almost felt relieved. It never occurred to me that my mind and body had become accustomed to the feedback of magic.

      The logistics of the surveillance equipment was pretty standard. Inside the watch tower, the human consultant showed us how to arm and disarm the alarm system. He glanced furtively at Sophie and me. Then at two of the junior campus students, Joyce and Rodrigo, who were both only fifteen. That was where Jacqueline had decided to draw the line. No doubt he was wondering why he was giving a security briefing to kids.

      Nora stepped into his eye line to break off his train of thought. The consultant shook his head of whatever he was thinking and returned to his instructions.

      “The barrier is programmed to register the movement of an individual,” he said. He pointed to the screen on the wall in front of us which showed an illuminated infra-red sensor that swept over the landscape. When it detected movement, the sensor scanned the body and determined whether it was a threat. I watched as it pinpointed a rabbit, scanned the body, and then displayed an image that it determined not to be a threat.

      While the instructions weren’t hard to commit to memory, the training to use the equipment was extensive. I took notes and scribbled a bunch of questions that I was only able to air after the consultant had driven off in his car.

      “We can program the sensors to detect someone of para-human stature,” I said. “But there are lots of magic users who are humanoid. How are we going to guard against that?”

      Jacqueline and Nora grimaced. I got the hint. “So there’s going to be no separation of intent,” I said. “We’re just going to fire on anything moving around here?”

      “We have no choice,” Jacqueline said. “On the other side is a wall of magic. Anyone who gets past that is a threat.”

      Peter was leaning against the control console. His hands were tucked into the pocket of his coveralls. If ever someone was out of place, this was a perfect example.

      I went to stand beside him. “I don’t like this,” I said.

      He nodded. “Unfortunately, we have very little choice. All attempts to reach out to the Sisterhood have been fruitless.”

      I didn’t know that. “There’s a way to contact them?”

      This time he shrugged. “There are ways to broadcast general messages to the wider supernatural community. As much as they might not like it, the Sisterhood is part of that community.”

      I sighed, suddenly feeling so tired. “I don’t understand any of this mumbo jumbo,” Peter said. I couldn’t help smiling. It reminded me of the way Nanna used to get so frustrated when we got that second-hand cell phone and I tried to teach her how to use it. “How are you going with your showcase project?”

      It figures he would try to use the first opportunity we’d had to speak to weasel in that question. I imagined my not going to class for a few weeks might have thrown a spanner in the works with his plans.

      “It’s not bad,” I said to allay his fears.

      “It’s not something huge and flashy, is it?”

      I contemplated the question. “Not in the general sense.”

      The same sceptical look Sophie had given me crossed over his face. “Oh, well, I suppose that’s good.”

      At least he was more diplomatic than Sophie had been.

      With everything armed and in place, we were on our way back to the Academy when Bran and Astrid materialised in the centre aisle. Jacqueline was on her feet in an instant.

      “Now what?” Sophie hissed.

      The Nephilim spoke in hushed tones that had everybody else on the bus straining to hear. Joyce and Rodrigo were two rows behind us, but I swear I could feel them breathing down my neck. I shrank back when Jacqueline and the Nephilim turned their heads in my direction. Now what indeed.

      We had been lurching along at a reasonable speed but one word from Jacqueline and the driver was suddenly a Formula One racer. The gears screamed but he put his foot down, nonetheless. Bran and Astrid sauntered down the aisle and took seats amongst us. Like anyone was fooled by their terrible show of nonchalance.

      Astrid refused to look at me when she stalked past to plonk herself down on one of the back seats. A minute later, Jacqueline settled herself into the vacant seats in front of me.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked before she could open her mouth.

      Her lips were pressed together. I couldn’t tell if it was from frustration or anger. Maybe both. “We’ve just had a critical message from the Dominion,” she said. “Skander Rameros has escaped the prison.”

      It felt like a cold hand had reached through my chest and was squeezing my heart. I didn’t even have time to take in what she’d said before she continued. “That’s the less disturbing piece of news. He’s not the only one who has escaped.”

      “I don’t understand,” I said. “He was being drained of his magic daily.”

      I already knew what she was going to say before the words left her mouth. “It looks as though his handler was the one who helped him to escape.”

      Sophie gasped. I sank back in my chair and exhaled. I couldn’t get a moment’s peace in this place.
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      The alarms were already sounding when we arrived back through the iron gates at the perimeter of the Academy. I was so used to portals and being teleported that driving into the deserted parking lot was strange. More guards awaited us as we alighted. These ones were of the vampiric and shifter variety.

      We ran to the junior campus. The whole Academy was waiting for us. Sophie and I had to squeeze into single seats a couple of rows from each other. These warning assemblies were becoming too frequent. The little girl sitting beside me whimpered when Skander’s image appeared in the mirror on the stage. I grit my teeth hard when Giselle’s face showed up next.

      If I was angry, Kai’s dark expression promised retribution. Even in the midst of all the confusion and fear, my eyes located him almost immediately when I arrived. He stood guard in the far right of the assembly hall. He must have been off-duty when the alarm sounded because he was in blue jeans, a green shirt, and his motorcycle jacket. I had watched as Desi walked past him and leaned in to whisper something in his ear. Not only did he fail to respond, but the look in his eyes said that she had better make herself scarce. It took a lot to frighten a vampire, but she slipped away without further disturbance.

      “As you can imagine,” Jacqueline said from her position on stage, “we will have strict protocols for the protection of the Academy. The human-engineered security has now been activated. We are as safe as we can be. I have no doubt that the prisoners will be apprehended. Until then, I ask that we all remain vigilant but try not to give in to hysteria.”

      When the assembly was over, I hung back and waited for Sophie and Diana. The dwarf was at the front of the hall. I could feel the radiant heat coming off Kai’s skin when he appeared beside me. He didn’t say a thing for almost thirty seconds.

      “We’ll meet you back in the dorm,” Sophie said. She grabbed Diana’s arm.

      “You should have been born a shifter,” I said out of the corner of my mouth. We allowed the crowd to disperse before moving with the stragglers out into the field. Cassie and Charles were waiting for us beside the door. Kai reached out and enclosed the back of her head in his big hand. She wrapped her arms around his waist and hugged him.

      “I’m glad you’re not going,” she said. The vein in his brow jumped. Ah. Now I understood the caveman regression.

      Charles punched me lightly on the shoulder. Over the past few months he’d learned the exact amount of pressure to exert to get his point across without actually hurting me. “No demon blade again?” he said. “If that lunatic comes here, you know he’s going to be after you, right?”

      It was so not the right thing to say in front of Kai. He shoved both of them away. “Go back to your dorms,” he said. His voice had gone gravelly. “Make sure you observe curfew. If I catch either of you roaming about…” He let the end of his sentence just hang there. Right at this moment there was no doubt he would come down hard on them for disobeying. Cassie made a face, but she allowed Charles to drag her away.

      We were alone in the field. The night sky was now a dense navy blanket overhead. Pinpricks of starlight made the vastness appear magical. “Before you say anything,” I pre-empted, “I’m fine. I have no intention of becoming serial killer bait. So be very careful what you say right now.” He was spoiling for a fight. “Go and find Max and do whatever it is you do to let off steam.”

      “I should be out there helping to search.”

      I turned to him, my brows raised. “Weren’t you the one telling me that even you can’t go directly against a Council mandate? Who knows what Giselle and Skander have been cooking up this whole time? If something happens to you, there goes Raphael’s bloodline. I’m actually surprised they don’t have you wrapped up in cotton wool inside Seraphina.”

      Of course thinking about someone trapped inside Seraphina made me automatically think of Nanna. In the reflection of the glass in the doors to the senior dorms, I saw we were both scowling.

      “This is different,” he said. “I should have seen it coming. We never should have asked for his help.” He held the door open for me. As I stepped through, I heard the sound of metal warping and snatched his hand. The door handle was completely bent out of shape.

      I shook him. “Stop it. You can’t blame yourself for everything. We asked a serial killer and his handler for help. We shouldn’t be surprised that something’s gone wrong. You never could have predicted this. If anything, the mages really have something to answer for. How often do criminals break out of their prison?”

      He wouldn’t let go of my hand as we ascended the staircase. “Not as often as you might think. This recent spate of escapes isn’t normal. If Giselle has been inside the whole time, she might have been a part of the other escapes as well.”

      Hearing Giselle’s name made something cold slither down my spine. At every meeting we’d been to, she had been the picture of a perfect guard. Not exactly hostile but not pleasant either. She’d played her part to perfection. What would she gain out of releasing Skander? Where did she fit in all of this?

      I was so wrapped up in my thoughts that I didn’t notice when we reached my bedroom. I could hear the soft murmuring of voices inside. Kai kept walking. I tried to tug him back, but he was too strong.

      “Hey!” I hissed.

      He finally stopped when we got to the fork at the end of the hall that led around and joined the adjacent corridor. With the news, most of the students were still trying to process what had happened. They were all in their rooms. It was so quiet, it was eerie. I’d always lived alone but since I’d been here the constant hubbub had become a comforting white noise. This silence felt like something was holding its breath.

      Kai halted in the darkest corner of the corridor and pulled me into his arms. Even if I had wanted to struggle it was impossible. Instead, I tried to kick him in the shin. He saw it coming a mile away but didn’t move. Pain vibrated up my leg, but he continued to look down at me without giving a single inch.

      “You’re being a real creep,” I said. I hadn’t thought we could be smushed up any closer, but he dipped his head and tucked mine under his chin. God it was nice. I could feel the weeks of resentment and anger trying to slip away.

      “I know you’re still pissed,” he said. His voice was a low caress across my skin. “I know I shouldn’t have kept the secret from you. But right now isn’t the best time to be holding grudges. Can we set this aside for the moment? I don’t think I can handle having my hands tied behind my back at the same time you’re not speaking to me.”

      I wanted to point out that we might not exactly be on easy speaking terms, but he had me pressed up so close I could feel the ridge of his pecs against my cheek. “I’ll make it up to you,” he kept going.

      That piqued my interest. This other side of Malachi Pendragon was almost as intriguing as the sexy, broody side. “How?”

      “Have you ever experienced a white Christmas?” he asked.

      “You know I haven’t!”

      He chuckled. Christmas was like crack to a homeless kid. They hadn’t exactly been fancy affairs when I was a kid, either. It wasn’t even that I wanted stuff. For the last six years, I’d visited Nanna in the morning and then crawled into whatever shelter I could make it to for their leftovers. The thought of a real white Christmas had my heart racing. Or maybe that was just because Kai was running his fingers down my spine.

      “Okay. You’ve got a deal. If I’m not dead by Christmas, I want the whole works!”

      His muscles tensed around me. “Blue.”

      A door opened down the corridor. “She’s been gone a long time,” I heard Diana say.

      “Shhh. Just leave it,” Sophie replied.

      I shoved against Kai’s chest. “If I don’t show up soon they’re going to send a search party.”

      “Let them.”

      He tipped my chin up. My mind seized. My stupid mouth opened up to him eagerly even though I was still having an internal argument about whether I should be kissing him. All of my resistance melted as he feathered his tongue over mine. He tangled his fingers into the hair at the nape of my neck. My entire body unfurled like a dry leaf in a rain shower. The bubble of resentment and anger in my chest deflated.

      When he pulled away and cupped my face in his hands, I was sure I was going to pass out. “This was never going to be easy, Blue,” he murmured. I swallowed hard. Reaching up, I settled my hands over his.

      “Do I look like the type who thrives on easy?”

      He winked at me. My knees buckled but I caught myself by pressing my back against the wall. There was no way in hell I would let him catch me swooning. His ego was already the size of a blimp.

      My face must still have been peaky when I went back to the room because Sophie bit the inside of her cheek to stop from grinning at me. Before either of them could utter a word the alarm for a bulletin sounded. The bubbling warmth in my chest was replaced by cold apprehension. A bulletin at a time like this wasn’t a good sign. All of the bulletins we’d received so far had been issued by Jacqueline. This time, when Sophie unlocked the mirror, it was Victoria’s pruney face that we saw. It was a shock to the system. Sophie and Diana inched back involuntarily.

      “Citizens,” Victoria said. “You will no doubt be aware by now that we have had another breach in the security of the Dominion prison. Skander Rameros and his accomplices are currently still at large. We want to impress on you the importance of caution at a time like this. Further information has come to light regarding Giselle Hartnett, a former prison security guard. Ms Hartnett is a mind mage. If spotted, exercise extreme caution. Guard your thoughts carefully. The Council are doing everything in our power to recapture the fugitives.”

      The bulletin cut off without so much as a goodbye. When the mirror’s surface turned reflective again, I saw that I was touching my temples. “You don’t think she stole your thoughts while you were in there visiting Skander, do you?” Sophie asked. She bit her bottom lip. Diana brushed it off.

      “You would know,” she said. “Memory and thought reaping are quite painful.” She flopped back on Sophie’s bed and blew out a breath. “Still, this is big news. It means she could be the one behind it all. Mind mages can insert thoughts into other people’s heads. She could have put Skander and the others up to this.”

      I shook myself to dislodge those morbid thoughts. “I can’t spend more time thinking about it,” I said. “If I do, I might go insane.”

      That was easier said than done. Two weeks went by in which the supernatural community held its breath. When there was no sign of any of the fugitives, the tension wound so tight there was talk of cancelling the Halloween Showcase. In the end, Jacqueline decided that we needed to continue living life as though there wasn’t a serial killer on the loose. Anything else would fly in the face of everything this world stood for.

      While they weren’t allowed to show outward signs of weakness, Astrid told me some of the Council members had begun relocating their families to distant magical safe houses. Too bad for the rest of us who couldn’t do that. Kai worked himself into an irritated rage because he wasn’t allowed to hunt. He spent most of his free time in the training room tearing apart imaginary foe.

      With the Showcase looming, I was working overtime on my project. I had wanted to make my demonstration something breathtakingly terrible like the stunt I had pulled with the manticore during my entrance trials. The more I spoke with Peter and Thalia about it, the more I realised that the hedge witch part of me wasn’t the part that had made that happen. Low magic was about subtlety and balance.

      That’s how I ended up standing beside the scorched earth of the Fae forest where I’d been taken captive. The Fae had managed to fill the gaping hole in the earth and smooth it over, but they didn’t have any interest in attempting to re-sow. They considered it tainted earth. In their realm, they would have condemned it and magicked it out of existence. They couldn’t do that with Academy land. Now it sat unused and unloved.

      That’s where Sophie and I came into the picture. I’d convinced her that helping me would be an added credit to her kitchen-witch trials.

      Today, she made a face over the brew steaming on the makeshift hearth we’d built into the ground. I had jumped the first time Sophie had conjured up the fire but as a kitchen witch, her magic extended to low levels of fire manipulation.

      “How else am I supposed to cook anything?” she’d asked in response to my surprise. It made sense. I’d just never considered it.

      “I don’t know how you talked me into this,” she gagged over the concoction of nettles, comfrey, and some of her growth potion which had a plethora of other herbs intertwined with the thoughts of her magic. It stank to high heaven.

      I could barely talk because my gag reflex was triggering bigtime. “After all the dodgy potions I’ve had to drink for your experiments, this is the least you can do!”

      I held my stomach. Sophie pinched her nose as the remaining ingredient, a scraping of a bull’s horn, was dropped into the cauldron.

      “That’s disgusting,” Isla’s voice called from behind us. We didn’t turn around. I heard her footsteps coming closer. She sputtered. “What are you doing?”

      “Baking a cake,” I shot back.

      “You’re stinking up the whole quadrant!”

      “Thanks for the bulletin.”

      Despite her protests, she didn’t leave. Sophie went into that terrifyingly focused state she got into whenever she was invested in a potion. Her eyes shone like black pearls. She ignored both Isla and me as she recited an incantation in an ancient African language I couldn’t hope to master. I wrapped my arms around myself when the concoction began to glow a warm coppery-red tone.

      Isla’s eyes went wide. Dipping a wooden ladle into the concoction, Sophie spooned out a small quantity and dropped it into the dozens of watering cans filled with water we’d lined up along the tree line. When the boiling mixture hit the cold water, it hissed and let off a puff of steam. I raced around with a bamboo stick and stirred the mixture into the water. When they were all completed, Sophie and I began to water the ground that I had tilled and planted with grass and tree seedlings.

      “Want some help?” Isla asked. I shrugged.

      “It’s a free country.”

      She was a lot stronger than she looked. With Isla’s help, the time it took for us to water the entire tainted ground was cut in half.

      “Okay,” Sophie puffed. “Your turn.”

      Walking to the wheelbarrow I’d laboriously pushed from the Grove, I picked up a handful of dirt in each hand. I walked around the entire field drawing circles of black dirt. When I was done, the field looked like a child’s frantic drawing. I crouched in the middle of the field and closed my eyes.

      My thoughts slipped into the Ley dimension without much effort these days. In my mind’s eyes, I could see every tiny seed that I’d placed in the dirt just this morning. It was tempting to reach into the well of power inside me and force them to grow. It certainly would cut the growth time considerably. But the point of this experiment was to prove that life could come back against the darkness. So all I did was draw the cloak of Sophie’s fertiliser brew around the seeds. That alone should be enough for the seeds to sprout and begin shooting up by the end of the day. By the time the Showcase came around, I expected the field to be unrecognisable from the rest of the Fae forest.

      It was a gamble. If it worked, we would have proof that low magic could beat back the forces of hell where high magic couldn’t. If it didn’t, I would drop to the bottom of the field and my points average wouldn’t improve. Pressing my hand against the seedling at the very centre of the field, I willed it to be fruitful. We low-magic users were getting such a beating in the supernatural world that we needed some kind of win.

      For the first time in weeks, I felt like things weren’t as hopeless as they seemed. And then I walked into the dorm room to find the bulletin beeping. Sophie had left for the potions lab to return her cauldron. She had a Saturday evening shift in the dining hall and wouldn’t be back until after dinner.

      I pressed my hand to the mirror. Basil’s stitched face was literally coming apart on the other side. “As you can see,” Basil said, “I need a little help.”

      “How did that even happen?”

      “I’m not sure. I think the constant ferrying back and forth in the portals between Rivia and Seraphina has started to weaken the threads.”

      I scrubbed my face with my hand. “Okay,” I said. “I’ll see if I can get permission to port over there.”

      Jacqueline was reluctant but I was adamant. “If he isn’t stitched up, he’ll die,” I said.

      Her mouth pressed into a thin line. “Fine,” she finally relented. “Just be careful.”

      If I had a dollar for every time someone had said that to me over the past few weeks, I’d be swimming in manna. Strapping the demon blade to my back, I grabbed Basil’s repair kit and jogged to the portal field.

      There were people everywhere. With the Showcase just days away, the spirit of the season had finally started to kick in. The leaves on the trees had been magicked to mimic the natural autumnal cycles of nature. It was late spring in the mortal parts of Australia. Ruby reds, golden yellows, and burned oranges decorated the branches of the trees surrounding the Academy’s entrance.

      The gorgeous pink cedar by the bay windows of Jacqueline’s office was glowing. The Fae had strung up hundreds of their bobbling, firefly-attracting lanterns. We’d been growing pumpkins for months in Herbology and now they adorned every entrance in the Academy. There was a huge cornucopia set up in front of the dining hall. In Potions and Alchemy, we were all working on our best mulled wine brew. The scent of cloves, cinnamon, and brandy spiced the air.

      The vampires had started wearing cloaks. The shifters were letting their hair out, literally. Last time I’d seen Max, he was more lion than man. For a few moments, I forgot about the impending danger of Giselle and Skander on the loose.

      I was smiling when I stepped through the portal into Nora and Mani’s apartment. My smile dropped as soon as I reached the other side.

      Basil tottered in front of me. He was trying to hold his head together. “Oh my gosh!” I said, kneeling down in front of him. “It’s been half an hour!”

      The red piece of thread that denoted his mouth was hanging down his shoulder. That didn’t impede his speech but it sure as heck was creepy. “I’m falling apart,” he wailed.

      It took some finicky stitch work, but I managed to get him back together. As I worked, I fought back the oppressive tightening in my chest. We were running out of time. If Basil unravelled while someone wasn’t there, I would lose him.

      “Maybe you should come back to the Academy,” I said through the sharp stone in my throat.

      Basil patted my knee. He sat in my lap while I stuffed cotton into his head. The result wasn’t exactly a masterpiece.

      “I’ll be fine,” he said. “Just a flesh wound. Bethany is well.”

      He sure knew how to change the subject.

      “Any progress?”

      “She has very good days. If you don’t count the fact that she breaks down at the slightest mention of you or her past, you wouldn’t be able to tell there’s anything wrong with her. She’s taken to the supernatural community quite readily.”

      I picked at a ball of red wool.

      “So the Nephilim haven’t made any progress with her condition?”

      He sighed. “They’re trying all sorts of things, but nothing has been fruitful. Malachi wanted to see if they could reset her memories by wiping her mind completely, but he seems reluctant to actually do it.”

      I twirled the red wool around my pointer finger. “What if she never recovers?”

      “What if she doesn’t?” Basil asked. “I’ve been thinking about it. Perhaps you can still have a relationship with her as she is?”

      My eyes were stinging by this point. I wiped at my face. That’s when I noticed Basil kept looking at the clock on the wall. “What are you doing?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “Odette was meant to come over this afternoon,” he said. “I would have asked her to stitch me together, but she never showed up.”

      “Maybe she forgot?”

      I imagined the look he gave me would have been withering if he’d had a proper physical face. Pressing his palm against the mirror on the couch, Basil tried to put a call through to Odette. There was no answer. He tried some of their mutual friends. None of them had seen or heard from Odette.

      “Something’s wrong.” He paced the living room floor. “I might pop around to her house. She only lives a few blocks away. Go back to the Academy.”

      Was he kidding? “What if something’s happened to her?” I asked. “How are you going to help her?”

      I looked pointedly at his misshapen repair stitching. “If she’s fallen over and cracked her head open, you’d never be able to lift her.”

      This time he picked at his head. “Okay, but let’s be quick about it.”

      I couldn’t get on to Jacqueline or Alex. So I left a message for Sophie to let her know where I was going. Odette’s house was a detached wooden dwelling right out of a child’s picture book. It was double story with a pointed roof. She’d pasted cut-outs of spider webs and broomsticks in her windows. Like the Academy, there were pumpkins and autumn leaves on her porch. In between the traditional Halloween getup, I could see nods to the underlying pagan rituals in there.

      “There’s a light on,” Basil said, hurrying up the three steps on the porch. The door was locked. “There’s a key under the gardenia pot.”

      Huh. So even supernaturals used that trick. He wedged through the opening as soon as I unlocked the door. “Wait, Basil,” I hissed. But he was in too much of a hurry to notice.

      I cursed as he disappeared inside without thinking. I was in the midst of drawing circles around us both when he made a strangling sound. Pushing the door wide open, I slid the demon blade from its scabbard and barged into the house.

      I stopped dead at the scene in the living room. Odette lay on the rug, her soft blonde hair haloed around her head. But it was the other blonde who had my attention. In the prison she’d been professionally reserved. On the outside, the mask slipped. Giselle smiled at me. She held Basil tight in her left hand.

      She raised her other one when I moved to attack. “I wouldn’t if I were you,” she said. The air around her shimmered. She was phasing. Oh hell no.

      “You’re Sisterhood,” I breathed.

      “No, youngling. We are Sisterhood. Or we would have been if you hadn’t been brainwashed by the supernaturals.”

      I tried to step closer, but she squeezed Basil tighter. If it was just physical, it wouldn’t have mattered. He no longer felt pain. Instead, a thin copper thread of luminous gold wound around his squishy body. It formed a noose around his head and contracted. Basil coughed like he actually couldn’t breathe.

      The demon blade warmed in my palm. It hummed with renewed vigour to taste blood. Dammit. All that work I’d done was unravelling. It wanted to kill.

      A hand touched my shoulder. I whirled as a bag was thrown over my head. Somebody tried to rip the demon blade from my grasp. I inched to the left, slamming my elbow into solid ribs. Whoever I’d just attacked didn’t cry out that time.

      They did when I drew the constricting circle around them. I squeezed, imaging the glowing blue circle in my mind growing tighter.

      “Disable her,” Giselle said a second before something blunt slammed into my temple. I went out like a light.
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      The silver light of an incantation circle brushed against my closed eyelids. I groaned as I regained consciousness. My stomach lurched. The pain in the right side of my head was dull but no less distracting. When I went to rub at the sore spot, my hands wouldn’t come away from behind me. Still confused from being knocked out, it took me a few minutes to take stock of my surroundings.

      We were in the clearing of some type of forest. A quick brush with my hedge magic told me it was natural and not supernaturally made. The moon was whole and grinning down at me. I was in a standing position. My body was being supported by a thick trunk behind me and a rope tied around my underarms. My hands were restrained around the trunk. I ran a hand against the tree. No, it wasn’t a tree. The wood was too smooth. It was a stake. This couldn’t be happening. I forced my lazy eyes open and looked down where I was standing. There was kindling beneath my feet. I was tied to a stake. If someone set fire to the kindling, I would burn. This time, it wasn’t someone’s idea of a trial.

      “Don’t worry,” Giselle said. “You won’t be there for long. It was a ridiculous way to kill us anyway.” My eyes flicked to where she was crouched inside the silver circle. Basil lay on the ground unmoving. The copper bindings around him were now so numerous and interwoven I could barely see his woollen skin.

      “What are you doing?” I spat. “Let go of him.” I tried to struggle against my bindings. She’d used a zip tie. Not something a supernatural being would ever consider useful.

      “It’s all a matter of time.”

      “He hasn’t done anything to you, he’s just a soul trapped in a doll.” The zip tie was cutting into my wrists, but I kept trying to loosen it. I’d seen enough movies to know grown men couldn’t get out of these things. I’d used them enough times to keep trees staked in Nanna’s garden so they wouldn’t blow against the wind.

      “He’s an abomination,” she said. “But that’s not what I need him for. He’s just a means to an end.”

      “Why? Why are you doing this? What have we done to you?”

      She ignored my question. I hadn’t really hoped to distract her anyway. If only I’d been a kitchen witch. If I could conjure fire, I would be able to heat up the plastic and escape. It would hurt like a mother but that was beside the point.

      The point became evident when Giselle set four red candles at the four quadrants around the silver circle. Red candles were symbolic of soul magic. I bit my lip and renewed my struggle. She poured salt into a crucible and added a piece of Basil’s wool, a single dark hair that I guessed was mine, and her own blonde strand. It was when she started drawing symbols that the alarm in my chest became a blinding panic.

      “Don’t!” I screamed, thrashing against my bindings. She finished the five even waves that signalled transference.

      She continued to look down at her handiwork, but I could see her cheeks crease into a smile. Inside the confines of his copper mummification, Basil made a muffled sound. Giselle turned her palms up. Silver glowed from them. The light of the circle blazed.

      Getting to her feet, she approached me with a small knife. Nicking her thumb, she touched it to my forehead. I tried to turn away, but she held my chin steady with her other hand. She drew a symbol I couldn’t see but one I could guess from my studies. A circle with the wind symbol on it. Moving behind me, she cut my finger and squeezed to release the droplets of blood. Swiping the drops from my hand, she used it to draw the same symbol on her forehead.

      An eye for an eye. A soul for a soul.

      My mouth opened in a silent scream. I tried to draw circles around myself, but they would be useless against her. She’d already bypassed my protection circle once. They were meant to keep out demons and other supernatural beings. Low-magic users had a certain level of immunity to them. We weren’t supposed to be fighting each other.

      I bit my tongue to keep from whimpering as she got on her knees inside the circle. She raised her hands once more. This time, she reached down and drew the circle and wave symbol around Basil’s body. Oh God no. She was using him as a conduit. When her spell was complete, the only way it could be broken was if the conduit was destroyed. She was going to steal my soul. The only way for me to get it back would be to kill Basil.

      “Don’t!” I screamed. She touched her palms to the circle. “Please! You don’t have to do this.”

      The light flared. My eyes snapped wide open as a thunderclap of magic erupted inside of me. It wasn’t my magic. The pool of dark energy that was Azrael’s gift tried to rise to the surface to meet it. But the spell was already in play. The scene in front of me flickered. Fire blazed over every inch of my skin.

      Inside the circle, Giselle was shaking. She muttered words in a language I thought might have been druidic. Something sharp pierced my skull. The symbol on my forehead pulsed. It felt like someone had reached inside my head and was squeezing my brain for all it was worth. When I was four, I’d gotten sick with a sinus infection that almost reached my brain. For weeks it felt like my head was throbbing. This was like that times fifty. The wind picked up around us as my world turned upside down. I blinked and suddenly I was looking at myself. Small and skinny, my skin bleached of all colour. A shadowed figure stepped out from the tree line and cut my body loose.

      No.

      Oh hell no. She wasn’t just stealing my soul, she was swapping them. Transmutation of the soul. It wasn’t meant to be this easy. Then again, she was Sisterhood.

      My stomach roiled like I was going to be sick. Basil made sounds like a dying animal. The threads around him were fraying. They constricted further and further. He was being squeezed to death.

      The world began to spin. Except I was spinning with it. I’d seen rides where you went inside and paid for the pleasure of having your body spun like a washing machine. My eyes rolled back in my head as every inch of my body and mind was assaulted by blinding silver magic.

      Giselle groaned. I couldn’t open my eyes, but I knew she was my parallel. Our souls spun in tandem. Round and round until I could no longer discern what was real and what wasn’t. There was an almighty clap of thunder. I felt weightless for a moment. And then my body fell down to earth. It was like gravity didn’t exist for a second, and the next I was a piece of metal being dragged down by the world’s biggest magnet. I heard footsteps but couldn’t lift my head to save my life.

      I wasn’t sure how long I stayed like that. Light brushed my lids once more when I came to. I felt grass beneath where my cheek was mashed into the ground. Wincing, I pushed myself into a sitting position. The silver circle was extinguished, leaving behind a blackened symbol in the grass. Whatever Giselle had done, it wasn’t in tune with nature. That was the core of low magic. It was meant to be balanced. She’d gone off the deep end for sure.

      I place a hand to the ground to push myself up. My heart spasmed. My hands were huge and pale. I held one up closer to inspect it. My hands had gone through a lot in my relatively short lifetime. They’d done some pretty gross things. I knew every inch of them. But I didn’t know these ones. Scrambling to get up now, I saw the ground from a different height. The trees around me were also shorter than I’d remembered.

      Making a mad scramble to find a path out of this forest, I was running directionless when the sound of boots hitting the gravel behind me caught my attention. As did the flap of wings too big for any mortal bird.

      Awkward in this new body, I ran straight into the golden-armoured chest that appeared in front of me. My shoulder collided with the Nephilim at my back when I tried to retreat.

      The one in front reached out and grabbed my arm. The one behind clamped a rough hand on my shoulder. Before I could test the extent of my circle work in this body, I was being teleported.

      I screamed as we came out the other side into one of the cells in Seraphina. The Nephilim who had grabbed me shoved me inside the barrier of glowing golden bars. They flared to life as I placed my hands around two of them. The shock of electricity had me gasping. They turned to leave.

      “Wait,” I screamed in Giselle’s voice. “You’re making a mistake!”

      They ignored me and stomped out. I grabbed a lock of hair and pulled it around so I could see what colour it was. Though I wasn’t surprised that I was a blonde, the shock of it had me slumping down into the cell.

      No sooner did my head dip did I hear the door open again. I didn’t bother glancing up. Several footsteps beat against the cold, white floor. They came to a halt in front of me. I finally glanced up into cold, indigo eyes. Orin.

      When I scooted over on my knees towards him, the Fae almost flinched. The bear shifter beside him that was my target did not budge an inch. Neither did the six Nephilim guards around them.

      “Durin,” I said. “You have to listen to me.”

      “I’ll not be listening to a thing you say, witch,” Durin spat. “And I won’t be giving you another chance to try and kill me.”

      “It wasn’t me!” I begged. “Giselle stole my soul. I’m Alessia!”

      The look of pure disdain on Orin’s face made my insides shrivel. If he didn’t like the real me, he sure as heck despised Giselle. That usually happened when you were afraid of someone.

      “She’s madder than we suspected,” Orin said. “I don’t see a point in trying to reason with her.”

      Durin’s top lip curled. “Another lie out of your mouth and I’ll take your head off,” he said.

      “But I…”

      He snarled. It scattered over my skin and pierced my heart. The little girl inside me shrank back in the face of a predator. The hedge witch saw red. I wanted to thump him in the head for being thick.

      “The other prisoners,” Orin asked. “Where are they?”

      I almost snorted. What was this? Amateur hour? There was no way Giselle would have told them that.

      “I’m telling you the truth!” I grit out. I turned my attention fully to Durin. “After you were attacked in the banquet hall, you took me to a room where Yolanda questioned me. She…Giselle wasn’t there. How would I know that otherwise?”

      Durin’s brow creased. He motioned to one of the guards. When the Nephilim approached, Durin growled. “Contact the Academy. Confirm with them that Alessia Hastings is safe.”

      The Nephilim was gone in a blink. He popped back into the room from thin air. “I’ve spoken to her myself,” the Nephilim said. “Seen her with my own eyes. The headmistress and Malachi were with her. She’s in the Academy.”

      My head pounded. She had gone back to my home with my body. The thought of her sneaking around with my friends, with Kai, made me sick to my stomach. It was then I remembered what her ultimate mandate was. Until now, she hadn’t had the opportunity to get close to Kai again after she tried to rip his soul out. That’s when I remembered the Showcase. All of the Councillors would be present. She could get rid of them in one fell swoop. My heart beat like a drum. I had to get out of here.

      Durin sniffed. His head turned to the side. I kept forgetting that shifters could read emotions. His black eyes narrowed. “She’s too dangerous to keep here,” he said.

      “We must,” the Nephilim guard said. “She’s not a supernatural.”

      “She’s more dangerous than any supernatural,” Orin interjected. “She’s already proven that. Now we find out she’s stolen some of Alessia Hastings’ memories while they were training. I knew we should never have sanctioned it.”

      Even during a crisis, he couldn’t help taking a dig at the other Council members.

      There was another knock on the door. This time, a Nephilim without armour walked in. Astrid’s father.

      “Walter,” Orin said. “She refuses to speak. Not that that’s a surprise.”

      Astrid’s father reached us. Unlike the other Nephilim, he appeared middle-aged. He glanced at me with clear blue eyes just like Astrid’s. They weren’t narrowed like Orin’s or hard like Durin’s. They were just…looking.

      “Why do this?” Walter asked. “Your faction and ours have always worked together.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said. “I’m not Giselle. I’m Alessia. You have to believe me!”

      He glanced at the ground. “We’ve already established Alessia’s whereabouts. Do not continue to make that claim. Malachi and my daughter are in favour of execution.”

      Without warning, he reached through the bars and latched onto my forehead. Every other time I’d been touched by a Nephilim, it had been gentle. His fingers dug into me like he thought I was going to lash out.

      The slight widening of his eyes told me that was exactly it. “Please tell me where the other prisoners are,” Walter said.

      I would have shaken my head if he wasn’t holding it still. “I don’t know!” I said.

      This time, he did frown. The small zap of magic that brushed my skin when he’d asked the question told me he’d tried to compel me. I also noticed that the bars didn’t burn his skin. This was just peachy.

      Walter retracted his hand and rubbed his brow. “She’s telling the truth,” he said. “She doesn’t know where they are.”

      My head snapped up. Of course. If he could tell whether I was speaking the truth, he could also tell I was truthful when I said I wasn’t Giselle. When I went to reach out to him, the Nephilim guards reacted as though I was going to attack. The bars flared. They charged like cattle prods and shot beams of electricity at me. I screamed as the energy raced over my skin. My legs gave way.

      The party turned. I was convulsing on the floor, but I grit my teeth and dragged myself forward. “No!” I begged. “Please don’t leave me here. Please don’t let her stay in the Academy!”

      The door was shut before I even finished my sentence.
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      There was no way to tell the passage of time in the cells. After I was hit with the wave of electricity, it took a long time for my nerves to recover enough that I could push myself into a sitting position. Nobody came to see me for what felt like hours. It was probably more because I passed out for a while.

      When I woke up again nothing had changed. I wasn’t good at sitting on my hands and waiting at the best of times. Spending the rest of my life in these cells was going to send me insane. My stomach grumbled. I splayed my palm over it. The feeling was so foreign it made tears well in my eyes. I could feel muscles. Actual firm stomach muscles. Giselle was in much better shape than I was. Right now, though, I would give anything to look out from my own eyes. It occurred to me that I could try phasing out of here. Except I had no control over when that had happened before. And it wasn’t reacting now.

      As the flood gates opened, I dropped my head into my hands. I couldn’t stop the rest of the tears from coming. Every time I closed my eyes all I could think about was Giselle in my body. She could go anywhere and do anything I could. She had unlimited access to everyone I cared about inside the Academy. She had access to the Grove. She already knew where Nora and Mani lived in Rivia. The Showcase was starting soon. Now that I/she had been captured, the paranoia was bound to be eased. Worst of all, I sobbed knowing that in order to get back where I belonged, Basil would have to die.

      “There now,” Nanna said, “There’s no need to cry, dear.”

      For a split second, I was a kid with a scraped knee. Or a bee sting because I didn’t know when to leave the hive well alone. My nanna was inside the room. I lifted my head and brushed the tears from my cheeks.

      She was standing not too far away with a cart that held a plate of food. A pair of Nephilim guards waited by the door. Why the hell were they letting my nanna inside a room with a known criminal? More importantly, why the hell wasn’t she scared? She was definitely still out of her mind. I imagined the Council thought Giselle would react better to Nanna because she was human. And Nanna would have wanted to do something useful.

      Her hands were rock steady as she lifted the plate from the cart. She crouched down and placed it on the floor. I watched, fascinated as she pushed it against the bars. It slid through as though they weren’t there. The bars dematerialised the way Kai did when he teleported us. Thinking of him made a stab of fear lace through my heart. It must have shown on my face because Nanna’s expression turned soft.

      “Don’t be scared,” she said. “I’m sure whatever it is that you’ve done can be sorted out.”

      A glass of water followed the plate of roasted lamb and vegetables in minty-smelling gravy. Who was this woman? My nanna was not the soft, grandmotherly type.

      “I killed one of the Councillors,” I said, just to test her resolve. She didn’t waver. “Do you think they’re going to let me out of here after that?”

      She knelt and placed her hands in her lap. A frown played over her features. Some of the crow’s feet that had made their home around her eyes had disappeared. That’s what life in paradise got you, I suppose.

      Anger burned in my chest even as I ate. Old habits die hard and I was ravenous. Who knew when my next meal would be? The woman who blinked while she looked at me was so innocent. So naïve. My nanna was none of those things. The woman who raised me would hate to know that she had been reduced to a doting old lady. It set my teeth on edge. A ridiculous plan formed.

      “How long have I been in here?”

      Nanna threaded her fingers together. “Thirty-two hours.”

      Thirty-two hours. Add that to the time I had been passed out in the random field after Giselle stole my body and I’d lost over a day. That meant the Showcase must already be underway.

      “Do you know what it feels like to be inside a body that doesn’t feel like your own?” I found myself asking. Her face pinched tight. She raised a hand and rubbed her temple.

      “I’m not sure.” Her voice was confused.

      “Well, I do. I’m not who I’m supposed to be. This isn’t who I am. And while I’m caged here, the people I care about are in danger.”

      I cleaned my plate in record time. If this was the dining hall I would have gone back for seconds. When I pushed the plate against the bars, they were solid. Nanna leaned forward a little.

      “What does it feel like?” she asked.

      I cocked my head to the side. Glancing down at Giselle’s hands, I let the shudder show. “Like I want to tear the skin off my bones.”

      Something flared in her eyes. I knew the moment she licked her lips that she’d experienced the same feeling. All those years while the demon had been inside her body must have been absolute torture. My heart ached for her and all the time we’d lost.

      Nanna reached through the bar, literally through them, and held on to the edge of the plate. My hand snatched out to grab her wrist. Both the Nephilim appeared beside her in an instant. Before the one of her left could grab her, I dragged her through the bars. My execution was clumsy. I’d forgotten how strong Giselle was. As a result, I pulled way too hard and Nanna ended up smashing into me as she entered the cell.

      The only thing that saved me was Giselle’s reflexes. The real me would have toppled over and landed on my ass. This version of me swung Nanna around so that her body became a barrier against the Nephilim guards. I picked up the fork and held it against Nanna’s throat just below her jaw. I was going to regret this later. Right now, I could only do what I had to in order to get back to the Academy. She would understand. She was the one who had raised me to be like this.

      “Lower the bars,” I said. No matter how much I spoke, I would never get used to Giselle’s voice.

      The one on the right unsheathed his broadsword. It didn’t glow like Kai’s, but it was a big-ass sword. I gulped. “Let go of her,” he said. His shoulders were the size of a mountain. I would bet every scrap of manna in Seraphina that he was one of Michael’s.

      I pressed the fork firmer against Nanna. “I’m sorry,” I whispered in her ear. Strangely, she wasn’t unruly in my arms. She crossed hers in front of her the way she did when I had been naughty, but she didn’t make a peep.

      “I’m not going to say it again,” I said. “You’ve been charged with her safety. Imagine how amused Raphael is going to be when he finds out you’ve allowed her to come to harm.”

      The seraph’s name was like a secret code. The bars lowered.

      “Excellent. Now if you’d open up a portal for me to Bloodline Academy that would be just peachy.”

      “There’s no way that’s going to happen, witch,” the Nephilim on the right said.

      “You call me a witch like I’m a lower being,” I said. “And yet this witch has terrorised your Council for months. I killed Alistair. Imagine how easily I could kill this human. All I want is passage to the Academy.”

      “Oh, just let her go,” Nanna said. “She seems to really want to be there.” Not exactly normal behaviour for a hostage. I swallowed. What if they called my bluff? If that happened my chances of making it out of here were nil. A stroke of anxiety laced through my gut. The walls shimmered before my eyes. The two Nephilim blinked in and out of existence. I couldn’t control the phasing. It seemed to happen whenever I was emotionally agitated.

      “Stop!” the one on the left said. His grey eyes were brimming with hatred and something else that made his jaw set hard. If I didn’t know better, I would say it was fear. “I will teleport you.”

      “No need. A portal is fine.”

      “I will take you or you won’t go anywhere.”

      I glanced from one of them to the other. What choice did I have? Nodding, I turned so that he was able to grab hold of my elbow. “You so much as move an inch out of step and I’ll open her up,” I said. The thought made my stomach churn, but I injected as much venom into my voice as I possibly could.

      The moment I felt the world around me slip, I let go of Nanna and pushed her aside. There was no time to worry about whether she landed softly because the next thing I knew I was in the portal field with a Nephilim bearing down on me. For a second his broadsword was dangling over my head. I shifted my body weight to slide out from underneath him. I tripped against something on the ground and tumbled. A body. I recognised one of the boys as a vampire that Sasha sometimes hung out with. He was out cold. He hadn’t turned to dust, so it meant he was still alive even though he didn’t breathe. No time to wonder why he was napping in the field.

      I stepped over the body, focusing on the bigger threat. My arms came up in a defensive stance. I lifted them to cover the left side of my body where the Nephilim was positioned.

      The Nephilim gasped. I wondered for a second if he had made a mistake while teleporting. He turned his head to glare at me. The skin on his face had become translucent. His mouth twisted into a grimace as he toppled over. His broadsword clanged to the ground. I weaved beneath his underarm and used my legs to push us to a standing position. A sound of protest dragged from his throat, but he was so weak all of a sudden that he couldn’t stop me.

      “What’s happening?” I asked.

      He pushed out a word that I thought might have been “drowning,” but I couldn’t be sure. A roar like the clapping of thunder erupted in the moonlit night. For the first time, I paid attention to the scene around me. My heartbeat came to a stuttering halt. The vampire wasn’t the only body on the field. The place was scattered with unconscious supernaturals. In all the time I’d been in their presence, there was only one thing I could think of that could do this to them. The way the Nephilim sagged in my arms confirmed it. They were being drained.

      Lowering myself to the ground, I let the Nephilim go as gently as I could.

      She was here. And she had brought the criminals with her. Somewhere around here, Skander was doling out payback for all the times he had been drained while he was imprisoned. My eyes tracked over the winged figure nearby. I raced over to find Curtis sprawled on his back, the white of his wings muddy. There were footprints dusted over them. Relief flooded through me when I saw his chest rise and fall. I shook him but he remained unconscious.

      My relief was short-lived. If the draining was this powerful, it could mean that all the supernaturals were affected.

      Nobody, not even Skander, was strong enough to pull off something of this magnitude. Not without dark magic. If he had tapped into demonic power, it meant that it was only a matter of time before the Hell dimension spilled into this one.

      A sharp burst of pain in my chest had me wincing. Scrambling for the source, I found my mind dragged involuntarily into the Ley dimension. A thousand origins of light sparked behind my eyelids. I recognised the circle of blood magic surrounding the Grove but not the hundreds of entities scrambling within it. Outside of the blood circle, a depthless black shadow charged. When it hit the barrier of my magic, my mind throbbed. The barrier reciprocated the attack with a magical charge of its own. The blackness winked out. Something was trying to breach the Grove. It took me a moment to realise the cloud of lights were other students who had taken refuge there. I hoped it would protect them long enough for help to arrive.

      As I retrieved the broadsword that lay beside Curtis, a fireball erupted in the sky above the Academy’s courtyard. Screams blanketed my ears. They came from the direction of the dorms.

      And then I saw them. Tiny figures standing on the roof of the Academy. They were cloaked in darkness. I didn’t recognise any of their silhouettes. What I did recognise was the sweep of the pattern their hands were making in the air. No!

      The portals opened as the scream locked in my throat. I drew a circle around the one that was opening a few feet in front of me. The dark magic clashed against my mind, but I gripped tight and held the portal closed. The first demon that tried to thrust itself against the blue of my circle got its arm seared off for its trouble. That held back the tide for a second, but it wouldn’t hold for long.

      There was no time for anything but instinct. Giselle might have stolen my body, but my mortal self wasn’t where my power resided. Lowering myself down to the earth, I threaded my hands into the grass and let my hedge magic flow. The ground beneath me shook as my ears picked up the gnashing of teeth. I heard the deep-throated growl of beings who were so twisted they could no longer speak.

      I rose as the first demon ran at me. Reacting through muscles memory, I gripped Curtis’s broadsword and swung. No way in hell would I have been able to deal with the weight of the sword in my own body. With Giselle’s, I sliced through the four-legged demon that shuffled along the ground. The sickening crunch of metal against bone made my nerves quiver. There was no time to be squeamish.

      No sooner had I cut down the first demon did another one come at me. At the same time, I had to manoeuvre to stay standing as the earth tore apart beneath me. The trees reacted to the pouring out of my magic by coming alive. They dragged their roots from the ground and swiped at the demons coming out of the portals.

      A squat demon with spines all along its back launched itself at me. I stepped to the side in time to feel the sting of its claws under my chin. It landed a few feet away from me and roared. The thing’s mouth opened to reveal several layers of serrated teeth. In between the teeth were chunks of flesh that were still oozing blood.

      I lifted the sword out in front of me just as a laboured groan sounded from behind me. The demon charged. I met it with a flash of metal. It opened its mouth to catch the tip of the blade in its teeth. I was so focused on pushing back so that I didn’t get bitten that I didn’t notice the thing had a tail. It whipped to the side and clubbed me across the chest. The air escaped my lungs and I stumbled. I would have gone down had something not broken my fall. More than one something.

      Leathery hands helped me stand. I glanced down to find a group of furry creatures scrambling beside me. They were all hair and wide mouths. Yowies. Their claws were much smaller than the demon’s, but when it came at me again, they didn’t hesitate to launch themselves at it. Just as I wasn’t affected by the draining because my magic was of this dimension, the creatures that came from the Earth dimension were also unaffected.

      A guttural growl rent the air. I turned in its direction in time to watch the bunyip lumbering across the lawn. For a second, its massive glassy eyes rolled so that it was looking in my direction. It thrust its head upwards and gouged a hole into an eight-legged demon that tried to get in its way.

      I tried to race forward after it only to be hauled back by the horde of yowies. The one clinging to the back of my shirt swung me around so I faced the direction of the junior school. It pointed. They all followed suit.

      Overhead, coloured flares of magical energy darted into the sky. One of the smaller Japanese maples that decorated the ornamental lake was using its branches to climb up the side of the Academy’s walls. I tried to turn back to where the criminal mages were holding their ground, but the yowies wouldn’t allow me to inch forward.

      The big one shoved me in the direction of the assembly hall. They let out a chorus of deep moaning growls. I wasn’t sure how, but in that moment, I understood.

      “Look after them,” I said. And then I started to run.
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      The assembly hall was where the Arcane Magic demonstrations were supposed to be held. I had thought perhaps Giselle would be at my trial. If she was inside the assembly hall it could mean she’d gone back on my decision to showcase for Herbology. I thought of the circle she had used to transmutate our souls. All manner of evil could be going on in there. I could already be too late.

      Pushing the thought aside, I sprinted across the field that intersected the two campuses. The Fae lights had been extinguished. Here and there I spotted the artful mounds of pumpkins. They were now smashed and spilling their seedy guts onto the grass.

      Something flapped membranous wings. I didn’t dare look up and continued to run. I knew the sound big feathery wings made by now. It did not sound like that. The magic continued to spill from the well inside my mind. My skin licked with the heat of flames as one of the mages set fire to the trees.

      I sucked in smoky air that shouldn’t have been able to reach me this far away. I was running out of time. The lights in the assembly hall were on. Curiously, the junior campus was silent. Some of the kids had siblings and other relatives who would be undertaking the showcase. There was no way they could all be asleep.

      I was distracted as I touched the handle of the assembly hall. The zap of magic was not unexpected, but I was unprepared. It snapped up my arms and threw me several metres across the field. I landed on my tailbone and rolled. The hard-packed earth scraped against my rib cage as I landed. I gasped, holding onto my side.

      Footsteps thumped ahead of me. Cold slithered down my spine. Inside the prison, I had thought that icy atmosphere was because of the starkness of the building. Now I knew better. Pushing up with my palms, I rose and stood facing Skander. If I weren’t trying to pretend I was more of a badass than I actually was, my jaw would have been scraping the ground.

      During my visits, he was a husk of a mage. The draining had taken away more than his magical ability. The man in front of me was in the prime of his life. His skin was a smooth, even tan. His eyes shone with vigour. Around his neck sat a vial of blood on a leather chain. I was royally screwed.

      He smiled. Or perhaps not. Maybe he would think I really was Giselle.

      “Hello, Alessia.”

      Oh brother. I couldn’t catch a break.

      “Where is she?”

      To my surprise, he inclined his head towards the assembly hall. “She’s gearing up to make this Showcase the most talked about event in supernatural history.”

      “Get out of my way.” It would have been much more convincing if I wasn’t holding onto my side and dragging Curtis’s blade with me.

      “Afraid I can’t do that.”

      “Why are you helping her?” I asked. I watched every twitch in his body for an indication of when he might strike. I knew for certain he would. It was only a matter of time.

      “She has the right idea.” He brushed imaginary dirt off his black dress pants. “The Council are a tired construct. It’s time for new leadership.”

      “Also, they locked you up and now you’re going to make them pay for it.”

      He smirked. There was no mirth in it. In fact, it didn’t even reach close to his eyes. “There is that too. I’m afraid you’re not going to get very far.”

      He popped the cork of the vial. The blood inside slithered out and coalesced into a weapon of his own. It bubbled and stretched until he held a ruby long sword in his hands. I knew better than to think this was going to be an actual sword fight. Though it might appear solid, the blood would infect anything it touched. Basil had taught me that much. Blood magic wasn’t something to be trifled with.

      As he took a step forward, I cut my palm open with Curtis’s sword. I let it drop to the ground as I used my own blood to draw a protective circle around myself. Skander broke into a run. He raised his arm mid-way and launched the sword at me. My circle was almost complete. The tip of his sword pierced through the opening in the circle. An ice pick of pain stabbed me through the brain. I screamed and curled into a ball, clutching at my head.

      My vision swam. The earth shuddered as Skander’s body landed beside me. I scrambled backwards. He reached out and tried to grab my arm. His flingers slipped off as I pushed away. I drew another circle in my mind, this one composed purely of hedge magic. Skander marched forward and slammed right into the barrier of the circle. Grinning, he punched a fist into the barrier. It held.

      He showed no signs of stopping. I scented metal and swiped my hand under my nose. It came away coated with blood.

      “Funny, little kitten,” Skander said. He placed his hand flat against the air in front of him. The blood sword disintegrated and formed a swirl of crimson. When he drew the next circle, it felt like someone was using a razor to scrape against my skin. The patch of flesh where he’d touched me burned. I looked down to find a smudge of blood where he’d touched me. Panicked, I scrubbed at the blood to get it off me. My mind felt like it was made of cotton wool. If I didn’t do something soon, I would black out and they’d win.

      Kneeling, I tapped into the well of magic. It was beginning to wane. I had to make a choice. Either I kept it directed at the senior campus to protect those who were inside, or I drew it back to help me stay alive. My moment of hesitation allowed Skander to regroup. When my circle flickered, he wedged his blood into a gap and used it to pry the magic apart.

      I groaned as the circle broke.

      Basil’s voice spoke in my head. “Blood magic is just as much about intent as other magic,” Basil said. “Only you have to mean what you think. Only use it if you’re willing to live with the consequences.”

      Skander stood over my crouched body. He fashioned his blood back into a sword. Out of options, I yanked a chunk of grass from the ground and threw it in his face. He sputtered but it didn’t even slow him down. He raised his sword over his head. I had to pull my magic back from the trees. Except when I closed my eyes, I saw that they had created a barrier between the demons streaming out of the portals and the students who were weak and hiding wherever they could. If I saved myself, it was likely they would all die.

      I squeezed my eyes shut. The whine was unintentional, but I forgave myself that one weakness given the circumstances.

      Promise me you’ll come get me, I thought to Azrael.

      A peaceful calm settled over me. It was completely at odds with the ferocious growl that pierced the night air. About when I expected Skander’s blade to strike, a body slammed into my side and pushed me clear across the grass. Thick arms curled around me to take the pressure of the impact as we rolled. My world turned upside down as I tried to absorb everything that was happening.

      My nose told me it was Charles who had saved my life. My eyes, however, my eyes said this no-neck beast couldn’t be my thirteen-year-old friend. We stopped rolling when we hit the base of a tree. Charles let me go and hunkered down in front of me. For a second, I thought it was actually Max. Everything about him was dialled up. He looked like a lion on steroids.

      “What did I tell you about not having the demon blade with you?” Charles said. I sputtered.

      “You can tell it’s me?”

      “I’m not an idiot.”

      Somebody grabbed me by the shoulder and set me upright. What I had thought were tree trunks turned out to be Cassie’s legs. We stood eye to eye. In Giselle’s body, I was supposed to be a good deal taller.

      “Hey, Lex.”

      “What the hell?” I hissed.

      Her grin was maniacal. Her breath smelt of honey and citrus. She’d eaten Arcana fruit. “Don’t tell me Arcana fruit makes Amazons grow!”

      “It also helps us see the truth. Otherwise, Charles was going to rip your arms off.”

      Charles pulled the half-eaten fruit out of his pocket and chomped down on it. He tossed it sideways. A shadow bathed in fire caught the fruit. My heart almost jumped out of my chest at the sight of Luther levitating in the air with flames licking at his entire body. I knew he was a fire mage but knowing it and seeing it in action were two very different things.

      “Your mum is going to kill you for stealing the fruit,” I told Charles. He continued to glare ahead of him.

      Luther bit into the fruit. The red-hearted flames turned blue.

      “Get inside,” Cassie said.

      “I’m not leaving you –”

      “She’s in there. They’ve got no idea what’s happening out here. Kai and my gran…”

      The world became a landscape of uneven colours at the thought of Kai and Jacqueline at Giselle’s mercy. “You’re the only one who can get through now,” Cassie said. “We’ll be okay out here.”

      With that she shoved me behind her. I heard the low roar of a predator that was pissed as hell, but I couldn’t let it distract me. My hand was almost touching the door handle when something low felt like it reached into the pit of my gut and squeezed. I closed my eyes to find the thinnest sliver of blue magic coating the black and silver underneath. My reserves of hedge magic were depleted. The trees gave a soft groan as their limbs stiffened. They returned to their inanimate state. The demons who pushed past them gave no thought to snapping their branches. In an instant, the Japanese maple was torn to shreds.

      My pulse roared in my ears. I grabbed the handle, but my hand slipped through it. I was a ghost. Unsure how long the sensation would last; I grit my teeth and walked through the wall.
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      The assembly hall had been turned into an amphitheatre. Seats rose in tiers from the stage in the very centre. Behind it was a raised platform where the Council sat. They were transfixed at the scene on the stage. The slow beating of my heart became a rhythmic thundering. Giselle was in the centre of the stage. She’d drawn a circle with blue chalk that looked almost identical to the one she’d drawn to transmutate my soul. Red candles sat glowing around the circle’s perimeter. A mixture of sand and salt has been cast around the side to amplify the strength of the spell.

      Giselle wore a small black backpack over one shoulder. I knew Basil was inside it. My demon blade was strapped to her other shoulder. I tried to call to the blade but it was wrapped in several layers of silver threads. She’d bound the blade in the same way she’d bound Basil. What really got my attention were the two male figures standing in the circle with her.

      Kai and Professor Mortimer stood back to back inside the circle. The calm expression on their faces told me they had gotten into it by consent.

      I watched as Giselle brushed her hand over Kai’s wrist. That was when the first of the spectators beside me noticed that I had materialised through the door. The surroundings were still shifting unevenly around me, but they had been told enough to be afraid. One of the women in the top row screamed. She tried to scramble over the woman beside her. That sparked a panic. All eyes turned to me.

      Kai was on me in a second. His wings erupted from his back through the white T-shirt he wore. The expression on his face as he bore down on me was merciless. What’s more he’d traded his angel blade for a Mithril sword. It seemed he’d anticipated a fight and he’d made sure he had a weapon that could kill a human. In my own body, I would never have been able to evade. Giselle had seriously miscalculated that portion of her plan.

      I felt it the second the sword sliced through my body. Unfortunately for Kai, I was still in between phasing. It was an odd sensation. Like wind whispering through my chest. His sword slid out through the other side of me. It left no traces behind except for a lick of heat. He came at me again as people began to try and stream towards the doors. They soon found they weren’t able to open them.

      The next time Kai swung, I stepped into his personal space and willed myself to become corporeal. At the same time, I drew the web of the Ley dimension around me. His movements slowed to a manageable speed. My elbow struck him right in the temple. Giselle was a lot stronger than she looked. He took a step back and shook his head.

      The sound of screams made my head pound. I was so tired of being judged.

      “Shut up!” I screamed. “The next person to make a sound is going to get their heart ripped right out of their chest!”

      The assembly hall went dead quiet. I sensed it the moment Kai moved and tried to make a swipe to stop him. He was too fast. A second later, he was back inside the circle. He put his back to Giselle. The thought of him unwittingly protecting her pushed my temper into stratospheric levels.

      Nobody moved a muscle. Over on the raised platform, Durin raised his head into the air and sniffed. Nora was standing, watching me like she couldn’t quite make out what was happening.

      Something snapped to my right. I turned my head to find Max half-shifted, the hairs on his spine bristling. Behind him, Professor Eldridge gripped the back of his seat. Her nails had torn right through the plastic. I grabbed them both by the shoulders and ripped them from their seats. Backtracking, I jumped through the wall mid-phase with them and hurled them at where Skander and Charles were locked in a physical struggle. It was the best I could do for the kids given the circumstances.

      Stepping back through the wall of the assembly hall, I locked eyes with Giselle. It never occurred to me how tiny I was. I barely reached Kai’s shoulder. She made a really good show of appearing terrified. She peered out from behind Kai, her bright blue eyes, my bright blue eyes, wide.

      “Step out of the circle, Malachi,” I grit out. Behind his back, I watched her make the sign of a circle. There was no way for me to counter it from this distance.

      I took the staircase in small, quick steps.

      “You’re dreaming if you think you’re going to get out of this alive,” Kai spat.

      “She’s not who you think she is!”

      Kai’s eyes turned hooded. He was getting really pissed. I wanted to pick up something and throw it at his head. “She transmuted us,” I screamed. “She ambushed Basil and me in Rivia and switched our souls.”

      Somebody to the left gasped. When I looked, Sophie and Diana were huddled together. Sophie’s eyes were huge. I couldn’t stand to see her so confused and terrified. She jumped when something slammed into the assembly door. Please let that be the lions and not the mage.

      “You wanted me to trust you,” I accused. “Now I need you to trust me. Step out of the damned circle.” I turned to the professor. “You too, sir.”

      Professor Mortimer regarded me with calm curiosity.

      “I don’t know what she’s talking about,” Giselle said. If it was weird to speak out of her mouth, it was even weirder to hear my voice from different ears. “When we were in the prison, I thought she was trying to get into my head. She’s a mind mage. She stole my thoughts.”

      I made it to the stage. A few more feet and I would hit the edge of the circle. Kai tried to step fully in front of her to shield her from my view. It was then she made a critical mistake. She allowed him to shield her. I saw it the second a sliver of doubt wedged its way into his heart. I heard his voice clearly in my thoughts.

      “Nobody ever said this was going to be easy.”

      I wasn’t the damsel-in-distress type. No way would I have allowed him to protect me. Not like that. He was fast but so was she. Much faster than I could ever be without Ley-line manipulation. Kai pushed Professor Mortimer out of the circle at the same time Giselle drew a circle around him. He screamed as the circle glowed a translucent silver. His body was dragged to the floor. Kai rolled onto his back and began convulsing as Giselle made circular motions with her hands. One by one the members of the Council collapsed. They writhed where they lay, their souls beginning to tear.

      I made to leap at her when Professor Mortimer grabbed me and held me back.

      “Alessia,” he said, his voice urgent. There was an incredulous frown on his face. “If it truly is you, know that you cannot harm her in your body without harming yourself. If you kill her in this form, your body dies with her. You will never be able to go back.”

      I pushed him aside. It didn’t matter if I was never me again if Kai died. If Nora and Mani died. Lowering the shield in my mind that held the Ley dimension, I latched on to Kai’s soul and hauled it back into his body. He gave a roar that would match any shifter and slammed his fist into the wooden floor. A hole the size of a basketball cracked open.

      I sensed the root of his fury. Like Professor Mortimer said, if he hurt her, I would never be able to get back to my body. Hurting her meant hurting me. He was stuck. There was nothing Kai hated more than feeling helpless.

      I didn’t have any such qualms. When she tried to go for another circle, I whipped my arm out and punched her in the face. Her head snapped back. I winced, thinking about how much that was going to hurt if I ever got my body back. Giselle clutched at her face; her nose was broken.

      “Sucks, doesn’t it?” I snarled. She blurred in front of me. “Oh no you don’t!”

      I grabbed onto her, threw ropes magic around her and pulled her back into this realm. She kicked out at me, hitting me squarely in the chest. As I gasped for breath, she pulled the demon blade out of its scabbard and smashed me in the head with it. My arms came up to protect me from a second hit, but by then I was already dizzy.

      A brown-haired figure leaped overhead. Where Diana would have swept Giselle up with her, the witch phased and Diana went sprawling away without touching her.

      “Don’t!” I screamed when Diana looked like she was going to try for another assault. The last thing I needed right now was for Giselle to get another hostage. Diana’s nose scrunched. I could tell she wanted to ignore my plea. Instead, she whipped her short blade across the floor. I caught it and nodded. Giselle backed up. Diana took the opportunity to snag Kai’s boot and drag him out of the circle. The contact of his body with the chalk smudged the drawing, but at this point it didn’t matter. Sweat poured off his brow as he fought with her to keep his soul intact.

      Sophie had been crouched over her parents’ bodies. She straightened up now and drew her own circle. The flickering lights of the candles blazed and then spilled over. The flames turned blue and began to melt the salt and sand. They became one entity. In my mind, I felt the light of my power strengthen as she fed me hers. That was the beauty of being a kitchen witch. I got to my feet with the sword in hand.

      Giselle met my gaze. “You should have been one of us,” she said.

      “You should have asked me instead of trying to kill people I care about.”

      She spat on the floor. The movement caused the backpack to shift. The buckle had come undone in the scuffle. “They’re not worth fighting for. They came to conquer us.”

      “Maybe once upon a time.”

      Orin made a squealing sound. I tried to latch on to his soul, but he was slipping. Even with the added strength my hold was weakening. I had one shot and it was going to be a shitty one.

      “Kill me and this body dies,” Giselle said.

      “Clearly you don’t know me very well.”

      I surged forward. My sword clashed with the sheath of the demon blade. It jerked in her grip. She couldn’t wield it. She knew that much. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t good with a weapon. She’d been trained as an assassin after all. That training proved to be my undoing. I was in her body, but that didn’t mean that I had her muscle memory. If anything, her size felt unwieldy. I didn’t compensate properly for the longer reach of her arm and swung the blade too wide. I swore I could hear Diana groan at my mistake. Then I couldn’t hear anything else as Giselle brought the butt of the demon blade handle down on my temple.

      I collapsed into a heap in the circle. My grip on the souls slipped further. I whimpered as I felt Kai scrambling towards me.

      “Kill her!” I screamed with the last of my strength. Nobody moved.

      Giselle looked down on me out of my own eyes. She didn’t smile. She didn’t blink. Her focus was locked on me. That’s why she didn’t notice when a copper-shrouded doll slipped out of the backpack.

      No! Basil ran towards the fire.

      “Don’t!” I screamed. Giselle’s face twisted in disgust. She’d lifted her foot and thought I was begging her not to hurt me. I tried to swipe at Basil, but he was already engulfed in flames. Sophie screamed when she realised what was happening. She tried to release her spell, but it was already too late. The fire ate up the wool of Basil’s mortal body like it was made of kindling.

      I felt it the second his soul dissipated. Thunder rumbled through the assembly hall. My insides scrambled the way they did when Kai teleported me. Except this time there was only pain. The world somersaulted. I clutched at my queasy stomach. When I blinked again, I was the one standing. We’d switched back. Enraged, I slammed my foot into the side of Giselle’s head. What my body did physically was only a representation of what my magic did to her. It poured out of me in a gushing of black waves that engulfed her. She was no longer moving.

      I dropped to my knees, the circle in my mind spinning so quickly I could barely keep up with it. The Ley lines spun their webs. I reached out with the darkness of my power and snatched at the very essence of Basil’s soul.

      A hand swept across my forehead as a hooded figure materialised before me. I felt the wisp of wind against my cheek. A sense of calm tried to impose itself over me, but I threw Azrael off.

      “No!” I screamed at him. “You can’t have him!”

      There was an almighty crack and the door to the assembly hall splintered open. A pair of bodies shot through it. Max and Charles dropped to the stage. Max had another body in his arms. He flung it around like it was nothing but a piece of tissue. Skander’s neck was twisted in an unnatural angle. His eyes were unseeing.

      “Oh my god,” Professor Magnus said. But it wasn’t at the sight of the Thompson boys. The doors opening released a spell that had kept them contained. The professor and Jacqueline stampeded through the assembly hall to get out and deal with the demons overrunning the school.

      I was still scrambling to keep hold of the last of Basil. Lex, I heard him say in my thoughts. It’s okay. I’m ready.

      “To hell with that!” I screamed. “If this bitch can steal my soul then I can do the same.”

      And that’s when it hit me. I really didn’t like it but there was no other choice.

      Really, little one? Azrael spoke in my mind. Is it worth it?

      Will you stop me? I shot back, feeling time slip through my fingers.

      He shook his head mournfully and disappeared.

      “Professor,” I cried. “I don’t know what to do.”

      Professor Mortimer frowned. “It’s not really my area of expertise either, dear. But you have a way of forcing things to fit.”

      “That’s not exactly reassuring,” Professor Eldridge said to him. She had stomped in after the Thompson boys.

      And then I felt Kai’s arms around me. His chest pressed against my back. His breathing was still ragged. “Let me help you, Blue.”

      I opened my eyes and turned my head to the right to find one dishevelled jackass smirking at me. He had his hands over Skander’s broken neck. As I watched, skin and bone knitted together. I bit my lip. I didn’t know how to do this.

      “I get it,” Kai said. “I finally understand.” His breath was so hot against my ear. His heartbeat reassuring. “You can do this, Blue. You’ve been doing it this whole time. Your power, it holds people in place. Basil shouldn’t still be here. But every time you stitched him up, you tied a piece of his soul with your power. You did the same thing with your nanna. Bind him to Skander’s body. Let me do the rest.”

      A tear trickled down my cheek. “What if –”

      “Don’t chicken out on me now.”

      I wanted to elbow him in the gut. He sensed it and tensed, but I felt him smile against my ear. “I’m the healer, remember?” he said. “Trust me.”

      That’s right. He was the healer. His overbearing caveman act had made me forget that he was born to do this. Relaxing into him, I tried to do as he asked. With each piece of Basil’s soul that I released and bound with my magic to Skander’s body, I thought of a memory that I would always attribute to him.

      That second when I’d open my bedroom door for the first time and Sophie had come out screaming with him at the end of a pair of tongs. The nights I’d stayed up sleepless and he had taught me to work on my blood magic. The time he stood up for me when Kai was being a jerk. How he tried to look after Nanna when we found her. While I bound his soul, Kai’s green magic repaired Skander’s body.

      I almost jumped out of my skin when Skander’s chest rose and fell for the first time on its own. His wrung neck untwisted. I bit my tongue to keep from gagging. And then there were no more pieces of soul left. I hoped I’d gotten them all, but I couldn’t be sure.

      I was so weak that I couldn’t get up on my own. Even still, I resisted it when Kai slipped his arm under my knees.

      “I can –”

      He ignored me. My eyelids drooped. “Sophie,” I said. She came up and clutched my hand. “Your parents.”

      “They’re okay.”

      “The Council?”

      “They seem to be intact.”

      “Damn.”

      I wasn’t sure whether she was laughing or crying. My eyes closed.
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      I was so tired of waking up in the infirmary. Somehow my life had become a revolving nightmare of injury and pain. When I blinked back the grittiness, I came face to face with light brown eyes that still shocked me. Skander’s face. My immediate reaction was a startled gasp followed by the near construction of a protection circle. It was the way those eyes peered at me with a familiar curiosity and…wonder…that had my hand stilling.

      “I can’t get used to it either.” Sophie slotted her fingers into mine. I wasn’t sure if it was for comfort or to stop me lashing out. The bemused smile on her face said it was probably both. The room was crammed tighter than a city train station platform. Sophie’s parents were there as well as Diana, Jacqueline, Cassie, Charles, Luther, and Professor Mortimer. There were also two Nephilim guards backed right up against the walls of the room. Through the glass I saw another guard leaning against the door outside. Whether they were here because of me or because of the vessel that had once been Skander Rameros was the question.

      I noted the absence of Kai even as I couldn’t take my eyes off the stranger in the armchair beside my bed. My mind tried to wrap around the notion of a transmutation of souls. Then it tried to puzzle out the notion that I had made this happen. I swallowed hard. My throat was drier than a sun-soaked desert.

      “Maybe we should give you two a minute,” Nora said. I opened my mouth to stop everyone from leaving me in the room with a serial killer. My jaw snapped shut when Skand – Basil’s slim shoulders curled.

      Sophie leaned in close. “Kai’s in the next dorm healing some of the wounded. I’ll let him know you’re awake.” I touched my nose where I’d effectively punched myself while Giselle was in my body. It was completely healed. Sophie was the last one out. She closed the door softly behind her. Nora had made a forceful motion at the guards who both eyed me and Basil before they reluctantly left as well. He cleared his throat. I let my gaze settle on anything but the dark stubble on his chin. Inside, I was freaking the heck out.

      “I’m still the same person,” Basil said. His voice was jarring. Basil’s doll voice had a slightly uptilted British accent. Skander’s words rolled off his tongue in a Spanish tone. I actually couldn’t figure out which I liked better. It was far more sophisticated than what I considered to be my harsh Australian accent.

      “Lex.” The way he said my name made my face crumble. It was like we were strangers. My vision disintegrated in a wave of hot tears. When I heard the leather groan like he was about to get up to comfort me, I curled into the foetal position and covered my head with my arms. Thankfully, he knew better than to touch me. The tears slid down my face until my cheek was mashed against a damp patch of mattress. My chest contracted as I tried to come to terms with the fact that I’d bound his soul into a dead man’s body.

      “I’m sorry,” I sniffed. Even though I wasn’t sure why I was so emotional, I just couldn’t stop crying. In my mind, I saw a pair of depthless blue eyes set against yet another perfect face. Azrael’s mouth was a grim line as his cowl wavered against his angular face. He stood beside the banks of a silent river, his expression closed over. The water in the river was dark. It lapped at the shore but made no noise. When I looked down into its body, it appeared like the cresting curl of serpents. Looking back, I knew now they were souls he was ferrying. In the moment before Basil’s transmutation was complete, Azrael had asked me if it was really worth it. At the time, I hadn’t seen any other choice. Even now it wasn’t regret that was eating me up inside but the knowledge of what I might have to give up later because of what I’d done. I’d defied a seraph and taken something that belonged to him. It was Azrael’s voice that had always warned me about the balance of life and death. Basil should have died a long time ago.

      The Soul Sisterhood would spit in the face of the seraphim, but I didn’t have that luxury. It was impossible to deny that I could be one of them. But I was also bound to Azrael. I couldn’t just give and take lives the way they seemed ready to do. I would have to give something back. A reckless notion sparked in my mind.

      My lord, I whispered in my thoughts, barely even comprehending what I was about to suggest. I understood right then that I was scrambling to find balance.

      Your death wouldn’t repay the debt, Azrael chided. You understand the severity of the choice you made? The spasm of pain in my chest was his answer. Then there might be hope for your race yet, Alessia.

      I took a shuddering breath as his presence evaporated. Unlike Raphael, a few brief moments in Azrael’s company were more than enough to bring the message home. Raphael was life. Azrael was his opposite. I had to wonder if that was why Kai and I butted heads. Speaking of the devil, he pushed through the door as I turned and balanced myself on an elbow. He took one look at my tear-splotched face and his expression turned hard.

      “What have you been saying to her?” he shot at Basil.

      Once upon a time, Kai would have had to bend his neck to look Basil in his permanently set plastic eyes. Now, Basil uncurled from the armchair. They stood almost head to head.

      “I haven’t been saying anything.” Basil moved so that he blocked me from Kai’s eyeline. “She’s resting at the moment. I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to be here.” There was a beat of tense silence before Kai snorted.

      “Yeah right,” he said. “Just because you’ve got a new body, it doesn’t mean you get to run her life.”

      “I’m her guardian.”

      I sputtered. “Ah, I don’t know about that.”

      I bit my tongue when Basil turned, his face contorting into a pained expression. He ploughed on, nonetheless. “I most certainly am,” he said. “Whether or not I have a physical body is beside the point.”

      “Except it isn’t. We still don’t understand the real effects of what happened to you. There’s no telling if there’s an echo of Skander’s insanity in you.”

      When Basil continued to block his way, Kai teleported so that he landed right beside me. In one smooth motion, he swept me up against him with one arm. In his doll days, Basil’s scandalised expression was nothing more than a downward tug of his sewn-on brows. Now thin lines bracketed his lips as his mouth pinched. His hands clenched.

      If I didn’t do something, they would devolve into a fist fight. “That’s enough. I’m too wiped for this right now. Can you both leave?”

      The plethora of emotions that slipped across their faces would have been funny if Kai didn’t have me in what could only be described as a death grip. I winced. He let go but remained rooted to the spot. “Oh, just get out of here.” I shoved at his hip. He raised a brow and crossed his arms over his chest. “Don’t you have a white Christmas to plan? I haven’t had a Christmas present in six years.”

      The edge of Kai’s mouth lifted. His gaze became inscrutable. I didn’t think I had the strength to blush, but I was wrong. The Fae lights flickered. Out of the corner of my eyes, I caught the faintest orange glow flash across Basil’s fingertips before he extinguished it. If Kai were fully human, he might not have noticed. But he wasn’t. His Nephilim senses alerted him to the flare of high magic.

      “You’ve got your powers back.” The edge to his voice was unmistakable.

      “So it would seem.”

      “You didn’t say anything about that yesterday.”

      “I think we were all a little busy to worry about that, don’t you?”

      “That’s not up to you to decide.” Kai took a menacing step towards Basil. It was more than freaky to watch Skander’s face smirk in return.

      I was going to tear my hair out. “Both of you, out!”

      “There’s something private I need to talk to you about first,” Basil protested.

      Kai planted his feet. Now there was no way he was leaving. Basil should have known better. After the way Kai had grilled us when Basil had first been discovered, Basil must have known Kai would latch on to this shred of information.

      “You’ve got your memory back too, don’t you?” Kai said.

      But Basil wasn’t paying him any attention. Instead, my doll turned former serial killer pinned me with his gaze. He rubbed the back of his neck. That small gesture was so Basil-like that the tightness in my chest unlocked a fraction. Though I wouldn’t outwardly give in to paranoia the same way Kai did, there was a part of me that had been holding my breath waiting for Skander to emerge.

      “It’s still a little hazy,” Basil said. He dropped back down to the armchair. Pressing the pad of his pointer finger to his temple, Basil massaged the spot. He continued to do so as he spoke, as though the gesture was a security blanket. “I know the reason why your great-grandmother cursed me,” he said. Kai’s hand wrapped around mine. I hadn’t noticed him reaching for me, but now I was glad he hadn’t gone. Basil’s own hand fisted. “I was hired by somebody to murder your mother.” It was the last thing I had expected. My whole body seized up. Basil leaped into an explanation. “I didn’t go through with it,” he amended.

      “No shit,” I said. “Otherwise, I’d be dead.” The bitter irony was that Basil hadn’t killed her. Technically, I had by being born. Kai’s grip on me turned painful. Instead of fear, I was comforted by it. Basil shook his head.

      “I don’t remember who ordered the hit. Perhaps it will come back to me eventually. I only know it was a woman. And that she was powerful.”

      “What kind of blood mage are you?” Kai said. The chill in his voice made the hairs on my arm stand up on end. In response, Basil lifted his head and made a circular motion in the air that he then crossed over. Kai let go of me.

      “Bullshit,” he snapped. “Why would a mage of the First Order turn assassin?”

      Again, Basil shook his head. I didn’t understand half of what they were talking about. “Somebody better fill me in,” I said.

      Kai began to pace. “The First Order is the mage equivalent of Michael’s Bloodline. They’re the ones the Council send off to war.” He rounded on Basil. “And you’re telling me you don’t remember who sent you or why?”

      Basil’s eyes closed for a second. When he opened them, his jaw was set. “I don’t think I’ve ever known. That’s why I can’t seem to access the memory. Maybe it wasn’t an order so much as a tip off. All I know was that Lex’s great-grandmother found out and cursed me. She withdrew from supernatural society shortly after.”

      “Who was she?” I didn’t want to ask the question. I had a feeling the answer would shift something fundamental. I thought back to all those times I’d feared Basil getting his memory back. I’d been afraid I’d learn something unforgiveable about his past. Never in my wildest dreams did I think it would be my past that was unforgiveable.

      “Hilary was the Grand Mistress of the Soul Sisterhood.”

      The sound that came out of my throat was a trickle at first. It bubbled up in my chest as incredulity and then spilled over my lips as laughter. I couldn’t breathe. I cackled until tears streamed from my eyes. When I eventually got myself under control, both of them were watching me the way a rabbit watches the underbrush for signs of a fox.

      I wiped away the tears. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I can’t seem to help it.” I hiccupped. It was all just too much. Basil glanced down at his hands. For some reason, he was white-knuckled. After a second, he got to his feet.

      “We should let her get some rest,” Basil said. Kai didn’t seem like he wanted to move. It was only when I yawned that he relented.

      “We don’t tell anyone about this,” Kai ordered. “Whatever happened is in the past.”

      “We might not get a choice if Giselle wakes,” Basil said.

      “She’s not awake?” I asked.

      Kai shook his head. “Whatever you did to her, it stuck. We’re watching her in Seraphina at the moment.”

      Before leaving, Basil approached the bed. There was still a part of me that recoiled at his proximity. My brain was very much hardwired to run at the sight of him. He must have noticed because he halted a couple of feet away. He crouched down so that in my horizontal position, we were at eye level.

      “I meant what I said.” He blinked slowly. If I didn’t know any better, I would think he might be fighting back tears. “No matter what, I’m still your guardian.”

      I held my hand out a foot from the bed, palm up. He traced a finger across it in a circle. “Give me some time to get used to the fact that you’re not made of cotton wool.”

      It should have disconcerted me when he and Kai immediately put their heads together the second they stepped out of the room. My eyelids were heavy. The last thing I saw before I drifted off was the edge of a paperback wedged into the cushion of the armchair. There was a picture of a shirtless cowboy on the cover. I was smiling as I fell asleep. Maybe his body had changed, but inside, he was probably still just Basil.

      It was worth it, I said to the universe.

      I didn’t hear if Azrael answered.
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      For some naïve reason I thought the Showcase might have been forgotten amongst all of the destruction of Giselle’s Academy takeover. Not a chance. To make matters worse, the newly seeded site I had been trying to use for my Showcase had been trampled during the fight. I didn’t have the strength left to make anything grow big. So Brigid ended up winning the Herbology Showcase.

      I got a huge point bonus for saving the lives of the Council. Unfortunately, I also got a huge point deduction for going to Odette’s house without permission. Overall, my point balance edged into the positive. It wasn’t enough to make a meaningful contribution to the House score. Kai won the Showcase for Combat. But then Max won for Dimension Integration. Then Sophie won for Potions in a massive upset that had Celeste’s parents demanding a recount. They changed their minds when Durin threatened to rip their wings off. Apparently, the shifter alpha had been a Sapphire House man in his time at the Academy.

      “This is too easy,” Max gloated at the end of the assembly. Sapphire House was way out in the lead. At this rate, they would be the only ones representing Bloodline in the Unity Games. Astrid had to hold Kai back from throwing a punch at Max’s head.

      Sophie and I were walking to the portal field when I spotted a familiar figure waiting at the edges. We were on our way to her parents’ new place in Rivia. We’d be spending Christmas there. Since Giselle’s capture, there had been no other signs of the Sisterhood. The guards were still wary but it seemed the alert had been downgraded. When I’d asked Kai what he was doing for Christmas, he’d grunted at me and muttered something about preferring to work.

      “So you don’t see him at all?” I asked Cassie.

      She made a face. It was equally frustrated and sad. “It’s too close to the time his family was murdered.” I shut my trap quick smart, but I couldn’t get the catch in her voice out of my head. Or the way his eyes narrowed whenever he walked past Christmas decorations. Why had he offered to give me a white Christmas when he seemingly despised everything about it? I pushed the question out of my mind for the moment.

      Basil had his hands behind his back, whistling to himself as kids cut a wide berth around him.

      “It still freaks me out to see him like that,” Sophie said. Six weeks on from the fight, Basil had been given the official all clear. Several mages from the First Order as well as Astrid’s father had done a bunch of tests on him to see if he retained any of Skander’s traits. The story of how he’d been transmutated into Skander’s body couldn’t be denied considering most of the Council had been present. We had been ordered once again to keep the whole situation under wraps until they could figure out how to break it to the supernatural community that the Sisterhood were back.

      “Tell me about it,” I said in answer to her observation.

      He waved at us. What had been a cute gesture as a doll was not quite as cute from a man we had been conditioned to fear. Several of the kids sidestepped. One of them actually turned around and started walking back the other way. Sophie made an irritated sound in her throat. To compensate, she raced up to Basil and threw her arms around him.

      I stopped in front of them and gave him a noncommittal wave. It wasn’t that I wasn’t happy to see him. There had just been so many things on my mind that I couldn’t quite process it all. Not least because of the bombshell he’d laid on me about who my maternal great-grandmother had really been.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked. Sophie flashed me a glare. As someone who had been subjected to ridicule for years, she was more empathetic to his plight. I still couldn’t get the things he’d said out of my head. Now that he was no longer under investigation, and no longer a doll, it was too strange for him to be living in our dorm room. He’d been MIA for three weeks while he “sorted himself out.”

      Based on the number of romance novels he read, Sophie and I had deduced this to mean that he was off with Odette somewhere. If someone put a gun to my head, I could possibly admit that Skander wasn’t completely lacking in the looks department. He was also considerably younger than Basil had been when he was cursed. The whole thing was sickening. We tried not to bring it up after that.

      “Hello, girls.” He turned to me. “Before you go to the Mwansas’, I was hoping to show you something.”

      “You know,” I said, “Now that you’re not a doll anymore you can’t really get away with saying that kind of stuff to us.” Sophie elbowed me.

      He rolled his eyes. Even those innocuous movements were no longer as acceptable. He gave the guard a new set of coordinates. When we stepped through to the other side, my mouth gaped open.

      We were in a foyer of what I could only describe as a mansion. Not the big, bawdy McMansions you saw on television with their white-and-gold granite walls but the kind with grey stone and iron fixtures. Huge windows were cut into the stone to let in the light, but it was still slightly damp. I glanced up just in time to see the Fae lights on a magicked chandelier wink into existence. The light chased away any hint of darkness. I changed my mind. This wasn’t a mansion. It was a medieval castle.

      “Where are we?” I asked. Sophie was staring wide-eyed through the doorway on the left which led into an industrial-sized kitchen.

      “Our new home,” Basil said. His hands were clasped behind his back again. Definitely not a Skander trait. “If you like it.”

      I couldn’t tell if he was joking. “You know you’re actually not my guardian.” Would-be-assassin was a more apt title.

      “I’ve looked out for you for almost a year. If I had wanted to do you harm, I could have done it while you slept.”

      Sophie grimaced. “Super creepy.” She rubbed at her arms. Basil threw his in the air.

      “You know what I mean, girls!”

      My eyes swept over the enormous painting of a French landscape. “How did you afford this?”

      “I’ve had manna in my account that has been accumulating interest for a long time. It turns out one of my early investments before I was cursed panned out.”

      “Which one?”

      “Light amulet.” We all cringed a little at the reminder of Fred.

      “So you’re rich?” I was getting used to the pointed looks Sophie gave me by now. Basil cocked his head to the side.

      “I suppose so.”

      Sophie and I glanced at each other. How did a person respond to that? I rapped my knuckles on the glass side table with the lion’s-paw legs. It was hideous but looked like it cost a tonne. “I bet this is going to make you really popular on the MirrorNet,” I said.

      Sophie cracked up. I succumbed shortly after. Basil wasn’t amused. He crossed his arms over his chest.

      “I’ll have you know, I have a girlfriend now,” he said.

      I gagged. Sophie pressed her fingers over her lips to try and suppress her amusement. “Gross,” I said. “It figures that’s the first thing you’d get up to when you got a body back!”

      “It was not,” Basil roared. It echoed against the stone walls. It would have been frightening if not for the red blush that mottled his face.

      “Was so!” I said. “There’s no way I’m living here if you and Odette are going to be shacking up together.”

      “Lex.” He said it in warning. His complexion was like a fire hydrant. “This is what I get for trying to do a nice thing.”

      I sobered at his tone. “I’m sorry. It’s just…very big. You couldn’t have just gotten an apartment?”

      He glanced sideways at Sophie. “Take a look outside.”

      Sophie and I raced to the huge window. There was enough ledge for me to climb on and sit down if I wanted. It was early evening. The sky was a canvas of molten fire over the tree canopies. I scanned the horizon for a hint at what Basil wanted me to see. Beside me, Sophie inhaled. Turning, I looked to the far left where she was craning her neck. What I had thought was the filtered sunset through the branches was actually fire burning atop guard towers.

      “We’re inside the Reserve,” Sophie said.

      “Yes,” Basil said.

      “Why so much security?”

      “Just in case.”

      My lips pressed together. It wouldn’t be enough. If what Giselle could do was anything to go by, a castle inside the Shifter Reserve wouldn’t do all that much. I said so to them. Sophie shook her head.

      “This isn’t just the Reserve,” she said. “It’s the section designated to the human population. The mates and children who have some humanity in them. They’ve all been trained to fight.” I glanced sidelong at Basil. He came to stand beside me, his palms pressed against the ledge.

      “I don’t like it,” I said. He knew I wasn’t referring to the mansion. There was no way I could accept being safe if it meant a barrier of innocent people could get hurt. Sophie and I traded a glance. I’d told her the real reason why I’d had to stay away from Kai. I could tell from the look in her eye that we were on the same wavelength.

      I had tried to suppress Professor Mortimer’s revelation about the dead language Lucifer was using in his circles. Now that I had some time to breathe, it resurfaced with a vengeance. No humans could protect me against the Morning Star when he came for me.

      “Sometimes, we have to do things we don’t like,” Basil said. “Will you stay?” Spoken like a true adult. I wondered if the free spirit we’d grown to love inside the woollen doll had been an apparition. I had a sinking feeling there was something else he wasn’t telling me. I didn’t have the brain capacity to take another emotional hit right now.

      “Okay,” I said. “But on one condition. We have Christmas here. And I get to invite anyone I want.”

      “Fine. But they better not mess up the new upholstery.”

      He was not at all impressed when he saw the guest list.
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      Convincing Nora and Mani to change the venue of our Christmas celebration was a cakewalk. I discovered the art of using the poor homeless girl routine. It worked like a charm. But for some reason, my hands were clammy when I went to invite the last person on my list.

      I had to locate him by MirrorNet because two days out from Christmas, Kai had gone MIA. Nobody was more surprised than I was when the mirror swirled and his image came into view. Behind him was the wall of portraits he’d once shown me in the Seraphina archives. His eyes were hooded. I felt like there was ash in my mouth. Suddenly, the bright idea I’d had seemed a touch inappropriate. It occurred to me just how big a concession it had been for him to offer me this gift. And now I was going to ask for more.

      “Blue.” A shiver ran down my spine. “Something wrong?”

      I cleared my throat. Something shifted in the quality of light behind him. It cast a shadow over the right side of his face. He had a five o’clock shadow. “I was about to ask you the same thing.”

      He shrugged. “Everything is fine.”

      Uh huh. And pigs might fly. Mind you, if one did, I might not be all that impressed anymore. “About this white Christmas…”

      “I haven’t forgotten.” Was that regret I heard in his voice? A spike of nausea cut into my gut. Why did he offer when he didn’t really want to do it? Nails pricked the insides of my palms. Calm. This mediation thing was working. Rather than get my back up and pick a fight like I normally would, I breathed deep through my nose and tried to look at it from his perspective. That was a mistake because it made what I was about to ask feel all the more insensitive. I reminded myself that in the long run, this might be better for him, even if I had to drag him to the conclusion.

      “I…I’ve changed my mind about what I want.”

      Suspicion lit up his green eyes. “What does that mean?”

      I wanted to lower my gaze. That seemed a deadly mistake right now. Not just because it could be construed as a sign of submission. If ever there was a time for me to act like a badass, it was now. Unfortunately, my limbs felt like they were made of putty. It hadn’t hit me until now just how important it was for him to be here.

      “Basil bought a mansion inside the Reserve. It’s huge. I’m having a Christmas party. My first one ever. I’ve invited everybody. I know this is a really difficult time for you, but it won’t be the same if you’re not there. And…” I lost steam as the light died in his eyes. I tried to settle my gaze anywhere but his face.

      “Do you know what you’re asking, Blue?”

      I swallowed. “Yes, I just thought –”

      “I know what you thought. I know what everyone thinks. The thing is, I’d rather not think right now.”

      “But –”

      “Was there something else you wanted to say to me?”

      “Well, no but –”

      He turned his head to the side. “I’ll talk to you later then.”

      My newfound enlightenment snuffed out. “Don’t you dare hang up on me!”

      He made a deliberate show of very slowly placing his palm down over the glass. The last thing I saw was the rim of sparkling green in the corner of his eye before the mirror went dark. I whipped it across the room. The sound of glass shattering brought Sophie racing into my new bedroom.

      She saw the look on my face and put two and two together. “He said no?”

      “More or less.”

      Her lips turned down. “We’ll still have a great time.” She was eyeing the broken mirror. Unlike in the human world, supernaturals didn’t believe in the whole broken mirror, bad luck thing. What they did believe in was a break in the connection of the MirrorNet. A small roaring sound filled the air followed by a pop as the portal associated with this particular mirror closed.

      “We will have an amazing time,” I said through gritted teeth. At first it was just something I said not to sound like I was a party pooper. But as the day wore on, the festive cheer settled its magic on me. I didn’t forget that Kai had turned down my party invitation, but it was pushed to the background. It was hard not to be filled with joy when Max arrived at our doorstep with a seven-foot Douglas fir braced on his shoulder.

      “You ordered a Christmas tree?” he grinned. His gaze skirted to the kitchen where Sophie was brewing something that smelled distinctly of dark berries and citrus. The sound of her laughter intermingled with Basil’s slightly drunk baritone made my skin tingle.

      Behind Max, Charles balanced an enormous cardboard box with tinsel bursting out the top. They traipsed through the living room leaving a trail of pine needles and bits of glitter on the floor. Max disappeared into the kitchen while Charles and I decorated the tree.

      “It looks like shit,” Charles said, surveying our efforts.

      I had to admit, there was a certain haphazard quality to the way we’d just thrown decorations on there. “Give me a break. I haven’t had a proper Christmas in six years.”

      “Are you going to harp on about that the whole time?” Isla’s voice said behind me. I whirled, readying myself for some kind of trick.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked. My eyes tracked to the hideous red sweater she wore with a reindeer and a blinking red nose on the front. Never in a million years would I have expected her to own something like that.

      “I’m afraid that’s my doing,” Jacqueline said. “Isla’s parents are working on a special project for the Academy, and she was going to be spending the holiday alone. I hope you don’t mind.” She entered the room with an armful of beautifully wrapped gifts. Cassie skipped beside her. I’d already told them of Kai’s less-than-stellar reaction, but it seemed they were used to his surliness at this time of year.

      Isla and I surveyed each other. “Don’t ruin this for me,” I warned her half-heartedly. She rolled her eyes.

      “The way I see it, you’ve already ruined it.” She made a sweeping gesture towards the tree. Charles had all but given up on the project now that Cassie had arrived. Luther showed up five minutes later and they all disappeared. I placed my hands on my hips.

      “I’ve rearranged it a bunch of times, but it still looks like Christmas vomit.”

      “Let me try,” Isla said. She got to work removing much of the tinsel. Then she replaced the configuration of the Fae lights and set them on a warm glow as opposed to the seizure inducing flashing that Charles had preferred. By the time she was done, it looked like a tree in a magazine.

      “I hate you,” I told her.

      She smirked. “Thanks!”

      “Whoa! This place looks awesome.” I turned around to find Diana and Roland sizing up the room. “Exactly how rich is Basil?”

      I burst into laughter. In fact, I couldn’t stop laughing for the next twelve hours. The contrast between what my Christmas last year had been and the one I was having now couldn’t have been any more opposed.

      “Put that down right now,” Basil said just as I was about to take a sip of Sophie’s grandmother’s brew.

      “But –”

      He lifted the cup from my hands. I raised a brow at him. I supposed arguing that it was only a tiny bit alcoholic wasn’t going to cut it. It was also nothing compared to the amount of liquor I might have consumed last year. Just to pass the time really.

      “You’re taking this way too seriously,” I told him.

      “No he’s not,” Nora interjected. She gave me the hard stare until I huffed and backed away.

      I found Sophie with her head over a fire. The roasting iron contraption Basil had bought to cook the goose and various other foods was working overtime. The sound of fat sizzling was like a symphony to my ears. “How far did you get before they took the mulled wine away from you?” she asked.

      “I didn’t even get a sip.”

      “Told you. I’m sweating my butt off here and Mama wouldn’t even let me drink it.”

      “Parents.” But I was smiling. I thought of Nanna. She still wasn’t herself but my revelation about how I’d unbound Basil had given me hope that one day soon, I’d be able to free her as well. It killed me not to be spending Christmas with her, but nobody thought it was a good idea for her to be away from Seraphina.

      At the window, Diana made a dainty sound I would never have guessed could come from her. She turned to us, her mouth slightly ajar.

      “What?” I asked, not really wanting to hear her answer. Everything was almost perfect. I didn’t care what might be happening outside. But as I continued to stare past her into the darkness outside, something landed softly on the window ledge. It was followed by several other white, fluffy bits.

      “It’s freaking snowing,” Diana said.

      A grin split my face. I bolted to the back door and flung it open. The air was still slightly warm, but with each speck of snow that swirled around, it was rapidly cooling. Already there were small mounds of snow collecting in the cornices of the mansion. The Fae lights added a soft glow and turned the back garden into a winter wonderland. But it could have been sludge for all I cared. My only concern was the figure walking with guarded ease up the paved brick path.

      Kai came to a stop a few feet away from me. The additional light died as somebody closed the back door. I tried to tamp down my enthusiasm lest it make him change his mind.

      “You came,” I said. “Guess I’ll have to rethink my plans to beat you senseless for hanging up on me.”

      His eyes were such a vivid green against the festive green T-shirt he wore. They blinked warily. “I made a promise,” he said. He pointed up at the shower of snow. Some of it had fallen and settled on his criminally long lashes. I took a step towards him.

      “I wouldn’t have held it against you.”

      Reaching out, he pulled me against his chest. He lowered his head to my ear. “I know,” he mouthed. “Can’t have you being the bigger person, can we? I’d never hear the end of it.”

      He kissed me and the snarky comeback died on my tongue. Somebody behind me cleared their throat. Kai took his time releasing me. A shriek filled the air. Cassie came barrelling out of the door and flung herself at Kai. He bent his legs as she got close and hefted her over his shoulders. She squealed and clutched his hands for dear life.

      I followed them into the kitchen and through to the dining room where everyone else had gathered. Jacqueline leaned against the arched doorway. She nodded at me, her lips pulled into a smile. I stepped past thinking I would give them some space.

      I was so busy slightly rearranging the ornaments on the tree to take back ownership of it from Isla that I didn’t hear the footsteps behind me. Kai slid his arm around my waist, his clean, masculine scent wrapping around me. I leaned back into him, closing my eyes for a second. When I opened them, he was holding a present in front of me with his free hand. It was metallic blue with gold starts scattered on it.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “What does it look like?”

      I pressed the heel of my sneakers down on the toes of his boots. He slipped his hand underneath the hem of my top to splay against my stomach. Heat burst inside my chest. “I didn’t get you anything.”

      “Yes, you did. Now do me a favour and open it before either Basil or Emmanuelle walks in and threatens to skin me alive again for breathing the same air as you.”

      I bit my lip to stop from laughing. As it turned out, I was a bit of a present fiend. I made short work of the wrapping paper. And the tape that held the rectangular box closed. Reaching in, my hand touched cool glass. I eased the crystal angel from the box. Its wings were cut so delicately that it picked up the light from the Fae lanterns and scattered it into a million motes against the tree. Beneath the rim was a contraption that I had never seen before.

      “What does this do?” I asked.

      Without a word, Kai winched his arm around me and lifted us off the floor. I almost squealed at the sudden loss of equilibrium, but I knew he would never let me fall. We hovered close to the ceiling. When I saw the empty tip of the tree, I knew right away where the angel belonged. There was no need to be concerned about the angel falling off. When I placed it atop the uppermost branch, the glass morphed and the contraption fused with the wood, locking the angel in place.

      My cheeks were slightly damp when we touched down on the ground. “Thank you,” I told him.

      “Ditto.”

      When he kissed me, he tasted like berries and citrus. Ha! Take that, Basil. I swept my tongue over Kai’s and felt the warming tingle of kitchen magic. Now I really wanted to get my own drink. We broke apart only because there was a knock at the door.

      For some reason, Kai’s shoulders stiffened. He grabbed me and pushed me behind him. What now? Max and Jacqueline appeared not a second later.

      Kai was already at the door. Max stepped past me to intercept whoever it was that had arrived. I looked to Jacqueline for an explanation.

      “Messenger,” she said.

      “Who?”

      The front door closed again. Kai appeared with an envelope in his hands. It was too big to be just a letter. “Who was there?” Jacqueline asked. She took the envelope from him.

      “Guards at the gate said the letter was left by a woman,” Kai said. “Her face was covered.”

      My stomach sank. When he’d passed her the envelope, I’d seen that it was addressed to me. “May I please have it?”

      By now the rest of the party had gathered around us. Basil snatched the envelope before Jacqueline could hand it to me and made a sweeping gesture over it with his palm. Orange light swept over the paper. Finally, he slit the envelope open and glanced inside.

      “Do you mind?” I asked.

      Only then did he deign to give me the envelope. I slipped my hand inside and pulled out a letter along with several brochures. I read the letter aloud.

      “Alessia Hastings. You are one of us. Come the first semester of the New Year, you will report to the soul gate at Terran Academy. Your enrolment at Bloodline Academy must be revoked. You belong to the Soul Sisterhood now.”

      Son of a bitch!
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      That ending just wouldn’t be completed any other way without compromising the story. I tried, I really did. Thankfully, book 3, Bloodline Diplomacy is ready for pre-order now! Pre-order HERE.
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      Sign up to my newsletter to received exclusive content. I’ve written a little snippet in the point of view of one of the Terran Academy students as well as something in Kai’s point of view. Grab it here along with updates from me about life, writing and pet ownership.
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