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      Gifted Academy takes place in an alternate world where human kind is classified in three different types:

      

      
        	Norms: non-gifted people.

        	Fringes: gifted with special abilities, but low on the power level (levels 1 to 9).

        	Idols: gifted with special abilities. High on the power level (levels 10 to unknown).
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            Daisy

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, Rosie. Could you please turn that TV down? I’m trying to study.” I lift my gaze from the notebook and glare at the back of my sister’s head.

      She’s perched on our old couch’s armrest like a damn monkey.

      Without looking at me, she says, “It’s past nine. Now it’s my time to have some fun.”

      “No, now it’s time for you to go to bed, young lady.” Mom comes into the room, rubbing her hands on the checkered apron she favors. It’s faded and frayed at the edges, but she refuses to let Dad buy her a new one.

      “But, Mom, Dad isn’t home yet,” Rosie whines.

      All Mom does is shake her head and turn off the TV. Rosie always tries to buy more time by saying she’s waiting for Dad. I’d believe her if she ever gave him any attention when he came home. She’s only seven but already completely obsessed with the bullshit programming the networks peddle to us Norms. TV shows where Norms live happy and fulfilling lives and get along with Idols marvelously. Utter garbage. Not even the actors playing Norms are Norms.

      The sound of a key turning in the lock makes me perk up in my seat. Dad comes through the door in the next second, carrying a bag of groceries in one hand and a stack of old books in the other.

      “A little help here,” he says.

      I push my chair back, but Mom says, “I got it.”

      Even so, I stand and help Dad with his books.

      “Thanks, honey.” He gives me a tired smile. His eyes are red rimmed, and the dark scruff on his face tells me he didn’t shave this morning. He’s been working longer hours than usual lately.

      “What are all these?” I carry the leather-bound tomes to the table.

      “Research for an article I’m writing.”

      Mom makes a face that looks a lot like a grimace before she carries the groceries to the kitchen counter. She would never criticize Dad in front of us, but I’ve heard their hushed arguments in the middle of the night. It’s impossible to have any type of privacy in this tiny box we call home. Plus, I don’t sleep well. I exist with the constant fear that something bad will happen to us.

      We live in a small two-bedroom apartment in Hawk City in a not-so-great neighborhood. The building is old and creepy, but at least our neighbors are nice. I try not to dwell too much on the fact that my father, the editor of one of the largest newspapers in Hawk City, can’t afford a nicer place for his family. The problem is, we’re Norms, and in a town ruled by Idols, we’re lucky to even have a roof over our heads.

      I glance at the books Dad brought home, and one title catches my attention. When the Gods Walked Among Us. A History of Idols.

      “What is this?” I trace the faded golden lettering on the cover.

      “Nothing.” Dad quickly sweeps the book from my grasp.

      “Daisy, say good night to your dad and off to bed,” Mom says.

      I groan. “Why must I go to bed this early? I’m not a child.”

      Dad chuckles, and Mom watches me with one eyebrow raised. “You’re ten. Definitely in the children age bracket.”

      “Ha! In your face, nerd.” Rosie jumps from the couch and sticks her tongue out at me.

      “Shut up, brat.” I grab my books from the table, wishing I had one more hour to study. Getting good grades in school is the only way I can hope to not end up working a demeaning job in my adult life. Dad might not be swimming in riches, but at least he’s doing what he loves.

      As I walk past the kitchen counter, I grab the flashlight Mom used earlier when we lost power thanks to the fuse box tripping. Maybe I can sneak in a few more hours of study under the sheets.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Loud voices in the living room jar me awake from a fitful sleep. Leaning on my elbows, I rub my eyes and then peer out the window. Silvery light streams through the threadbare curtain. It’s a full moon tonight.

      “How could you, Paul? This is going to get you killed,” Mom says, exasperated.

      Her words make my heart lurch forward as tight as a sailor’s knot. I untangle from my sheets and throw my legs to the side of the bed. I forgot to put socks on tonight, and the coldness from the floor sweeping up my legs makes me shiver.

      “I’m tired of living in fear, Anna. I can’t just witness all the unfairness in our world and not say anything.”

      “But, Paul, this article….”

      I push my bedroom door open a sliver so I can better eavesdrop on my parents. I see them sitting at the kitchen table. Dad reaches for Mom’s hands and covers them with his.

      “I stand by it. Idols make up only 15 percent of the population of the world, but they keep the rest of us, even Fringes, under their thumbs. It’s time for the scales to be balanced again.”

      Mom shakes her head. “Wishful thinking. We can’t fight against the Idols. They’re too powerful. There’s nothing we can do.”

      “There are some Idols who don’t agree with what’s going on, my love.”

      Mom lets out a derisive laugh. “Are you talking about the Knights? There are only a few of them, and pretty soon there won’t be any. Another one wound up dead. I saw it on the news this morning.”

      With a clench of his jaw, Dad drops his narrowed gaze to the table. “I know. It’s all my reporters have been talking about. It doesn’t matter.” He lifts his eyes again. “I discovered something that can tip the scales in our favor.”

      Mom’s spine becomes taut. She pulls her hands from Dad’s grasp. “I don’t want to hear any more of this. First, it was your obsession with finding the imaginary island where Norms can live without fear.”

      “Starlight Island is not imagina—”

      “Enough, Paul!” Mom slaps her open palms on the table. “Your fixation with Idols and Knights will be our end.”

      “Sticking our heads in the sand won’t help, Anna, nor keep our daughters safe. All these years that I’ve been researching the Idols’ origins have finally paid off.”

      Mom scoffs. “Don’t tell me you found the island.”

      Dad shakes his head, looking away from Mom’s face. “I’ve got clues, but nothing solid.” He pauses, and then licks his lower lip, before focusing on Mom once more. “I’ve found a way to kill the Idols.”

      Cold sweat drips down my spine, and my stomach coils. I’ve always believed Idols were nearly indestructible and could only be killed by other Idols. They’re faster, stronger. Some can read minds, and all are immune to Norm-made weapons.

      “You’re talking nonsense, Paul. If the Idols find out, they’ll kill us all.”

      “I’ve been careful not to leave a digital trail. I know they’re monitoring the networks.” He pulls his diary closer to him and taps on the distressed leather cover. “It’s all here.”

      The booming crash of our front door exploding off its hinges brings a scream up to my throat. My parents jump to their feet and turn to the gaping hole where the door used to be. Three Idols wearing black from head to toe invade our home. The one in the middle takes a step forward and sneers at my dad. His hair is completely white, long on the top and pushed back. It matches the bloodless skin tone of his face. A leather patch covers his right eye, and a jagged scar runs down his right cheek, disappearing under his chin. He’s death personified.

      My heart beats hard and fast, and a cold numbness sweeps over my body.

      “Paul Rodale, the illustrious editor of Hawk City Gazette. It’s time we have a little chat.”

      “How dare you invade my home like that?” Dad takes a step forward, pushing Mom behind him.

      With a swat of his arm, the Idol sends Dad flying across the living room. He crashes against the TV in a twist of limbs.

      “Dad!” I run toward him, but my mother jumps in my way and tries to push me back.

      “Mommy, what’s going on?” Rosie comes into the room, still bleary eyed.

      “Take care of them,” the white-haired Idol says over his shoulder before he strides toward my father, who is trying to get up, all bloodied.

      “No, leave them alone!” His face twists into a grimace.

      Mom turns and widens her stance, using her body as a shield against the other two Idols who are coming our way.

      “Daisy, take Rosie out of here,” she says.

      I know I have to obey, but my body is frozen.

      One of the Idols laughs. “No one is going anywhere.”

      Faster than I can blink, he breaches the distance between him and Mom and lifts her off the ground by her neck.

      Rosie is crying behind me, but I can’t console her now. I have to help Mom. Frantically, I search for anything I can use as a weapon. Mom doesn’t like to keep anything sharp on sight, afraid Rosie will accidentally cut herself, so when I catch the handle of a letter opener peeking out from my father’s bag on the kitchen counter, I dive for it.

      I manage to curl my fingers around it before an incredible power wraps around my body and yanks me back. I hit the far wall hard, banging my head against it with such force that I’m dizzy for a moment. But I don’t lose hold of the letter opener. When my vision comes into focus again, one of the Idols, a man with dark skin and eyes that blaze like fire, is right in front of me. He’s keeping me stuck to the wall above the floor, using nothing but his godly powers.

      I look over his shoulder just in time to see the second Idol drop Mom to the floor, unconscious. I let out a whimper. She can’t be dead.

      “Oh, are you afraid now that your Mommy isn’t here to protect you anymore?”

      His taunting makes me angrier rather than afraid. Fury surges from the pit of my stomach, and I blurt out, “Fuck you!”

      He strikes me across the face, and the taste of blood fills my mouth. My ears are ringing and my cheek is burning, but I look at him again with defiance.

      “What are you trying to do, brat? Strike me with that pitiful weapon?” He laughs.

      Behind him, the white-haired Idol has my father on his knees while he’s holding his head with both hands. Wisps of blue energy envelop his fingers. Dad grunts with his eyes closed, and his face contorts into an expression of terrible pain.

      “Leave my father alone!” I yell.

      “You want to help your daddy, brat?” the Idol in front of me says. “Go on, hit me with your best shot.”

      Suddenly, the power holding me glued to the wall slackens around my weapon-wielding arm. I know the hateful Idol is only goading me, and yet I strike his neck with a battle cry. The sharp object pierces through his skin and muscles as if they were made of butter.

      I fall to the floor, but I don’t break eye contact with the man. The sneer on the Idol’s face wilts to nothing as his eyes widen in surprise. Staggering back, he clutches the handle of the letter opener sticking out of his neck. Then he lets out an enraged roar as glowing orange cracks spread through his face. A moment later, he explodes in a shower of a coal-like debris.

      The letter opener clinks as it hits the hard floor, and only then do I see it wasn’t a letter opener but a dagger with a glass blade.

      “What the fuck!” the Idol who attacked my mother shouts.

      The white-haired Idol drops my father and whirls around. His gaze zeroes in on the dagger on the floor, and then he pierces me with a murderous stare.

      “You! You’ll pay for this.” He stalks my way and I scooch back, knowing I can’t run from him even if I were on my feet.

      He raises his arm above his head, and a ball of blue energy forms on his palm. I hug my knees and close my eyes, bracing for the hit. It never comes.

      My eyes fly open with the sound of angry shouting. A group of five Idols has joined the others. The one leading this new charge—a tall man with long, blond hair—looks like a true demigod, brandishing a sword made of fire. But they aren’t after us—they’re attacking our assailants. Balls of energy and fire are exchanged. I need to get Dad out of the shooting range. Scrambling to my feet, I run, hunched forward and using my arms to cover my head. I dive into a tuck and roll on the now littered floor to avoid being burned to a crisp by a sphere of spiraling fire.

      Crawling on my hands and knees, I reach Dad’s side. Blood has caked his hair and part of his face. His eyes are barely open, and his breathing is coming out in spurts.

      I shake his shoulder lightly. “Dad, talk to me. Are you okay?”

      With a grunt, he tries to sit up. Chaos reigns supreme all around us, but for now, we’re forgotten.

      “Where’s Rosie?”

      I search for her in the melee, but I don’t see her anywhere, only Mom’s crumpled form on the ground. My throat becomes tight and my eyes burn.

      “I don’t know,” I reply. “Mom is hurt.”

      Dad curls his fingers around my forearm and yanks me closer. “Listen, Daisy. We don’t have much time. You have to find Rosie and take the fire escape ladder.”

      I know what he’s asking me to do, but my heart twists viciously in my chest just from thinking about it.

      “No, Daddy. I can’t leave you and Mom.”

      His grip tightens. “Damn it, Daisy. Don’t argue with me. You must find Starlight Island.” He pulls an old notebook from under him. It’s covered in dust and blood. It takes me a moment to recognize it for what it is—Dad’s diary.

      “What’s Starlight Island?”

      “A sanctuary for Norms. Promise me you’ll look for it.” Dad watches me with determination despite the pain I see shining in his eyes. “Take this.” He shoves the leather-bound diary in my hands. “Everything I know about the island and the Idols is in there. Keep it safe, and don’t ever show this to anyone.”

      My face is hot and wet. My eyes are blurry. I let out a sob, clutching the diary against my chest. “I’m scared, Daddy,” I whisper.

      He lets go of my arm and cups my cheek with a callused hand. “Don’t be scared, sweetie. You must be strong for you and your sister. Now go!” He pushes me back, and then he stands up to face the wrath of the white-haired Idol.

      I don’t move right away, gripped by fear. But his plea finally pierces through the panic and propels me into action. I stand on shaky legs and run toward the back of the apartment. I want to check on Mom, but two Idols are coming to blows on my path to her.

      “Rosie!” I call, hoping she was smart enough to hide.

      I find her cowering under the kitchen counter. I drop into a crouch and grab her arm. “Come on. We have to go.”

      “What about Mom and Dad?”

      “They’ll come right after us. Let’s go!” I drag her up. Not letting go of her hand, I head for our bedroom. But something makes me pause and look over my shoulder.

      Everything seems to happen in slow motion.

      The white-haired Idol rears his glowing hand back and launches a massive blue energy sphere toward Dad. It hits him square in the chest, sending him flying back. He drops only a few feet from us, close enough for me to see his neck twisted at an odd angle and his eyes staring into nothing.

      “No,” I choke out.

      Rosie begins to cry in earnest. The white-haired Idol’s demented stare collides with mine, chilling my blood. His lips curl into a sneer right before he comes for us.

      Whirling around, I run for the fire escape, dragging a tearful Rosie with me. I lock the bedroom door, knowing it won’t keep the Idol out, but I’ll take any second I can buy us. Dad is gone, and most likely Mom is too. There’s a terrible pain in my chest that won’t relent, but I can’t think about that now.

      I tuck Dad’s diary under my arm and open the window latch, cursing my sweaty hands. I push Rosie out the window first, following close behind. The metal ladder cringes loudly as we go down the steps, but so far, there’s no sign of pursuit. I don’t know who those other Idols were, but they must be keeping the white-haired monster and his accomplice occupied.

      When I hit the pavement right after Rosie, I grab her hand and take off into the night. I don’t know where we’re going or if Starlight Island is even real. All I know is that Hawk City is no longer safe for us—if it ever truly was.

      Rosie is all I have now, and I’ll do anything to protect her.

      Anything.
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      Seven Years Later

      “Can I get an order of fries, two double cheeseburgers, one with no onion, and one with extra onion and jalapenos, please?” I hit the call bell, then clip the paper order to the window board.

      Without pause, I whirl around, mopping the sweat from my forehead with the back of my forearm. Poppy’s Joint is air-conditioned, but the heat from the kitchen combined with the nonstop action at the diner has me wishing for a nice cold bath. Only in my dreams. I’ll have to make do with the drip-drip of my hundred-year-old shower.

      Felicity, my partner in crime, stops next to me, grabs a menu, and fans herself. “Blast all the Titans to hell. It’s fucking hot today.”

      Her white blonde bangs are matted and stuck to her forehead, and her eyeliner is a little smudged. As a matter of fact, all of her makeup seems on the verge of melting away, leaving the creases on the sides of her mouth and the crinkles at the corners of her eyes exposed. I’d better keep her away from mirrors. She’s going to have a cow if she finds out she’s looking her actual age—thirty-seven—instead of the twentysomething she tries to portray.

      “Yeah, it’s pretty hot. But at least we’re busy. We should get some decent tips today.”

      Felicity snorts. “Right. The Norms in this town can’t afford to tip well even if they wanted to.”

      My heart sinks, but what she said is nothing new to me. I’ve been working at Poppy’s Joint for two years, and I’ve never made more than twenty bucks a day in tips. I barely make enough money to put food on the table and pay the rent for the room I share with Rosie.

      But I’m behind on rent this week. I used the money to pay for Rosie’s visit to the emergency room. Some jerk Fringe broke her arm at school. I need to come up with money fast, and that leaves me only one option. The thought alone makes me sick.

      The doorbell rings, announcing we have more customers. But the chatter in the diner suddenly stops and a terrible silence follows. A group of four Idols is standing by the door. They’re young, probably my age. Simply by glancing at the four boys, I know they’re high-level Idols. It’s not because of their arrogant posture of raised chins and smirks galore. They ooze power. Cold sweat licks the back of my neck, and a shiver runs down my spine.

      Wherever Idols go, Norms get hurt.

      But it’s not only that deep-rooted truth that’s making my body shudder and my knees go weak. It’s the resemblance that one of them has to the Idol who killed my father. Not in his facial features. It’s the hair, his fucking white hair that’s taking my head for a spin.

      “Damn, what are those assholes doing here?” Felicity whispers next to my ear. She tries to mask her fear by pretending the Idols are only entitled rich boys, but we all know they can kill everyone in this diner with a snap of their fingers.

      Poppy walks around the counter, wiping his chubby fingers on the spotless white apron wrapped around his large middle.

      “Can I help you, gentlemen?”

      The two boys hanging back trade a glance and smirk. The guy next to the white-haired one just stares at Poppy with an air of boredom.

      “Yes, please. We would like a booth for four,” the white-haired guy replies. His voice is like rich velvet, nice and smooth.

      Poppy grabs a few menus from the front stand and starts to lead them to the back of the diner.

      “No. We want one of the booths by the front window,” the bored dark-haired boy replies.

      Poppy turns, his face a mask of compliance, but I can see past his façade. He’s worried now. There aren’t any booths available by the front window.

      “They can have our booth. We’re leaving,” Mr. Jenkins, one of our regulars, says.

      His wife is already up and urging their kids out of the booth. None of the children whine, even though they just got here. As a Norm, you learn quickly to never piss off an Idol.

      Poppy thanks Mr. Jenkins and quickly cleans the table. The preppy boys slide into the booth and peer at the menu. Chatter slowly resumes, but the atmosphere is tense now. I’m sure the Idols’ presence here is going to clear out the diner in no time.

      “Well, now we’re definitely not making any money tonight.” Felicity turns to the kitchen window. “Hey, Luigi. Where the hell are my burgers?”

      Tucking the loose strands of hair that escaped my ponytail behind my ear, I take a deep breath.

      Calm down, Daisy. They just want to have dinner, not cause utter destruction.

      Poppy heads in my direction. “Don’t worry, honey. They’re in your section, but I’ll take care of them.”

      I let out a breath of relief. “Thank you.”

      With pad and pen in hand, I force my legs to move. I need to check on the table next to the Idols’ booth. I don’t look in their direction as I stride to my customers. When the white-haired guy raises his hand, I pretend I don’t see.

      “Excuse me, waitress,” he says loudly as I walk in front of their table. “We’re ready to order.”

      I pause and throw a nervous glance at Poppy, who’s already coming to the rescue.

      “I’ll take your orders, gentlemen,” he says politely.

      “Why?” the boy with the air of boredom asks, leaning against the back of the booth.

      “Well, Daisy’s shift is almost over and—”

      “I don’t give a damn about Daisy’s fucking shift,” he spits back, raising his voice. “Isn’t our booth in her section?” His cerulean blue eyes become brighter, turning an electric blue, and dark veins appear on his stony face before they fade away.

      My jaw slackens and my eyes widen of their own accord. My heart is pounding inside of my chest, wanting to break free, but I can’t let these bullies take their wrath out on Poppy or our customers, not on my account.

      “It’s okay, Poppy. I can take care of their orders.” I smile tightly, and then, pushing the fear aside, I turn to the jackasses. “What can I get you?”

      I grip the pen tighter to hide the shakes that are running through my body and stare at the dark-haired one. He seems to be the meanest of the bunch, but I can’t bring myself to make eye contact with the one facing him—Dad’s killer’s look-alike.

      “How about a little smile for us, sugar?” The dark-haired one’s lips unfurl into a wicked grin, and my stomach coils tightly. I don’t like how he’s watching me like I’m prey.

      “Sorry, that’s not on the menu,” I say before I can help myself.

      Daisy, what the hell are you doing?

      “Ouch. Burned in two seconds. That’s gotta be a record for you, Rufio,” one of them chuckles.

      Blond with green eyes, he reminds me of an actor from a popular TV show. He definitely has the Hollywood package. Too bad he’s an Idol and, as such, is bad to the bone.

      “Shut your mouth, Phoenix.” Rufio levels his friend with a glare.

      “What’s the pie of the day?” the white-haired boy asks.

      I have no choice but to look at him. And fuck me, now I’m tongue-tied for entirely different reasons. His hair is completely white, but peering at him closely, I can see he definitely doesn’t possess any resemblance to my father’s murderer. There’s only one word I can use to describe him: flawless. His face looks like it was carved from marble, all perfect angles.

      Big almond-shaped honey-coloured eyes, framed by ridiculously long eyelashes, watch me intensely. He asked me a question, and here I am, staring at him like I’m a freaking moron.

      “Blueberry,” I croak and then clear my throat. “Blueberry pie.”

      “Is it any good?” He continues to stare at me.

      “The best in town.”

      “Why are you even asking if the pie is any good?” Rufio asks with a hint of annoyance. “You’re going to order it and eat the whole thing with gusto, even if it tastes like cardboard.”

      I turn to the guy. “It doesn’t taste like cardboard. It’s fucking amazing.”

      Okay, I must have a death wish. Why am I talking back to him? He’s a high-level Idol, for crying out loud.

      His eyebrows arch, and he gives me a crooked grin. “Really? Would you bet your life on it?”

      Danger. Abort. Abort. Too late. If I back down now, he’ll think I’m afraid of him—which I am. Terrified, actually. But he can’t know that.

      I lift my chin. “Yes.”

      Phoenix, the blond one, whistles and says, “It seems we’ve got a feisty little thing on our hands, boys. This evening is turning out more amusing than I anticipated.”

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” the white-haired guy says bluntly.

      He’s right, but oh well. My mother used to say that my big mouth would be my demise. Maybe the day has finally come.

      “Trust me. I won’t lose,” I reply.

      His eyes become rounder, as if my statement caught him by surprise. He then narrows his gaze and says, “We’ll see. I’d also like to order a strawberry milkshake.”

      “What do I get when I win?” I turn to Rufio, the arrogant son of a bitch who seems to be the worst of the lot.

      “Uh, your life?” Phoenix replies instead.

      Rufio remains quiet, observing me. His eyes are darker now, almost midnight blue.

      “Guys, fucking order already so I can get my damn pie,” the white-haired one says.

      “Jeez, Bryce. Chill the fuck out.” Phoenix drops his gaze to the menu.

      “I’ll have the chicken soup, please,” the fourth guy who hadn’t spoken until now says.

      “Chicken soup? In this heat? Are you crazy?” Phoenix glances at his friend, exasperated.

      “I’m cold.”

      “Morpheus, you’re always cold. Maybe you should step out of the shadows for once,” Rufio replies, his gaze now down on the menu.

      “Bite me, asshole.”

      Without glancing at his friend, Rufio flips him off. Then he lifts his chin, pushing his long bangs away from his eyes to better stare into mine. “I’ll have the fucking delicious blueberry pie.”

      “You don’t like pie,” Phoenix chimes in.

      Still staring at me and now sporting a smirk, Rufio replies, “I hate it, but I have a bet to win.”
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      The Norm girl takes everyone’s orders and leaves without saying another word to me. I rattled her, that much I know, but she’s keen on not showing her fear. Foolish. I can see right through her defiant hazel eyes.

      “I’ve never seen any girl hold her own against you, Rufio. And for a Norm to do it?” Phoenix whistles. “You must be losing your touch.”

      “Shut up, bitch. That was just the warm-up.”

      Bryce sighs. “I just wanted to have some pie. I shouldn’t have asked you idiots to tag along.” He plays with the condiment bottles on the table and doesn’t make eye contact with anyone.

      “You can’t spend too much time by yourself, brother. You’d get bored out of your mind,” I say with a smirk.

      “Bite me, Rufio.” He leans back on the cheap fake leather booth and glances around. “I hope the pie is good.”

      “That waitress is bad news,” Morpheus says, dead serious.

      “Ominous much? Jeez.” Phoenix shakes his head and laughs. “What can a Norm do against us? We’re fucking Idols, dude. The top dogs.”

      Morpheus’s gaze goes out of focus. “I don’t know. I can’t quite put my finger to it.”

      I grab the menu and make it float above my hand. “Stop being a fucking weirdo with your premonition shit.”

      With a mere thought, the piece of laminated cardboard disintegrates into dust. A gasp to my right catches my attention. A Norm boy is watching me with round eyes and mouth agape. I reward him with a toothy grin and mouth, “You’re next.”

      Terror fills his eyes. He turns to his mother and begs to leave. The woman, a tired-looking Norm, glances my way and recoils in fear. She grabs her bag quickly and pushes her kid off the booth seat. They’re gone before Daisy can collect the check.

      “Pathetic Norms.” I chuckle.

      Bryce glares at me. “Why are you like that?”

      “What?” I widen my eyes, trying to play the innocent card. “It’s not my fault Norms get spooked easily.”

      Phoenix perks up in his seat. “Here comes little Daisy with our order, guys.”

      She’s holding the tray filled with food with one hand only while she grabs a few utensil packets. For a puny Norm, she’s kind of strong.

      I give myself a mental slap. I did not just admire something about a disgusting Norm. They’re roaches, good only to be crushed under our feet.

      With a clenched jaw, Daisy marches toward us. She’s hating this situation as much as I’m loving it. When Bryce asked if I wanted to tag along on this exploration trip of his, I didn’t expect to be this entertained.

      She stops by our table and begins to recite our orders back to us. She hands Phoenix and Morpheus their orders first, then gives my brother his damn pie and milkshake. I didn’t order anything else besides the dessert. I’m not really hungry.

      “And one extra big piece of pie for you, sir.” She turns to me slowly, holding the pie plate by the edge, when the thing flies out of her hand and the blueberry pie ends up covering my whole face.

      “Shit!” she yells. “I’m so sorry.”

      Phoenix and Morpheus howl in laughter, but the sound that’s drowning everything out is my rage pounding away in my ears. Deliberately slow, I wipe pieces of jam and crust from my eyes and nose. Then I turn to Daisy, the Norm I’m about to kill. Literally.

      She takes a step back, finally showing her fear.

      “I didn’t mean to do that. It was an accident,” she apologizes.

      “Rufio, sit down,” Bryce says, but he can kiss my ass. I’m not going to be humiliated like that by a fucking Norm.

      “What’s going on here?” The owner of this hovel steps in between me and his employee.

      “I didn’t do it on purpose. I swear, Poppy,” the girl says.

      Her desperation feeds my hunger for retribution. I’m the lord of death, and this Norm just awakened the beast.
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        * * *

      

      DAISY

      He’s going to kill me. And Poppy as well if he doesn’t get out of the way.

      I don’t know what happened. One moment the plate was in my hands, and the next, it zapped from my fingers and flipped in midair, launching the piece of pie straight on the Idol’s face.

      “Daisy, get your things and leave,” Poppy says without breaking eye contact with Rufio.

      “Move aside, old man, or you’ll die too,” Rufio orders. His eyes are flashing bright blue, and dark veins have spread across his cheeks.

      His power is rolling out in waves, something dark and smothering. I’ve never felt anything like it. Not even the Idol who killed my father felt this potent. It’s almost like I’m standing in front of a true demigod.

      Poppy’s customers begin to evacuate the premises in a mad dash of pushed-back chairs and clinking utensils against glass.

      Someone grabs my forearm and yanks me back.

      “Come on, girl. What are you waiting for?” Felicity urges.

      “I can’t let Poppy deal with that Idol.”

      “Don’t worry about Poppy, Daisy. Think about Rosie.”

      Guilt snakes into my insides and holds them in a dangerous vise. Rosie. I’m all the family she has left. If I die, what will happen to her?

      I stagger back before I whirl around and head for the back door. There’s a loud crash and then the sound of glass breaking. I don’t stop, but I can’t help looking over my shoulder. Poppy is still standing, but Rufio is on his knees.

      I slow down and begin to turn. I need to know what’s going on. The white-haired boy is standing now, surrounded by light. The brightness vanishes, and then he looks at me. I can’t decipher the glint in his eyes, but his smooth voice sounds in my head. “Go.”

      Fuck. Did he really put that word in my head, or did I imagine it?

      “Daisy!” Felicity calls out, already in front of the exit door at the end of the aisle.

      I break eye contact with the guy and run to her. My thoughts are going a hundred miles an hour. What the hell just happened back there? Did the boy named Bryce help Poppy out? That makes no sense.

      I burst through the back door and into a wall of heated air. That’s what it feels like stepping out of Poppy’s Joint. It’s already September, but summer won’t lose its grip on Saturn’s Bay.

      Felicity opens the door of her car with a jerky movement and tells me to hurry up.

      I get into her old red Mustang, the car she affectionately calls Ralph. The engine roars to life, and before I can put my seat belt on, Felicity peels out of the parking lot, burning rubber.

      She stares at the rearview mirror and then curses. “What the hell happened back there, girl? Did you throw pie in that Idol’s face on purpose?”

      “No! Of course not.”

      “Shit. It doesn’t matter now. I hope he doesn’t hold a grudge.”

      A bubble of crazy laughter escapes me.

      “What’s the matter with you? Why are you laughing? You could’ve been killed.”

      “I know. I’m laughing because I have to pack my shit and get the hell out of Saturn’s Bay.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic. You don’t have to run away.” Felicity switches her attention back to the rearview mirror again. “No one is following us. Good.”

      I could try to explain to Felicity how naïve she’s acting now. Idols are crazy. Limitless power erased any morals they might have had.

      I settle for something my father used to say. “Absolute power corrupts absolutely.”

      “What now?” She glances at me. “Don’t go spewing your brain-smarts nonsense at me, Daisy.”

      “Please just take me home, Felicity. I need to make sure Rosie is all right.”

      More than ever, I need the extra cash. Not to pay rent but to buy Rosie and me tickets out of town. I have no idea where to go now. When I left Hawk City, I traveled as far as I could get from the East Coast metropolis without leaving the country. Dad told me to look for Starlight Island, but the notes in his diary made no sense to me. Besides, I was too busy trying to survive. Now I think I might have to head south and cross the border, which makes my heart constrict so painfully in my chest that it becomes hard to breathe.

      I hear life for Norms is much harder across the border. Not only are the Idols there more ruthless, but Norms have to worry about unscrupulous Fringes as well. Maybe I should stay and deal with the wrath of Rufio and his friends.

      Rubbing my face, I look out the window, seeing nothing but a blur of dark shapes. It’s not the speed of the car that’s warping my vision but the tears in my eyes. I just wish that, for once, life was a little easier for me. I’m so tired of feeling wretched all the time.

      Felicity turns into my subdivision. The street is fairly illuminated, showing glimpses of a neighborhood that has seen better days. The houses are old and could use some fresh paint. Some front yards are in serious need of mowing, and others are littered with broken bikes and toys.

      The headlights of Felicity’s car shine on the faded pink flamingo mailbox. I’m home. The lights in the living room are lit, which means my landlord must be waiting for me and her rental check. Shit.

      Felicity parks the car, but I don’t make a move to exit the vehicle.

      “What is it, girlie?”

      “I-I can’t go in.”

      “Why not?”

      Dropping my gaze to my lap, I say, “I’m due rent, and I don’t have it.”

      “Son of a bitch. It was that fucking hospital bill, wasn’t it?”

      I lift my eyes to meet hers. “Yeah.”

      “Why didn’t you say something sooner? I could maybe help you out or collect donations at the diner.”

      “I thought I could make the money if I worked more hours.”

      Felicity looks ahead, running a nervous hand through her hair. “Man, life isn’t fucking fair. Sometimes I wonder what the point of living is being a Norm.”

      I’ve never heard Felicity talk darkly like that. She’s usually Miss Sunshine, always looking on the bright side of things.

      “You’re scaring me, Fefe,” I say, using the nickname only a few people are allowed to.

      She turns to me and smiles. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound so tragic. You can crash on my sofa tonight, but what about Rosie?”

      I let out a loaded exhale. “My landlord has a soft spot for Rosie. She won’t kick her out in the middle of the night alone. But she will if I’m around.”

      I pull my cell phone from my apron pocket and send a quick text to my sister. She replies almost immediately with an okay.

      “So, is that a yes?” Felicity asks.

      “Yeah. If you don’t mind.”

      “Sweetie, you know I don’t.”

      She pulls away from the curb as I sink deeper into my seat, thinking about what I have to do tonight. Bile rises in my throat. I’ve been toying with the idea for days, but I was truly hoping it wouldn’t come down to that. But now it’s not only a matter of keeping the roof over our heads. It’s a matter of survival.
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      It didn’t take long for Felicity to fall asleep in her grandpa-style chair, clutching the bottle of gin as if it were her lover. The TV is on, but the only thing showing is the scene at the diner. I’m still trying to wrap my mind around it.

      The clock on the wall points at midnight. Felicity passed out an hour ago, and her snores are loud enough to pull a bear from hibernation. She’s not waking up until tomorrow morning.

      Walking on my tiptoes, I grab her car keys from the coffee table and head for the door. I never got around to getting my driver’s license, but I know how to drive.

      The road toward my destination is silent and dark, which leaves me alone with my pessimistic thoughts. To avoid losing my nerve, I turn on the radio and pick a station known to play lively tunes.

      The music helps drown out my self-destructive reflections. I’m not sure if Felicity was wrong when she questioned the point of living as a Norm. In truth, if it weren’t for Rosie, I’m not sure what I’d have done.

      Before I know it, I’m parking at the back of Unearthly Desires, an upscale strip joint that caters to Idols and well-connected Fringes. I regret not having had the chance to shower and improve my appearance. But I was told before that I was beautiful, plus I have a nice rack.

      Okay, Daisy. If you’re going to do this, you’d better do it now.

      I walk out of the car and pull my snug V-neck T-shirt down. Gotta highlight the girls. I stride with confidence toward the back door, which is manned by a bald and beefy Fringe. As soon as I step under the overhead light, he ogles me up and down, and then his gaze fixes on my breasts.

      “What do you want, girl?”

      “I’m here to apply for a job.”

      He sneers. “We’re not hiring at the moment.”

      “Bullshit. You’re always hiring.”

      He narrows his dark gaze, then licks his lower lip. “If you’re that keen on getting an interview, it’s going to cost you.”

      Shit. I know a leering expression when I see one.

      “Bob on my knob and I’ll let you through.” He cups his junk, and I swear I puked in my mouth. Maybe I can’t do this after all.

      No, Daisy. You have to see this through. It’s your only chance to get the cash you need. Think about Rosie.

      “Does Mr. X know you treat his future talent like that?” I ask.

      Baldie releases his balls and his eyes darken. “Watch your mouth, Norm girl, or you’ll have to do more than suck my dick.”

      “What the hell is going on here, Anthony?” a cold voice asks from behind me. I whirl on the spot and come face-to-face with Mr. X, the mysterious owner of Unearthly Desires.

      “Nothing, sir. Just a street rat trying to sneak in to audition.”

      Mr. X approaches, stepping into the light. Still, I can’t see his face, as he’s wearing a fedora. He’s also sporting a three-piece suit with tie and everything. Isn’t he melting in this heat?

      He finally lifts his face and stares straight into my eyes. With olive skin and whiskey-colored eyes, Mr. X is a roguishly handsome man. Also extremely dangerous, according to the rumors.

      But I’m not afraid of him. In fact, I’m quite relieved to bump into the man.

      “So you want to work for me, is that it?” he asks.

      “Yes.”

      He narrows his gaze slightly and clenches his jaw. Not a good sign. I know what he’s going to say. He’ll send me away. But I’m having none of that.

      “Please. Let me in and I’ll prove to you I’ll be the best talent you’ve ever had.”

      Behind me, Baldie makes a disgruntled noise. He’s probably pissed that I’m willing to give his boss head and not him. Oh well, he can think whatever he wants. All I need is a moment alone with Mr. X. I have no intention of exchanging sex favors tonight.

      Only taking your clothes off in front of a bunch of strangers.

      With a sigh, Mr. X says, “Fine. I’ll give you five minutes.”

      Baldie opens the door for Mr. X, but when I walk past him, he whispers, “I’ll be waiting for you when Mr. X sends you away, bitch.”

      There are so many things I want to say to the perv, but I swallow all angry retorts. I just need to work one night, and then it’s adios, Saturn’s Bay.

      The back door leads to a narrow and dark corridor. The smell of liquor and smoke is everywhere, an old and stale odor that seems to have been absorbed by the gaudy wallpaper. Upbeat music drifts from ahead, muffled by the door to what I guess is the strip club. Mr. X opens a door to his right and waits for me to catch up. He lets me in first, and I’m greeted by a small and meticulously organized office. A dark mahogany desk sits at the back, clear of anything besides a laptop and a notebook. A filing cabinet is pushed against the left wall, and a leather couch is on the right.

      Mr. X removes his hat and walks around me. Then he takes a seat behind his desk and leans back, lacing his fingers together and resting his linked hands on his flat stomach.

      “What can I do for you, Miss…?”

      “Daisy. My name is Daisy.”

      “Right. So what makes you think you can work at Unearthly Desires?”

      “I have a mirror. I know how I look. Plus, I have these.” I point at my breasts.

      Mr. X’s gaze flicks briefly to my chest before it returns to my face.

      “You’re gorgeous. No denying that. But you can’t work for me.”

      “Why not? I’m eighteen.” I take a step forward.

      “A pretty Norm girl like you? My customers would eat you alive and spit out the bones.”

      “I can handle myself.”

      “Listen, kid. I’ve seen your kind before. There isn’t an evening where a young and naïve Norm doesn’t come to my establishment, trying to work a few nights and make more money than they could possibly dream of. But the thing is, there isn’t a quick exit out of this life. Once you’re in the business, you’ll never quit. The money is too good.”

      “Why do you care?”

      He narrows his eyes and watches me intently. “I don’t, but tonight, I’m feeling benevolent.”

      “I don’t want your benevolence. I just want to work.”

      Mr. X leans forward and rests his elbows on the table. “Not here. My answer is final.”

      Seething, I clench my teeth. If Mr. X wants to play hardball, so be it.

      “I’d reconsider your decision if I were you, Mr. X. Or is it Poppy?”

      The look of astonishment on the man’s face should be captured by a camera. Too bad I don’t have one on me. His eyes are as round as saucers, and his mouth is hanging loose.

      “What did you say?”

      “You heard me.” I lift my chin higher.

      He stares at me without blinking for several beats before he asks, “How did you know?”

      “I caught you morphing once. Isn’t that what you people call it? Morphing?”

      Dad had an entire section in his diary devoted to Idols who could change forms. It’s not a common power, but it’s pretty scary. When I caught Poppy morphing into Mr. X for the first time, I almost ran away. But I was broke to the point of not having enough money to buy basic necessities, and Rosie had the flu, so I swallowed my fear and stayed. But I never let my guard down around Poppy again.

      “When?” His gaze narrows to slits.

      “A year ago.”

      “And you never said a word after all this time?” He rests against his chair, still looking like he’s having a hard time believing I knew about his secret all along.

      “I was saving the information to use at the right time.”

      He rubs his face. “Son of a bitch. They were right about you,” he mumbles.

      Wait a minute. They? What is he talking about?

      “Who?” I take an eager step forward, my heart suddenly beating at an increased pace.

      “Never mind.” He waves his hand impatiently. “What do you want from me, Daisy?”

      I want to press. It’s clear that he’s keeping information from me, but my priority right now is to get a job.

      “I already told you. I want to work here. Or you could just give me the cash I need.”

      He watches me in silence for a moment before he throws his head back and laughs. “Girl, you’re funny.”

      I curl my hands into fists. “If you don’t do it, I’ll tell everyone about your little secret. You can say goodbye to Poppy’s Joint. No Norm will eat at a place owned by an Idol.”

      All amusement is gone from his face now. “Are you blackmailing me, Daisy?” His tone is low and tight, and a ball of fear gets stuck in my throat.

      I lift my chin higher, trying to hide the tremors that are running through my body. “You bet your ass I am.”

      Flattening his palms on the table, Mr. X stands up. Shit. Maybe I’ve gone too far, but desperate times call for desperate measures.

      “I could just kill you,” he says with enough coldness in his voice that I almost believe him.

      Almost.

      My mouth becomes unbearably dry and my heartbeat is erratic, but I hold my ground. “If you wanted me dead, then why did you intervene when that Idol jerk came for me?”

      The wrath eases off his face. He circles around the desk and sits on the edge with his arms crossed. “Like I said, I’m feeling benevolent tonight.”

      I think of all the times Poppy helped me out. He gave me a job when I had no qualifications whatsoever. He helped me find a place to live. Mr. X, Poppy, whatever, doesn’t want to harm me. So what’s his deal?

      “Fine. Don’t give me a chance. But you don’t need to bother killing me either. I’ll be dead sooner rather than later when those boys find me. I doubt you were able to convince that jerk to forget his retaliation.”

      Worry flashes in his eyes. “You’re nothing but a blip in his memory. He’s not coming after you.”

      I might not possess any special powers, but I can read people pretty well. And I know without a shred of doubt that Mr. X doesn’t believe his own words.

      “But if you’re dead set on working here, I’ll give you a chance,” he continues. “Just don’t come crying later when things get rough. And make no mistake, Daisy. Things will get rough. That Rufio boy is tame compared to the clientele who frequent my establishment.”

      “You don’t know the things I’ve seen, Mr. X. The things I’ve endured. I’m a tough girl. I can handle your clientele.”

      Besides, I seriously doubt the Idols who come here are worse than the assholes who came into Poppy Joint’s tonight. I know powerful beings when I see them, and those jerks were ranking high on the godly gifts scale. Their line to the original demigods must be pretty strong.

      “You have one chance, Daisy. One screwup and you’re out of here.”

      Relief washes over me, but then anxiety takes its place. Now I have to actually do the job I begged for.

      Fuck me.
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      I’ve never seen Rufio so pissed before—or filled with more thirst for revenge. I couldn’t let him go after that Norm girl. Not because I care about her fate but because I promised my mother I’d keep Rufio out of trouble. And killing a Norm right now would only draw the attention of the Knights, Idols who have turned their backs on their own kind to protect the weaklings.

      I used my gift on him, which he’s not going to let me forget any time soon. As a peace offering, I brought him to Unearthly Desires, the only place in Saturn’s Bay where Idols, Fringes, and Norms mingle without being at each other’s throats. Well, Idols and Fringes mingle; the Norms perform. They might be weak and pathetic, but Norm girls can dance and strip like it’s their divine purpose on Earth.

      We got our usual table, right in front of the main stage. At the moment, Satine is gyrating on the poll. She’s a Fringe, low on the power level, almost a Norm really. But she’s the best dancer in the house, among other things. Rufio always gets a private lap dance from her, but tonight he’s not even looking in her direction.

      “Are you still thinking about that Norm chick, dude?” Phoenix asks.

      Rufio grunts and then stands up. “I need another drink.”

      Stumbling forward, he staggers to the bar. Halfway there, he bumps into a new girl. I scan her quickly, finding no trace of power. She’s a Norm. I’m about to turn my attention back to the stage when I’m hit by recognition.

      I sit straighter in my chair and look closely. No fucking way. It’s that damn waitress. She works here now? She’s wearing a blonde wig, but it’s her. I brace for Rufio to figure it out and strike the girl, but instead, he wraps his arms around her waist and sniffs her neck.

      “Holy shit. I can’t believe it.” Morpheus’s gaze is trained on the scene as well. Being extra sensitive to auras, all he needed was a quick glimpse to identify the waitress.

      “What is it?” Phoenix follows our line of vision. “Oh, new girl. She’s hot.”

      “It’s the waitress from Poppy’s Joint, you idiot. The one who threw pie on Rufio’s face,” Morpheus replies.

      “Well, actually, that wasn’t her.” Phoenix shrugs.

      I rub my face. “I don’t believe this. You were responsible for that?” I ask, annoyed at myself for not having figured it out sooner. But to be fair, I was more concerned by the waste of a perfectly good pie.

      Daisy was right, the pie was fucking delicious. Daisy. I shouldn’t even be thinking about her on a first-name basis. Norms usually don’t rank high enough on the scale of importance to be warranted names. They’re just Norms.

      “What’s Rufio doing?” Phoenix asks.

      My brother is presently trying to grope the girl, and she’s clearly not into it. Okay, now things are getting interesting, I’m curious to see what she’s going to do next. She must know the house rules: patrons can do whatever they want with the personnel.

      “Doesn’t he know who she is?” Morpheus asks, his tone almost disbelieving.

      “Rufio is drunk out of his mind. I don’t think he’d recognized himself in the mirror,” I say.

      “We have to stop him. He’ll be furious when he sobers up.” Morpheus starts to leave his chair, but I stop him.

      “No. I want to see how it’s going to play out.”

      “In bloodshed. That’s how it’s going to play out,” Phoenix replies.

      I promised my mother I’d keep Rufio out of trouble, but my interest has been piqued. Could there be a Norm who possesses a backbone? Is that Daisy?

      I have to find out.
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      DAISY

      They made me shower, for which I was glad, but the reason why I needed to rubbed me raw. Of course, I can’t smell of grease and sweat. I’m not sure why I kept thinking that the worst part of the job was to strip naked on a stage. Humiliating for sure, but not as sickening as parading in barely there clothing while serving drinks to leering men with grubby hands.

      For some reason, I thought that by wearing a blonde wig, I could pretend I was an actress in a play. If it wasn’t me, only a character, then it be more bearable. Wishful thinking. I’ve been serving for less than ten minutes and my ass has already been touched and pinched fifteen times. Only sheer determination to see this night through is keeping the tears at bay.

      I’m on my way back to the bar when a shadow appears in my path and engulfs me in a hug. I tense up on the spot. My instincts are telling me to stomp on the guy’s instep and break free from the unwanted contact, but I can’t do that. Mr. X was very clear about the house rules. His customers are kings, and I’m here for their entertainment.

      I take a deep breath while clenching my teeth so hard that my molars hurt. The man’s fingers curl around the fabric of my top as he brings his nose to my neck. Goose bumps break out down my arm. The scent of his citrus cologne fills my nose and makes my head spin. It’s heady, and paired with what he’s doing, it’s creating all kinds of contradicting sensations in my body. I’m terrified, disgusted, and also turned on.

      For fuck’s sake. What the hell is wrong with me?

      Finally he takes a step back and peers into my eyes. I suck in a breath. It’s the Idol from Poppy’s Joint. The one who wanted to kill me.

      My heart takes off in a mad race while my body freezes completely.

      “Hi there. I don’t believe I’ve ever seen you before.” He smiles lazily, his eyes soft and at half-mast. Shit, I don’t think he knows who I am.

      “I-I started today,” I croak.

      He chuckles. “You’re shaking. Do I make you nervous?”

      What to say? I don’t want him to know I’m about to piss on my pants. “No, it’s the AC. I’m cold.”

      “I know a few ways I can make you warm.” Without releasing my waist, he brings his nose to my neck again, but instead of just taking a whiff, he runs his hot tongue over the sensitive skin. Without any self-control, my eyes flutter close and I let out a soft moan.

      A throat clearing from behind me breaks through the lusty haze that had suddenly taken over me. The heat from Rufio’s caress quickly vanishes, and I’m back to feeling one hundred percent afraid.

      He eases off and peers over my shoulder. “What?”

      “Patricia is due on stage,” Mr. X says. I’d recognize his baritone voice anywhere.

      Before I started my shift, he assigned me a stage name, a security precaution he takes with all his employees. My new persona is Patricia.

      The angry scowl disappears from Rufio’s face as he steps back and rewards me with a crooked grin. My heart does a backflip, and I’m not entirely sure if it was fear or something else that caused it.

      “Great. I’m looking forward to it.” Rufio grins.

      Mr. X places a hand on my lower back and veers me toward the backstage area. Once we’re out of sight, he whirls on me. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know. He appeared out of nowhere and hugged me.”

      He leans in closer. “And he didn’t recognize you?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      Mr. X takes a step back and rubs his face. “He’s been drinking since he got here.” He scoffs. “Well, it’s not like I didn’t warn you about my clientele.”

      “You didn’t tell me those boys were your customers,” I say a little louder than I intended, earning a few curious glances from the other strippers. I think my nerves are getting the better of me.

      “I warned you, Daisy. This is your only chance, so you’d better get your shit together and hop on that stage.”

      My heart is beating so fast, I’m afraid it’ll leapfrog to my throat. Mr. X is right. He did warn me, and I said I was a tough girl. What difference does it make if Rufio is in the audience? He doesn’t know who I am.

      “I’m ready.”

      My coiling stomach says otherwise, but whatever. Fake it until you make it, right?

      I glance briefly at Satine, the seasoned dancer who suggested the blonde wig. She’s gorgeous with her flawless olive skin and dark, luscious hair. No wonder she’s a favorite here, a fact Mr. X was quick to point out. I think he’s sleeping with her.

      She smiles at me and says, “Remember, hon. Keep your gaze on the spotlight and pretend there’s no one out there.”

      I swallow the huge lump in my throat and nod.

      Mr. X’s smooth voice blasts through the speakers. I take my place just at the edge of the stage and wait for him to announce my name. The shakes have returned, and my legs feel like jelly.

      Damn it. Am I going to be able to dance at all like this? Or take off my clothes, for that matter?

      Ugh. Snap out of it, Daisy. You can do it.

      I hear the name Patricia called. That’s my cue. With a deep, shuddering breath, I step into the spotlight and try to remember why I’m doing this.
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      Rufio is back, parked as close to the stage as he can get with a new drink in hand. The idiot still has no clue he was groping the Norm he vowed to kill a few hours ago. Bryce has the demented idea to see how things will go. I know exactly how. Rufio will remember tomorrow and will be in a foul mood for the rest of the month. I wouldn’t put it past him coming back here and razing the place to the ground.

      I still stand by my earlier impression of the Norm waitress. She’s bad news. I just don’t yet know how. I’m a level fifteen Idol, and my powers are pretty badass. I’m a fearmancer. But my second gift, the ability to see glimpses of the future, is something I can’t control yet. It comes and goes at will, which pisses me off.

      The Norm steps into the spotlight, nervous as fuck but trying to mask it by putting on a brave face. They announced her as Patricia, a stage name, I assume. Her real name is Daisy. I remember that much. It doesn’t suit her; it’s too soft, too tame. She’s fierce for a Norm. Dauntless.

      The music comes on and Daisy sways to the beat, awkwardly at first. She can’t find her rhythm and her legs are stiff. If she keeps up with this grotesque routine, she’ll be booed off the stage. I glance at Rufio. He’s watching the girl, completely enthralled, like she’s the most precious thing in the world. What a moron.

      “This is painful to watch,” Phoenix says loud enough so the girl can hear him over the music.

      I catch her wince, but then something changes in her demeanor. It’s almost like a flame lit up inside of her core. Her hips begin to sway as they should, in sync with the music. She reaches for the pole and makes it her own. Her blonde wig cascades down her back. It looks ridiculous on her, unnatural. I want to jump on stage and pull it off. The desire to see her real hair, to run my fingers through it, is odd. My cock twitches inside of my pants, a reaction I wasn’t expecting at all.

      Fuck me.

      When Daisy opens her top down the middle with a yank, an involuntary growl comes from deep in my throat. She’s wearing a red lacy bra that does little to hide her gorgeous tits. My mouth begins to water, and I’m rock hard now.

      Shit. When was the last time a Norm girl got me this turned on?

      “Okay, I take my earlier statement back. This isn’t painful to watch at all,” Phoenix says in a voice that’s filled with lust. “Or maybe it is.” He pulls his cell phone out and aims the camera at her.

      Rufio peels his eyes from the stage for a moment to glower at us. “Don’t get any fancy ideas. I’m getting a lap dance from her first.”

      “Says who?” Phoenix replies, but we all know Rufio always gets what he wants. It’s not because he’s stronger than us, which he isn’t. But he’s definitely the craziest.

      Daisy removes her skirt next, and Phoenix moans out loud before biting his closed fist. “Who would’ve thought that under that waitr—”

      Bryce punches Phoenix’s arm hard.

      “Ouch!” He massages the spot, glowering at Bryce, before his eyebrows rise. “Oh, right. Oops.”

      Rufio missed the exchange between his brother and Phoenix. It’s like he’s in a trance or something. When Daisy reaches behind her back, Rufio sits straighter in his chair, leaning forward. I won’t deny that I’m as eager to see what’s under the lingerie as he is.

      And then the lights go out.
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      DAISY

      Not only is Rufio in the audience, but his friends are as well. I tried to follow Satine’s advice and keep my gaze on the light, but I could still feel all the hungry stares on me. Then one of them had to go and criticize my performance. Yeah, I was sucking big-time in the beginning. But instead of making me lose my nerve completely, his harsh words served to give me the motivation I needed.

      I’m determined to give these cruel boys the best performance they’ve ever seen. Let them lust after the Norm girl. Should be punishment enough since they loathe my kind so much.

      The longer I dance, the easier it becomes, until I’m down to my underwear. Then I lose my nerve. Stripping naked in front of them feels like a violation. The Idols have taken so much from me already; am I really going to let them take my dignity as well?

      I make the rookie mistake of glancing in their direction. I can’t make out the faces of the ones sitting farther back, but Rufio is practically on the stage, staring at me like he wants to devour me whole. A shiver runs down my spine, a combination of apprehension and excitement. Completely at a loss as to why my body is reacting in that manner when I hate his kind, I switch my attention to Bryce, who is sitting next to Rufio. He’s also watching me intensely, but his expression is guarded. He doesn’t reveal anything.

      I only have so many minutes on stage. If I don’t remove the rest of my clothes, I’m sure I’ll get booed off if I’m lucky. So I reach for the back clasp of my bra. I’ve never unhooked a bra like that, using only one hand. Satine showed me the trick, but still, I hope I don’t fuck it up.

      I’ve barely touched the clasp when suddenly, the lights in Unearthly Desires go off and the music stops. Power outage? If it were a Norm establishment, I wouldn’t be alarmed. But shit like that doesn’t happen in places like this.

      A beefy hand wraps around my forearm and yanks me backstage.

      “Hey, let go of me!”

      “Relax, Daisy. It’s me,” Mr. X says.

      I stop struggling, but I’m far from relaxed. As soon as we’re away from the stage, the lights turn back on, and Mr. X releases my arm.

      “What happened?” Satine asks, wide-eyed.

      “A fuse tripped,” Mr. X replies.

      I hug myself, trying to cover up my almost naked body. My clothes are still on the stage.

      “Here, honey.” Satine offers me a robe, but he bats her hand away.

      “No need to cover up. Someone booked a lap dance from Patricia.” Mr. X glances at me, all smug. I liked him better as Poppy.

      “Who?” I ask, fearing Rufio did.

      “Not who you think. Come on.”

      He strides toward the back of the club, obviously expecting me to follow. Satine throws me a glance full of pity. I kind of wish she wasn’t so nice. I could do with some bitchiness. It seems I function better when I’m dealing with assholes.

      At the end of the dimly lit hallway, Mr. X is waiting for me in front of a closed door. “I trust you know what to do,” he says.

      Not really, but I don’t say that.

      “Sure. Pretend whoever is behind that door is the king of the world.”

      “I detect sarcasm. Your smart-mouthed personality works well for you at Poppy’s Joint, but here, it’ll get you killed and me in heap of trouble. So keep it to a zero.”

      “Duly noted, boss.” I mock salute him, but quickly my amusement wanes. I have no idea what awaits me behind this door. To distract me from my anxiety, I ask, “Did a fuse really trip?”

      Mr. X narrows his gaze. “Of course not. Enough procrastination. Get in and try to not die.”

      He pushes the door open and shoves me in. I almost trip on my platform heels. The room is dark, lit only by red light. It’s bare besides an expensive-looking leather chaise lounge. It has peculiar angles, almost as if it was made for one thing only—sex.

      Fuck. This isn’t a lap dance, and Mr. X doesn’t run a strip joint. Unearthly Desires is a high-class brothel.

      How could I have been so stupid?

      The door on the other side of the room opens, and in walks a woman with short blonde hair wearing a sharp dark suit. She’s an Idol, a powerful one.

      Okay, I didn’t expect my first customer to be a woman. I’m not sure if that’s better or worse.

      She stands behind the sex lounge chair, hands hidden behind her back. She doesn’t say a word as she regards me in a scrutinizing manner. Finally, after minutes have gone by in the smothering silence, I open my mouth.

      “So, what do you want me to do?”

      “Not what you think. I have to say, I pictured you quite differently, Daisy Rodale.”

      My stomach bottoms out. How did she know my real last name? I’ve been using Woods since I left Hawk City.

      I take a step back. “Who are you?”

      “Don’t worry, Daisy. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “Answer my question, then.”

      “My name is Jodie Fallon. I’m a friend of Mr. X’s.”

      “What do you want from me?” I cross my arms, reminded that I’m almost naked in front of this stranger.

      “I want to help you.”

      I snort. “Since when do Idols help Norms?”

      “Mr. X is an Idol, isn’t he? And he’s been helping you since you arrived in Saturn’s Bay.”

      She has me there, but I won’t give in so easily. “Poppy helped me, not Mr. X.”

      The woman shakes her head and laughs softly. “Potato, potahto.”

      “You said you wanted to help me. How?” I raise an eyebrow. I’m still not buying this whole Good Samaritan charade. Everything in life has a price, and if it’s an Idol doling out the favor, you bet it has a high price tag.

      “I want to give you the chance so many Norms are denied. Mr. X tells me you’re a smart girl, Daisy. Truly gifted. I’m offering you a free ride at the best educational institution in the country. My institution.”

      “What?” I ask stupidly.

      “How would you like to attend Gifted Academy?”
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      I blink several times without saying a word. My ears must have deceived me, or maybe I’m having some kind of psychotic hallucination.

      “You’re speechless,” the Idol says.

      “Is this some kind of sick joke?” I ask.

      “No joke.”

      “What’s the catch, then?” Suspicion has sneaked into my heart and taken up permanent residence there.

      “No catch.”

      “Bullshit. I’ve never met an Idol who cared about Norms.”

      “I understand your experience with my kind hasn’t be positive, but not all Idols are corrupted, Daisy. There are a great number of us who want to live in a world where there’s harmony between Norms, Fringes, and Idols.”

      I shake my head. “Who do you take me for? There isn’t such a thing as an Idol with a conscience.”

      “Really?” The woman raises an eyebrow. “So, you’ve never heard of the Knights?”

      “Of course I’ve heard of them. Just like I’ve heard of Santa Claus. That doesn’t make any of them real.”

      “You sure have a smart mouth, but do you have the backbone to back it up?”

      I massage my temples, feeling the telltale signs of a headache brewing. “Listen, lady. I’ve had a long day. If you’re not interested in a lap dance, I’m just going to collect my tips and go home.”

      “What home? Word on the street is you were about to skip town, something about a few Idol boys scaring the crap out of you.”

      “One more reason to get the hell out of Saturn’s Bay.”

      “What about poor innocent Rosie? Do you truly want to risk taking such a sweet child across the border? What do you think the gang lords will do to you and your precious sister?”

      “I’ll protect Rosie. I’ve been doing it for the last seven years.”

      “But not alone, honey. Didn’t it ever occur to you to question the help you received along the way from mere strangers, even Fringes?”

      I open my mouth to reply, but I don’t have an answer for that.

      “No smartass remark?” Her lips twist into a smirk. “You have no idea how many lives your father touched. He gave people hope, Daisy.”

      “And that got him killed,” I say, trying to sound strong but failing miserably at it.

      “Yes. And if you refuse my help and head south, you’ll be turning your back on his legacy. All his good work will be for nothing.”

      I have to give it to this lady; she’s a master of manipulation. Her words are like small daggers perforating my chest.

      “What will happen to Rosie if I accept your offer? Would she be allowed to live on campus with me?” I ask.

      “No. Unfortunately, those rules I can’t break, even for you. But you’ll receive an allowance, more than you ever made at Poppy’s Joint. Rosie can keep living in the same room you were sharing.”

      I nibble on my lower lip. I can’t deny that what this woman is offering is an opportunity many would kill for. Gifted Academy is one of the best schools in the country. I could maybe even go to college if I keep my grades up and snag a scholarship. But it sounds too good to be true.

      “How many Norms attend Gifted Academy?”

      “One at the moment.”

      “One?” I raise my voice. “Why is that?”

      She leans forward, gripping the back of the sex chair harder. “The children of powerful Idols attend my school, and most Norms can’t afford the tuition. The board is extremely strict when it comes to scholarships, and those usually go to Fringes. I had to fight to get you this chance. Don’t let it be for nothing.”

      I’ve already made a list of the pros and cons of accepting her offer. Honestly, the only con I see right now is the unlikelihood that I’ll survive the semester.

      “Most Idols hate my kind. The incident with those boys at the diner is proof of that.”

      “You’ll be safer in the academy than outside. I can control my students while they’re on school premises.” She pauses and cocks her head to the side. “So what’s it going to be, Daisy? Can I expect to see you in my office Monday morning?”

      Stuck between the proverbial rock and hard place. I’m penniless, soon to be homeless, and have a kid sister to think about. At the end of the day, the only choice I truly have is how I’m going down, swinging or running. I choose swinging. I’m not going to put my sister’s life in jeopardy just because a few Idol assholes have a grudge against me.

      “Yes. I’ll be there.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I return to the backstage area to collect my things—aka my Poppy’s Joint uniform—Mr. X is waiting for me next to them. It seems all the girls have gone home, so it’s just me and the boss. I’m still only wearing my bra and panties, but his gaze doesn’t wander from my face.

      “Did you arrange that meeting?” I cross my arms.

      “Yes.”

      “When did you call that woman?”

      “As soon as I agreed to let you work here.”

      “And did you also create that little blackout just as I was about to strip naked?”

      “Yup.” He nods.

      “Why?” I pull out the chair in front of the lit-up mirror, feeling bone-tired all of a sudden. My reflection confirms that.

      “Because you’re a good kid, and you deserve better than to serve greasy food and scrub dirty floors. You definitely deserve better than degrading yourself for a bunch of hateful Idols.”

      “You don’t mind that Satine does it.”

      Mr. X looks taken aback. “What does she have to do with anything?”

      I roll my eyes. “Please. I know you’re sleeping with her.”

      “How?” He shakes his head. “Never mind. See, that’s what I’m talking about. You’re smart. Perceptive. I want you to have a better future than the Satines and Felicitys of the world.”

      Resting my elbows on my knees, I sag my shoulders forward. “Why are you helping me? And please, I want an honest answer.”

      His gaze darkens for a second before he pulls a chair in front of mine and takes a seat. “I can’t give you all the answers, Daisy. You just have to find them out for yourself.”

      “What kind of baloney answer is that? You’re helping me for a reason, and I want to know why.”

      Mr. X runs a hand through his hair and glances away. “You called me an Idol before. For once, you were wrong.”

      “Uh, what?”

      He stares into my eyes. “I’m not an Idol, Daisy. I’m a level six Fringe.”

      “No way, Jose. I can sense the difference between Idols and Fringes. You feel way more power than a six.”

      “An illusion. I’m a Morph. I can not only change my appearance, but I can also project more power than what I have. That’s the reason I want to help you. Sure, I’m a Fringe. Even if I couldn’t fake being an Idol, life would be easier for me than for you. That is, if I didn’t grow up south of the border.”

      I stare at him, trying to sniff out the lie, but I catch no sign that he’s being untruthful. “I had no idea.”

      “You’re the only person who knows aside from Jodie. So there you have it, Daisy. The reason why I’m so keen on helping you. There’s no secret agenda here, no ulterior motive.”

      I stare at my hands, feeling foolish and small. And here I thought I had everything figured out thanks to my father’s diary. It contains loads of information about Idols, Fringes, and even the mysterious Knights. But it read more like a schoolbook, factual. Maybe the world isn’t as black and white as I thought it was.

      “Thank you,” I finally say. “For everything you’ve done for me.”

      Mr. X smiles and his entire face lights up. “You’re welcome.”

      “Just one more question. Which one is your true form? Poppy or Mr. X?”

      He snorts. “What do you think, girl?” He runs his hand over his flat belly and puffs his chest out.

      “Right.” I reach for my T-shirt, remembering I’m still half naked.

      “One more thing before you go home. Whatever you do, don’t ever let anyone know who your father was. I mean it, Daisy.”

      I put the T-shirt on and then ask, “Have you always known about my true identity?”

      “Yes.” Mr. X curls his left hand into a fist and rests it on the vanity next to him.

      “How?” I pay close attention to him. He shared his secret with me, but he’s still hiding stuff. I can sense it.

      He doesn’t answer for several beats, then sighs loudly. “Your father was an old friend, and that’s all I’m going to say on the matter.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      He laughs without humor. “Since when is life fair?”

      Pouting, I cross my arms. “Your friend Jodie knows about my father too. Was she one of his friends?”

      “I don’t know, Daisy. Truly. But she’s already one person too many who knows about your secret. You have to be careful.”

      A sliver of apprehension lodges itself in my heart. How did the principal of Gifted Academy know my father was Paul Rodale?

      “Don’t worry, Mr. X. I know why my father died. I won’t make the same mistake he did.”
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      A blinding light penetrates my closed eyelids, and with it, the most excruciating headache. With a groan, I drag the pillow over my head and bury farther under the covers.

      Fuck me. How much did I have to drink last night?

      The shrieking sound of Phoenix’s alarm pierces my eardrums despite his room being on the other side of the apartment I share with him, my brother, and Morpheus.

      “Goddamn it, Phoenix! Shut that thing off!” Morpheus yells from his bedroom.

      My door bursts open and someone walks in. That does it. I sit up with a jerky movement and prepare to kill whoever was dumb enough to barge into my room.

      “Good morning, sunshine.” Bryce leisurely sits on my desk and takes a bite of the apple in his hand.

      “Get out!” I yell, immediately regretting it. White-hot pain shoots across my forehead. I dip my chin and press the heel of my hand against my temple. “Fuuuck.”

      “Feeling a little hungover there, little brother?”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Nah, I’ll pass. I can’t believe you’re still feeling rough. You’ve slept through Sunday. I had to come check on you several times to make sure you were still breathing.” There’s humor in my brother’s voice. Asshole.

      “I feel like I’ve been hit by an eighteen-wheeler,” I croak.

      “You look like it.”

      I flip him off.

      “So, what do you remember about Saturday night?”

      “I remember wanting to kill the bitch Norm who threw pie in my face and you not letting me.” I lift my chin to glare at him.

      He shrugs. “That wouldn’t have been as much fun as you thought. Besides, she didn’t do it. You can thank Phoenix and his telekinesis for that.”

      “That son of a bitch.”

      I should’ve known, but I was dying to put that waitress in her place, and Phoenix just gave me the excuse I needed—not that I truly need one.

      “Yeah, anyway, so that’s it? You don’t remember us going to Unearthly Desires at all?”

      Fuzzy memories about the place begin to trickle into my mind. “I remember drinking to the point of alcohol poisoning, so thanks for letting me do that.”

      “Stop being a little bitch. Like you’d die of alcohol poisoning.”

      He’s right. I wouldn’t. I’m too high up on the Idol power scale for that. But I’m pissed and in the mood to whine.

      “Did I at least get a lap dance from Satine?” Here’s me hoping for a positive outcome. That Fringe sure knows how to move her hips.

      “Nope.” Bryce takes another bite of his apple and stares out the window.

      “Fucking great. Why are you asking me if I remember anything?” I watch him closely. “What did I do?”

      Bryce turns to me, his eyes widely innocent, but the corners of his lips twitch upward. “I could tell you, but it’ll be more entertaining to just watch you regain your memories slowly.”

      The son of a bitch smirks at me. If I wasn’t so hungover, I’d wipe the grin right off his smug face.

      My stomach churns, and bile rises in my throat. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

      I throw my legs to the side of the bed and stand up fast, regretting my decision immediately. The entire room begins to spin. Fuck this shit. There isn’t only alcohol in my system. I must have taken something else.

      “If you’re going to puke your guts out, you’d better do it fast. Mom would like a word with you before you head to class.”

      “I’ll call her later.”

      Bryce jumps off my desk and throws his half-eaten apple in my trash bin.

      “Damn it, Bryce. You know that’s only for paper.”

      He gives me a droll stare. “Mom wants to see you in person, so get ready fast, and don’t run your mouth. I would really like a tranquil week for once.”

      “Tranquil? Who the fuck are you? A hundred-year-old sage from China? Besides, you were the one who wanted to visit Normville for pie, not me.”

      Just thinking about that fucking diner and that damn waitress makes my blood boil. Fine, she didn’t throw pie at me on purpose, but she was defiant. She didn’t cower like most Norms do, like she should.

      Who does she think she is?

      “Get ready.” Bryce points his bossy finger at me on his way out.

      I flip him off, even though he can’t see the gesture.

      The sickness has passed. I guess anger is the cure for everything. When I find that Norm waitress, she’ll learn to never cross an Idol again.
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      DAISY

      My body is shaking and my stomach is tied in knots while I pack my bag for school. Everything happened so fast, I didn’t have the chance to move into the academy dorm yet. I still can’t believe I’m going to Gifted Academy. This all sounds like a dream. Or maybe it’s a trap.

      Oh God. What if it’s a trap?

      Now I’m sweating.

      “You’ve packed and unpacked that bag five times already,” Rosie says from her spot on my bed. She’s hugging her knees with her unbroken arm and watching me with wide eyes.

      “I don’t know what to bring,” I say.

      “I’d only bring a notebook and pen. I doubt they use the same schoolbooks the public Norm school does.” I detect bitterness in her tone, and my heart becomes even heavier.

      “Maybe once I graduate next year, you can get a scholarship. But you need to maintain your good grades.”

      Rosie shakes her head. “Hell no. I don’t want to go to that school. Only Idols and Fringes go there. I’d be scared out of my wits. I can’t believe you’re actually going. Those people are monsters.”

      I clench my jaw and count to five in my head. Until two days ago, I thought the same thing about Idols. But now, knowing what I know, I can’t honestly put all Idols and Fringes into the Evilest of All category. There’s no black and white in life, only different shades of gray.

      “This is the opportunity of a lifetime, Rosie. I can’t let fear keep me away from a better future.”

      “A lifetime that will for sure be cut short.” She huffs and glances away. “There won’t be a better future if you die.”

      I walk around the bed and sit next to her. “Hey. I’m going to be okay, Rosie. We are going to be okay. I promise.”

      Her bright blue eyes are brimming with unshed tears. She throws her arm around my neck and holds on to me for dear life, her cast pressing against my chest. “I’m so scared, Daisy. I don’t want to lose you. You’re all I have in this world.”

      “You’re not going to lose me.” I try to keep my voice strong, but I choke in the end.

      “You’re still going to keep looking for Starlight Island, right?”

      I had to tell Rosie about the island, even though I didn’t believe it truly existed. Believing there was a place in the world where Norms could truly live without fear was what kept her nightmares at bay.

      I ease out of the embrace and look into her eyes. “Yes. I’ll never stop looking, Rosie.”

      Not a lie. I made a promise to Dad and intend to keep it, despite my feelings on the matter.

      “Anyway, I paid Mrs. Wilmot the rent that was due plus the rent for the next three weeks.”

      Thanks to Principal Fallon’s financial aid advance. I didn’t even have to ask. Once I accepted her offer, she just handed over an envelope filled with money.

      “And here is some extra cash for groceries and emergencies. Don’t spend it on junk, Rosie. My scholarship doesn’t allow me to work, so there won’t be more until the end of the month.”

      “Okay.” Rosie counts the bills with round eyes. “Wow, it’s more money than I’ve ever seen.”

      Her comment makes my heart constrict tightly in my chest. I tried my best to provide for her, but the first few years of life on the road were hard on us. Relatives helped us in the beginning, but staying with them for too long was risky. I knew the Idols who killed our parents were looking for us, so we moved constantly, sometimes staying with friends, other times sleeping under bridges or in abandoned buildings. It was only when we arrived in Saturn’s Bay and I got the job at Poppy’s Joint that things became a little easier.

      “I know. But you have to be responsible with it, Rosie. You’re no longer a child.” I pat her shoulder.

      She lifts her chin higher and narrows her gaze. “I haven’t been a child since we lost Mom and Dad.”

      A lump gets stuck in my throat, and my heart splits down the middle with a loud crack. Rosie is only fourteen years old. She shouldn’t sound like a bitter old woman.

      A knock on the door breaks the tense atmosphere.

      “Daisy, the school’s driver is here to pick you up.”

      “Crap.” I hastily fill my bag with all the stuff lying on the bed. Rosie is probably right. I won’t need most of what I’m packing. “I’m coming.”

      I hoist the backpack, now bursting at the seams, and turn around to look at my reflection in the mirror. I don’t have my uniform yet, so I’m wearing the best outfit I own, which is a pair of dark jeans and a white button-down shirt I got at a garage sale two weeks ago. It had major yellow stains on the front, but other than that, it was almost brand new. Bleach took care of the stains, but nothing can be done about the old-fashioned, boxy style.

      “How do I look?” I ask.

      “Like a complete fish out of water.”

      I spare Rosie a glare on my way to the door. “Thanks a lot, brat. I’ll call you later, okay?”

      “If you don’t get yourself killed on your first day at school.”

      I stick my tongue out, but it’s only to hide the growing fear that’s making me sick to my stomach. I don’t want to sound pessimistic, but there’s a high chance that what Rosie said might come to pass, despite Principal Fallon’s assurances. I’ve heard the school grounds are vast, and the lady can’t monitor her students 24-7. I wish I hadn’t lost Dad’s special dagger on the day he died. I’d feel much safer if I had a weapon that could kill Idols.

      Mrs. Wilmot is just outside our bedroom. I wouldn’t put it past the woman to have been eavesdropping on my conversation with Rosie.

      “The driver is waiting,” she says, trying to appear innocent.

      “Yeah. I’ll be there in a second. I need to grab my jacket. It’s drying in the back.”

      “What do you need a jacket for in this heat?”

      I ignore the woman and keep walking toward the kitchen door. Once outside, I peer over my shoulder to make sure she’s not spying on me from the window. She’s not, so I walk past the line of clothes drying in the sun and circle around the old storage shed. I drop into a crouch and remove the stone I used as a marker. Sticking my hands into the warm dirt, I dig until my fingers brush against the plastic I wrapped around my most precious possession: Dad’s diary.

      It’s a risk bringing it to a place where I’ll be surrounded by Idols. If anyone finds out who my father was and what he discovered about those powerful beings, I’ll be dead meat for sure. But I can’t part with it. It’s the only thing I have left of him, and maybe I’ll finally be able to make sense of his final entry. The one that got him killed.
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      I can guess why Mom dearest wants to talk to me so urgently that it couldn’t wait until the school day was over. I’m sure she heard about our visit to the Norm joint. What I don’t get is why I’m the one being called into a meeting and not Bryce. It was his brilliant idea, after all.

      I don’t bother knocking on her door before I walk into her office. She’s sitting behind her desk with her gaze glued to the laptop screen.

      “You had quite the evening, didn’t you, Rufio?” she says without glancing my way. The glare from the screen reflects on her pale, wrinkle-free skin. Mom is hitting the Botox needle for sure. Idols, no matter how powerful they are, can’t avoid getting old.

      “Eh, nothing out of the ordinary.” I drop on the seat and then tilt it back, crossing my legs at the ankles on top of Mom’s desk.

      With a flick of her wrist, she pushes my legs back on the floor and the chair drops forward with a loud thud. Damn her telekinesis. She swivels in her seat and rests her elbows on the desk. Her eyebrows are scrunched together, and the muscles around her mouth are as tense as hell.

      “As much as I’d like to give you a tongue-lashing for the commotion you caused at that Norm establishment, I didn’t call you here for that.”

      “The commotion I caused?” I place a hand over my chest, not faking my indignation.

      “We have a serious problem. There’s a new scholarship student starting today.”

      I roll my eyes. “Oh, please. Another one of those charity-case Fringes? How is that a problem?”

      In fact, a new low-level Fringe would mean weeks of easy entertainment. After a while, picking on those poor bastards gets old.

      “Not a Fringe. A Norm.” My mother’s lips twist into an ugly sneer. She hates Norms as much as I do.

      Now she has my undivided attention. “No fucking way. Norms aren’t allowed here.”

      “Actually, there isn’t such a rule in the school’s guidelines. Naturally, scholarship cases are decided by the school council. This time, I was outvoted.”

      “I thought the decision had to be unanimous.”

      Mom leans back in her chair and shakes her head. “It was. I was forced to vote in favor.”

      I jump from my chair, feeling the anger mix with my powers. I want to break something into pieces. “How can they force you to do anything?”

      “Rufio, sit back down. Don’t go losing your head. When you grow up, you’ll understand that sometimes you have to do things you don’t want to. It’s called being an adult and living in the real world.”

      With a hard clench of my jaw, I return to my chair. “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to do that.”

      “You will. But just because circumstances force our hands, it doesn’t mean we have to meekly accept them. There are some politicians in Hawk City who have bought into the Knights’ agenda. Equality for all, protect the weak. It’s pathetic, and I’ll be damned if I’ll let that bullshit propaganda take root in Saturn’s Bay.”

      “What do you want me to do?”

      Mom smiles in a chilling manner. “I had to vote in favor of this Norm girl, but no one on the council can force her to stay here against her will.”

      Understanding dawns on me, and my lips curl into a grin. “So you’re assigning me as the leader of her welcome committee?”

      Mom nods. “Precisely.”

      I lean forward, letting my grin develop into a teeth-filled smile. “Don’t worry, Mom. I’ll make sure her stay at Gifted Academy is as pleasant as walking through hellfire.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      DAISY

      It’s hard to keep my jaw from dropping as I gawk at the halls of Gifted Academy. I’ve never seen such ostentatious luxury from this close. Walls covered in dark paneled wood and oil paintings framed in gilded casings surround me. My cheap rubber-soled sneakers squeak as I walk on the marble-covered floors, a loud reminder that I don’t belong here.

      Cut the crap, Daisy. You’re a student at Gifted Academy now. You do belong here.

      One of the security guards at the gate was chosen to escort me. Maybe he got the short straw or something, because he sure doesn’t look happy doing it. He didn’t say a word, but he eyeballed me plenty. And glared, and sneered. Oh yeah, he’s a Fringe, but he loathes Norms just as fiercely as Idols do. I guess I have to say as most Idols do now. Principal Fallon doesn’t, unless she’s an amazing actress.

      The security guard departs as wordlessly as he remained the entire way here once we arrive at the principal’s office. A silver-haired woman sitting behind an orderly desk lifts her gaze from her work to stare at me. She narrows her eyes as if she can’t see me well despite the glasses perched on her nose. Finally, as if a lightbulb lit up over head, her eyes widen and she stands up.

      “Oh, you must be the new student. Principal Fallon has asked me to help you get sorted until she returns.”

      “Oh, she’s not in yet?” I ask, my anxiety growing by leaps and bounds.

      “Well, she is, but she had to step out for a moment. Some minor facility issue that required her presence.”

      I nibble on my lower lip, wishing the principal was here.

      The older woman walks around her desk and extends her hand to me. “I’m Bethany Walkers, Principal Fallon’s assistant. Welcome to Gifted Academy, Miss Woods.”

      “Thank you. Please, call me Daisy.”

      Bethany eyes me up and down and then makes a tsking sound. “You’re a little bigger in the chest area than I thought. You might need a medium-sized shirt. Here, try this on and let’s hope it fits.” She hands me a neatly folded school uniform. “You can change inside Principal Fallon’s office.”

      “Oh, okay. Thanks.”

      The principal’s office is less grandiose than I expected, especially when compared to the main building, which resembles a fairy-tale castle. The furniture is all dark wood, accented by earthly hues. The walls aren’t wood paneled, but there are a few art pieces hanging from them. One in particular catches my attention. It’s of an imposing-looking man wearing a suit with the school’s emblem embroidered on the jacket’s chest pocket. I move closer and read the name written on the golden plaque just below the painting.

      Principal Benjamin Fallon.

      I wonder if the Idol in the picture is Jodie Fallon’s father. I don’t see a resemblance, but that means nothing.

      Enough lollygagging, Daisy. You’d better change before the office’s owner returns.

      I take my jeans off first and put on the skirt. It’s a little loose at the waist, but nothing a safety pin can’t fix. Unfortunately, I never learned how to sew. Being on the run and all didn’t leave me much time to learn things beyond survival.

      My old shirt goes next. When I lift the new one, I can immediately tell it will be too small around my girls. I should try it on anyway. The fabric is cool and smooth, a total improvement from the shirt I got at the garage sale.

      Suddenly, the door to the office opens. I shriek, jumping back and covering my front with the shirt. When I see who’s standing at the door, looking smug and more gorgeous than I remember, my throat closes completely and I can’t get air into my lungs.

      It’s the blond Idol who came into Poppy’s Joint on Saturday. The one they called Phoenix. Fuck. I should’ve known those preppy boys were students here.

      Right now, he’s looking at me like he just won the jackpot.
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      “Tell me again why you want to break into Principal Fallon’s office?” Morpheus tries to suppress a yawn. “You could easily hack into the system and get the intel on the new student.”

      “Because it’s more fun this way.” I chuckle.

      “When did you hear about the new student anyway?”

      “One of the security guards at the gate texted me. Principal Fallon sent her own driver to collect the girl. She must be one of those money-deficient Fringes if she doesn’t have her own car.”

      “Great. Another one of those. Man, this place used to have some standards. Now they let any riffraff in.”

      “The girl must be a genius.”

      “Or well connected,” Morpheus mumbles.

      “You mean she must be sucking some powerful Idol’s dick?” I laugh.

      “Crude much? Jeez.”

      I hear the sound of Principal Fallon’s voice down the corridor. Our diversion worked. We paid a visit to the gym first, and I made sure all the toilets in the boys’ restroom started to spill water nonstop. It’s a simple trick that any telekinetic can do from a distance. I, being a fucking level fifteen Idol, can keep it going on the back burner without needing to concentrate at all.

      We’re about to round the corner leading to the principal’s office. I flatten my back against the wall and wait until the sound of Fallon’s heels clicking on the marble floor fade away. Sticking my head out slowly, I check to make sure the coast is truly clear. No one in sight. Perfect.

      Right outside her office, I turn to Morpheus. “You know what to do, right?”

      “Yeah, yeah. Keep the old gal distracted. Easy peasy.” Morpheus runs a hand over his curly hair and then plasters a fake smile on his face.

      I push the door open and put on my most brilliant grin for Miss Walkers’s benefit. “Good morning, lovely. How are you doing today?”

      “Mr. Westbrook, what are you doing here? Isn’t it a bit early for you?” She narrows her eyes. I don’t blame her for being suspicious. Morpheus and I don’t have the best track record when it comes to behavior.

      Miss Walkers might look like a harmless old lady, but she’s a level ten Idol, which makes it that much harder to get her to bend to our will. Luckily, the lady has a soft spot for Morpheus.

      “We came to see Principal Fallon,” I reply.

      “She’s not in at the moment. But you know you can’t simply drop by. If you need to speak to her, you must make an appointment.”

      “I told you, Phoenix.” Morpheus glances at me with a knowing stare. He then switches his attention to Miss Walkers and puts on the charm. “You have no idea how hard it is to be his friend, Miss Walkers.”

      The scowl vanishes from the assistant’s face and her eyes soften. “Well, at least you’re trying to keep him out of trouble.”

      Morpheus approaches her desk and sits at the edge. “Your hair looks different today, Miss Walkers. What did you do?”

      A blush spreads across the woman’s cheeks. She runs a hand over her silver hair and then peers at Morpheus. “Well, nothing, really.”

      Come on, dude. Distract the old lady already.

      I can’t communicate telepathically, which is a shame. But Morpheus gets the message just the same. With a groan, he presses the heel of his hand against his forehead and twists his face into a grimace.

      Miss Walkers jumps out of her chair in an instant. “Morpheus, dear. Is everything all right?”

      “No, I think I’m going to pass out,” he croaks, then drops to the floor, out cold.

      The woman lets out a shriek and walks around her desk. I take that opportunity to slip inside the principal’s office, and lo and behold, I stumble upon the most unexpected sight.

      The waitress from Poppy’s Joint is standing half naked in the middle of the room. She yelps and tries to cover herself with her shirt.

      “Hello there.” I give her a toothy grin before I close the door.

      “What are you doing here?” she asks, wide eyed.

      “I could ask you the same thing.” I take a step forward.

      “I go here now.”

      “Really?” I raise an eyebrow. “So you are the new student?”

      She lifts her chin higher. Man, this girl truly has no fear. I like it. It’ll be that much sweeter when we break her.

      “Yes.”

      “So, you’ve decided to bring Unearthly Desires to our school.” I keep moving closer, stalking really, but the girl holds her ground. “Good. Thanks to that timely blackout, I didn’t get to see what I paid for.”

      “And you won’t. Now get the hell out before I scream.”

      My amusement grows. “Oh, I’d love to hear you scream.” With a flick of my hand, the shirt she’s clutching to for dear life flies out of her hands, revealing a simple cotton bra and the creamiest, most luscious pair of swells I’ve seen. Fuck, I’m already dying to touch them.

      “You jerk!” She tries her best to cover her breasts with her arms. “Return my shirt.”

      “Why are you so modest all of a sudden? You were going to take it all off for us before.” I shrug.

      Fury sparkles in her narrowed eyes. “Fine. Do you want to see them?” She drops her arms and then reaches behind her back.

      My jaw drops. I wasn’t expecting that she would give in that easily. I’m a bit disappointed, to be honest, but my cock doesn’t care. It’s already getting harder from the anticipation. My attention is completely riveted to her rack, so I’m too late to avoid the missile she hurls in my direction. Something sharp connects with my temple. My head jerks back, and pain explodes in my forehead.

      Clenching my jaw, I touch the sore spot, and my fingers come down smeared with blood. What the actual fuck. How did she manage to cut me? She’s only a Norm. My vision becomes tinged in red as the wrath of a thousand gods runs through me.

      “I’m going to kill you,” I say tightly.

      The girl’s eyes widen, and she finally seems to realize she messed with the wrong Idol.

      I’m about to turn her worst nightmare into reality when movement at my back makes me stop.

      “What the hell is going on here?” Principal Fallon asks.

      Ah, fuck. Fun is over. For now.
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      “I’m waiting for an explanation, Mr. Westbrook.” Principal Fallon looks like she’s about to murder someone.

      I can’t believe I made him bleed like that. Idols don’t get hurt easily, and I’m definitely not strong enough to inflict even a scratch. What the hell did I throw at him? It was cool and heavy with sharp edges.

      While she’s glaring at the jerkface, I put my old shirt back on. I have no idea where my uniform button-down went.

      The blond Idol turns. “I was just looking for you, Principal Fallon, and that lunatic attacked me.” He points at me.

      The principal narrows her gaze. “Phoenix, who do you take me for? Get out of here before I give you detention.”

      Really? She’s not going to give him any punishment? What the hell!

      “Fine.” He looks over his shoulder. “I’ll see you around, Daisy.”

      There’s no mistaking the glaring message in his eyes. He’s going to make me pay for defending myself.

      Way to go, Daisy. You now have two Idols gunning for your throat. Terrific.

      He slips out of the office and closes the door with a bang. Principal Fallon lets out a loud sigh and glances at me.

      “I’m sorry you had to deal with Phoenix. He’s a pest, but unfortunately, he’s one of our most gifted students.”

      “He barged into your office while I was changing into my uniform,” I say. Being a snitch is frowned up everywhere, even in Norm schools, but I doubt I’ll get into more trouble than I already am with those Idols.

      “I suppose he deserved that hit to his head.” Principal Fallon searches her office until she finds what she was looking for. She drops into a crouch near a filing cabinet and retrieves the mysterious object I used as weapon.

      “Finally this proved to have more use than simply holding paper down.”

      She returns to her desk and places the dark stone object back where I found it. It’s a mini pyramid. It has a lot of sharp edges, but it still doesn’t explain how I managed to pierce Phoenix’s skin with it.

      “Finish getting dressed, Miss Woods.” With a flick of her index finger, she makes the school uniform shirt fly from the floor into my hands.

      My face becomes warmer, and while I’m glad I don’t blush easily, the embarrassment is here to stay. I put the shirt on faster than lightning. The top buttons strain against my chest, but at least my bra is covered.

      So, the principal has telekinetic powers just like Phoenix. Telekinesis is a common power among Idols, and even some Fringes possess the gift. But it’s probably not the only thing she can do. Or all Phoenix can do, for that matter. They’re too high on the Idols’ power scale to only have the ability to move objects with their minds.

      Dad’s diary has a detailed list of all the different powers Idols have possessed since their creation. Of course, there’s no way to know for sure if there are certain abilities that were never catalogued.

      I shove my arms into the jacket’s sleeves and button it closed. Principal Fallon walks around the desk and points at the chair across from it.

      “Please have a seat, Miss Woods.”

      She drops onto her plush leather chair, her gaze never wavering from my face. Feeling like a fish out of water, I sit down and smooth the fabric of my skirt.

      “How are you feeling?” she asks, her tone calm.

      “Honestly?”

      She nods.

      “Nervous out of my mind.”

      “You can’t let the other students see that. I’m not going to sugarcoat it for you. What happened here in my office was just a small demonstration of what awaits you out there.”

      “You said I would be safer here than out in the streets,” I say, accusation lacing my words. Was that all bullshit to make me accept her offer? But what does she have to gain by me coming here?

      “And I wasn’t lying. But I can’t monitor my students all the time. You have to show them you belong here. Don’t let them intimidate you.”

      “What if they use their powers against me?” I drag my feet back, ready to bolt out of the chair.

      “Make sure they don’t,” she replies, keeping her hard gaze trained on my face.

      Great. Here I thought having the principal in my corner was going to count for something. She’s pretty much throwing me to the wolves and making me fend for myself.

      “You look disappointed.”

      “I’m not,” I lie. “I didn’t have enough time to pack, and I don’t know where my dorm room is or what classes I’m taking.”

      “Considering your peculiar situation, I’ve assigned you a single dorm room in the north wing. It’s where most of our seniors are.”

      “But I’m not a senior.”

      “No, but that wing is the only one with single rooms. You’re going to like it.”

      I clamp my jaw shut. I’m glad that I don’t have to share a room with anyone, but I know the privilege is not going to go over well with my new classmates.

      “As for your class schedule, my assistant will give you a copy.”

      “I don’t get to pick them?” I ask.

      “I looked over your transcripts from your old school. I’ve tried to put you in similar classes. Of course, they’re more advanced here, and you’ve missed a week already, but I’m sure you won’t have a problem keeping up.”

      A knock on the door interrupts the question on the tip of my tongue.

      “Yes?” Principal Fallon looks over my shoulder.

      I turn to see who’s going to come in. Miss Walkers opens the door a sliver and sticks her head in. “Toby Macintosh is here, ma’am.”

      Principal Fallon braces her hands on the desk and stands up. “Ah, good. Let him in.”

      A short, wiry young man enters. His hair is as bright as a carrot and sticking up at odd angles. I don’t sense any power rolling out in waves from him, so he’s not an Idol. But he’s not a Norm either. A Fringe, then.

      “Daisy, meet Toby Macintosh. I’ve assigned him to be your guide during your first week here. He’s in most of your classes. I figured since he’s also part of our scholarship program, you’d have something in common.”

      “Hey ya, girlie.” He waves at me.

      “Girlie?” I raise an eyebrow in return.

      “Well, you should get going,” Principal Fallon says. “You don’t want to be late for your first day at school.”

      All right. I guess I’m dismissed.

      I get up and collect my civilian clothes, sticking them in my already overfilled backpack.

      When I turn, I find Toby watching me curiously. He seems friendly, but I can’t let my guard down. Fringes, even low-level ones, can be quite nasty toward Norms.

      “So, shall we?” I point at the open door.

      I wait until he slips out first. I’m not giving my back to anyone in this school if I can help it.

      Once we’re in the hallway, I’m seized by a bout of panic. The school is no longer empty. A few students are now mingling, and they’ve all turned to stare at me. Worse, I spot Phoenix and his friend, the guy with the longish curly hair who didn’t speak much at the diner. Phoenix is grinning like the cat who ate the canary despite the small bandage on his forehead. He breaks eye contact with me to lean closer to the petite blonde girl next to him. He whispers something in her ear, and her gaze immediately zeroes on me. Her frown and narrowed eyes tell me Phoenix has already started his revenge.

      Shit. Here we go.

      “So, first we should get your backpack unloaded. It’s too late to swing by the library to get new books, so we’ll have to share mine,” Toby says, seemingly oblivious to the hatred aimed my way.

      “Okay,” I say, too low for my liking. It’s almost like the stares are coercing me into the role of prey.

      No way. Remember, Daisy. You can’t show weakness.

      When I walk past Phoenix, I lift my chin higher and ask in the sweetest tone, “How’s your head, darling?”

      Phoenix narrows his eyes to slits and flares his nostrils. The girl next to him decides to play his defender and jumps in front of me, invading my space. “What did you say, Norm whore?”

      Conversation ceases immediately, and next to me, Toby makes a distressed sound in the back of his throat.

      I take a step forward and stare down at the Idol bitch, who is much shorter than me. She’s not that high on the Idol power scale. Maybe she’s not even an Idol, just a Fringe who’s strong enough to do something unpleasant to me. Well, let’s see how things go.

      “Who are you calling a whore, dwarf?”

      Her brown eyes widen and her eyebrows arch. “How dare you talk to me like that.”

      Someone yanks me back. Toby.

      “Okay, everyone, let’s all calm down. We’re right outside of Principal Fallon’s office, and no one wants to get detention, right?” he says in the most diplomatic way.

      I fight a snort. What’s the likelihood the principal will send any of these entitled kids to detention? She didn’t when that smug son of bitch invaded her office and caught me half naked.

      “Relax, Cherise,” Phoenix says in a smooth voice. “She’s not worth the trouble.”

      The girl’s murderous expression morphs into disdain. That is, before she glances at Phoenix and turns into a puddle of goo. And she had the audacity to call me a whore.

      “Come on, Daisy. Let’s go.” Toby steers me away from Phoenix and his groupie.

      It’s not until we round the corner that I exhale in relief.

      Only it’s too soon.

      Toby and the hallway disappear, and a vision of me naked in bed with Phoenix hovering over me invades my brain. Not only that, but my traitorous body wants him. Out of nowhere, I’m panting like a horny dog. Phoenix moves closer and parts my legs using both hands, spreading them wide. He blows a hot breath over my throbbing clit, and I let a loud moan.

      “Daisy, are you okay?” Toby asks.

      The image vanishes and I’m back in the hallway. But my horniness hasn’t dissipated. My heart is beating erratically, and there’s a cruel aching between my legs. The fucking asshole gave me blue balls.

      Toby is in front of me, looking all worried and shit. “What happened?” I ask.

      “Uh, I was going to ask you the same thing. One moment you were quiet, and then the next your breathing was coming out in bursts.”

      I touch my face, finding it hot.

      “Toby, do you know what Phoenix’s gift is?”

      “Well, he’s one of the most powerful telekinetics in school.”

      “Yeah, besides that.”

      “I’m not one hundred percent sure.” Toby glances around in a cagey manner, and then he leans closer. “But word on the street is that he can put thoughts in people’s heads, make them see things that aren’t there.”

      A sliver of dread runs down my spine. So that’s what the vision was. Phoenix’s retaliation.

      The Idol games have begun.
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      I’m ten minutes late for math class, and Mr. Atkins is already preparing to rip me one. But I’m too smart for the D&D-obsessed nerd and stopped by the nurse’s office on the way here. With a wolfish grin, I show the balding man the yellow slip between my fingers. He whisks it from me with a glower, quickly reads the scribble on the paper, and turns it into a tight ball.

      “Take a seat, Mr. Kent.”

      I drop into my usual spot, in front of Morpheus and next to Phoenix. As soon as Mr. Atkins gives his back to us, Phoenix turns to me. “Where the hell have you been?”

      “I needed a pick-me-up after I saw my mother.” I twitch my nose. Silver-voltage is an awesome drug, but fuck, it makes my nose itch like crazy.

      “We’ve met the new girl. The Norm.” Phoenix’s eyes swim with mischief.

      “Don’t tell me you already fucked the imbecile,” I grumble, trying to maintain an unaffected expression. But damn, I’ll be real pissed if Phoenix got to her first.

      Norms are fleas, but pussy is pussy, and one of the cruelest games is to string a girl along and then break her hard. I curl my hand into a fist, remembering the conversation with my mother. We don’t see eye to eye most of the time, mainly because she’s a cunt, but she’s right about the Norm student. We can’t let the Knights’ propaganda take root in Saturn’s Bay.

      “No. Not yet anyway,” Phoenix replies with a sly grin. “But don’t you want to know her name?”

      I shrug. “Sure. What’s her name?”

      “Daisy.”

      Phoenix is watching me from the edge of his seat. For the life of me I don’t get why he’s acting in that bizarre manner. I give him a droll stare. “Is that name supposed to mean anything to me?”

      Morpheus lets out a loud sigh. “For fuck’s sake, Rufio. Where is your brain? Daisy is the waitress you wanted to kill on Saturday.”

      I jolt in my seat and turn around. “What?”

      Something hard hits the back of my head, then clinks on the floor, bouncing several times before rolling away. A metal ball.

      “Mr. Kent. If you’re going to gossip with your friends like a little bitch, I suggest you do so outside of my classroom.”

      Massaging the back of my head, I turn around, glaring openly at the jerk. He’s lucky that attacking teachers is completely forbidden. It’s a zero-tolerance policy. One strike and you’re out. Not even my mother’s influence would be able to get me out of trouble. The same rule doesn’t apply to teachers, though. They can and constantly do use their gifts to keep students in line. So I divert my anger toward a much more satisfying target. Daisy.

      I can’t believe she’s here, in my domain. She was terrified of us, so it’s truly surprising that she would come to Gifted Academy, a school dominated by Idols. She must have a death wish. I can’t help the grin that unfurls on my face.

      “Oh, look who’s in a good mood now.” Phoenix chuckles.

      “Yeah, I wonder how long that’s going to last,” Morpheus chimes in.

      “Man, you’re depressing as always, mummy-boy,” I say, knowing very well how much Morpheus hates that nickname.

      He doesn’t reply, but a moment later, dark spots appear in front of my eyes. Suddenly, my entire vision goes black and the most awful sense of despair takes hold of me. My lungs stop functioning. I can’t draw air in.

      The sensation vanishes just as fast as it came, and I can see and breathe again. I inhale deeply while I wait for my heart beat to return to normal. When I’m in control, I slowly turn in my seat. Morpheus is looking at the big screen in front of class with a neutral expression on his face.

      “You son of a bitch. You used your powers against me?” I whisper-shout.

      He looks at me calmly. “You called me mummy-boy. I told you what would happen to you if you ever used that nickname again.”

      I’m seething, but I can’t offer a retort for that. If he had been any other student—Idol or not—he wouldn’t even be talking right now. But a long time ago, Morpheus, Phoenix, Bryce, and I made a pact, an unbreakable vow. We would always have each other’s backs no matter what. Being the strongest Idol kids on the block drew us together at first. But it was what happened to us on that island ten years ago, the things we had to fight to survive, that bonded us for life.

      Grumbling, I return my attention to the screen, but all the equations on it become a blur. Only one image is vivid in my brain: that fucking Norm waitress. I can’t wait to get my hands on her.

      It turns out I don’t have to wait long. The classroom door opens and the girl of the hour comes in, all flushed and shit. She’s prettier than I remember, or maybe it’s because she’s not covered in diner grime and I can actually pay attention to her flawless skin and luscious brown hair. Her lips are full and naturally red. She’s not wearing any makeup. She’s too fucking perfect for a Norm, which makes me hate her even more.

      I drop my gaze to her chest, noting that her shirt is too small for her. Her boobs are straining against the fabric. One sudden movement and the top button will slip from the hole.

      “Oh, I think this is going to be my favorite class from now on,” Phoenix says.

      “Can I help you?” Mr. Atkins frowns at Daisy.

      “Yes. I’m supposed to be in this class.” She hands a note to our teacher.

      He scans the piece of paper briefly and then sighs. “You’d think that with all the tuition money this institution gets, they’d be able to hire people who weren’t complete morons. Have a seat, Miss Woods.”

      She looks over the classroom, and I have to give it to her, she’s holding her confident mask pretty well. Let’s see how long it’ll last. Her gaze finds mine, and then she finally gives a sign of weakness. She flinches. But she quickly switches her attention to Phoenix, and her entire demeanor changes. She narrows her eyes and clenches her jaw. It seems that whatever Phoenix did ruffled her feathers already. I’m back to being pissed. I’m the master torturer here, not him.

      She begins to walk down our aisle. There’s an empty chair at the end of my row.

      Phoenix kicks the chair in front of him where a Fringe guy is sitting. “You. Get up.”

      He turns to Phoenix with round eyes and mouth agape. “What?”

      “Are you deaf? Vacate this chair at once.”

      “Where am I going to sit?” the kid whines.

      “Don’t fucking care. Move. Now!”

      Seeing that Phoenix isn’t joking—for once—the Fringe collects his stuff in a hurry and bolts out of the chair. Since the seat Daisy was aiming for was the only one available, I don’t need to look to see that Fringe boy is now occupying it.

      Her expression falls as she stares at the now-empty chair in front of Phoenix. He leans back in his seat with a big fat grin on his smug face.

      “Any time now, Miss Woods.” Mr. Atkins barks, forcing the girl to finally take the empty chair.

      She doesn’t glance in our direction as she pulls a notebook from her backpack. The two bitches sitting in the row next to Daisy’s snicker. No one here takes notes on paper. Tablets and laptops are the way to go. Daisy simply ignores them. Like that’s going to make them stop picking on her.

      Phoenix leans forward and gets really close to Daisy’s ear. “Did you like that little image I sent you earlier?”

      The girl stiffens. “Do you make it a habit of broadcasting all your wet dreams to everyone?”

      “My wet dreams? Oh, sugar. You were the one who got all hot and bothered. I can still smell your arousal.”

      She curls her fingers tighter around her pen, and her jaw muscle twitches. “Whatever lies make you sleep better at night.”

      “All right. That is enough!” Mr. Atkins whirls around with his hands on his hips. “Miss Woods, you seem to be in a chatty mood already. Why don’t you solve this problem for me?” He points at the projector screen.

      “Uh, on a piece of paper?” she asks, and several people laugh.

      Mr. Atkins looks at the ceiling. “‘On a piece of paper,’ she asks. I swear to all the fucking gods. One day I’m going to blast you idiots to smithereens.” He glares at her again. “No, Miss Woods, use your damn tablet, laptop, whatever, and log into my class.”

      She opens and closes her mouth like a fish out of water. Before she can let everyone know she doesn’t have any of those items, I say, “Here, use mine.”

      Daisy stares at the tablet in my hand, and then she lifts her hazel eyes to my face, suspicion shining in them. She can gawk all she wants; she won’t see anything there but a neutral, guilt-free expression.

      “Go on. Mr. Atkins wasn’t joking. He can actually blow you to smithereens,” I continue.

      “Thanks.” She takes the offering, clearly still leery of me.

      “I’m already logged into his class. All you have to do is solve the math problem.”

      I lean back in my chair, linking my fingers behind my head. Now all I have to do is wait for her to crash and burn. No way she can solve that problem, not with her shitty Norm education.

      But she’s going for it, her answers popping up on the projector screen faster than I thought possible for anyone with her background. She’s done in less than a minute, and I have to blink a few times to make sure I’m not seeing things.

      “I’ll be damned. She did it.” Phoenix laughs.

      Mr. Atkins is staring befuddled at the screen. “Huh? Well, look at that. It seems your scholarship wasn’t wasted after all. Well done, Miss Woods.”

      He levels her with a stern glare. “Just please try to resist Casanova’s charms until after the class is over. No one wants to hear about your wet dreams.”

      Daisy gasps loudly right before she dips her chin and hides her face behind her long hair. Her reaction to Mr. Atkins’s comment gives me a great idea. It wouldn’t be fun to just destroy her quickly. A slow and agonizing torture will be way more satisfying.

      “What are you smiling about?” Phoenix asks.

      “Nothing. Nothing at all.”
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      I survived my first day of school. Barely. There were glowers and snide comments thrown my way, but no use of Idol power besides Phoenix’s vision. I’m sure it’ll happen eventually. Leaning against my dorm room door, I rest my head against the smooth surface and let out a heavy sigh.

      The plan to navigate the school’s halls without drawing attention was a major fail. I suppose I can’t do meek and quiet. I can’t let people bully me into submission, regardless of their position on the power scale. That makes me a fucking idiot.

      I drop my backpack to the floor and head for the window. The sight of a couple of boxes in the corner catches my attention.

      “What…?”

      Moving closer, I see my name scribbled on the top of one. Inside, I find my personal belongings: old comics and books, a night-light in the shape of an owl, a few CDs, and my older-than-dirt portable CD player. I never had enough money to buy those digital players that can store thousands of songs.

      In the second box, there are only clothes and a pair of faded red cowboy boots. I pull them out, hugging the footwear like it was a stuffed animal. They’re Rosie’s. We both fell in love with the shoes when we were shopping at a secondhand store a couple of years ago. We didn’t have enough money to buy them then, but I saved enough and got them for Rosie’s birthday. She only took them off to sleep for a whole year. I can’t believe she gave them to me.

      “Oh, Rosie. I miss you already.”

      I set the boots aside and glance at my bed. It’s a twin, and it’s begging me to try it out. But I can’t sleep yet. I have so much homework to do, plus I have to catch up with the stuff I missed in the past week.

      I take my notebook and the books I got from the library and veer for my desk. My hand is already sore from all the writing during my classes, but until I receive next month’s allowance, note-taking by hand will have to do. I open the biology book first, the subject that tricks me the most. I try to concentrate on the text, but I can’t help but replay the events of the day.

      Phoenix’s little trick on me, math class, Rufio lending me his tablet. And let’s not forget the death glares their broody friend kept giving me. I thought Rufio was the scariest of the bunch, but Morpheus is giving him a run for his money.

      What are the odds that in all the classes in this school, I wound up in the same math class as that trio? I was supposed to be in English class with Toby in that period. At least, that’s what my schedule said. But when I got to class, the teacher told me my schedule was wrong. She gave me the note to present to Mr. Atkins and sent me his way.

      I have to agree with the guy’s assessment. How in the world can someone fuck up a simple schedule printout? Damn that Miss Walkers.

      Okay, Daisy. Enough procrastination. You have to study.

      I manage to read one page before the blaring noise of punk rock invades my small room. It’s so loud that it reverberates through the walls.

      What the hell?

      I cover my ears with my hands to no avail. It was already hard to concentrate before, but now it’s impossible. There’s only one thing I can do. Fuckity fuck. That’s just what I need, to antagonize another one of the special kids in this school. Well, there’s nothing for it. It’s either make the noise stop or forget getting any homework done.

      With a clench of my jaw, I march out of my room and head to my neighbor’s door. I knock on it as hard as I can, hoping whoever is inside can hear me banging over the loud music. I must have spent at least a minute outside, hammering on the wooden surface, before it finally opens.

      My jaw drops. Standing in front of me, wearing nothing but a towel wrapped around his waist, is Bryce. His hair is wet, and drops of water glisten on his wide chest. Of course he goes here too. My throat becomes dry, and I lose my ability to speak.

      “Yes?” he asks, sounding bored.

      “Uh, your music. Do you mind turning it down a notch?”

      He frowns. “Yes, I do mind.”

      He begins to shut the door on me, but I brace my hand against it, keeping it open. Well, only because he let me. I’m sure he could shut it—and break my arm in the process—with the bat of an eye.

      “Please. I’m trying to study,” I say.

      “Wear noise-canceling headphones.” He sounds exasperated.

      “I don’t have noise-canceling headphones,” I say through clenched teeth, quickly losing my patience. My bad temper will definitely be the death of me.

      “You’re kidding, right?” His eyebrows arch, and I don’t think it’s a gesture of mock surprise. He sounds genuine.

      “Do I look like I’m kidding? I was waiting tables at a diner two days ago. Do you think I can afford fancy electronics?”

      The guy lets out a loud exhale, then runs his hands through his hair. My eyes drop to his chest and his washboard abs. My gaze keeps going south until it lands on that V that makes women go gaga.

      Shit. Why am I ogling this Idol, for crying out loud?

      Because you have blood pumping in your veins and aren’t blind.

      Shut up, whore.

      “What did you say?” He cocks his head to the side.

      Wait. Did I say those words out loud, or did he read my mind?

      What if he did? Shit. Then he knows I find him attractive and that I wish his towel would drop to the floor.

      Daisy, stop thinking.

      “Stay here.” He turns around and disappears inside his apartment, leaving the door semi-open.

      Curious, I push it back and stick my head in. Whoa. This is much bigger than my room. Not that I’m complaining about my new accommodations, but this is nice. He even has a small kitchen and TV room. There are four doors, two on each side. Maybe he has roommates.

      He walks out of one of those doors, totally catching me snooping. I jump back into the hallway, no doubt looking hella guilty.

      “Here.” He hands me a pair of expensive-looking headphones.

      “What is that?”

      “Compromising. You want to study, and I want to listen to my music as loud as I can.”

      I take the headphones with care, afraid they’ll electrocute me. “Thanks. I’ll give them ba—”

      “Don’t bother. You’re going to need them more than once.”

      “Why are you being nice to me?” The question bursts out before I can stop the words.

      He blinks a couple of times and furrows his eyebrows. “I’m not sure.”

      At least he’s honest.

      “Well, thank you.” I take a step back.

      “You’re welcome.” He gives me an impish grin, and then the towel around his waist drops right before he closes the door.

      Son of a bitch. He did hear my thoughts.

      It doesn’t matter. Holy cow. I’m going to need a cold shower now.
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      One thing I never skipped on, not even in our darkest days living in the streets, was my morning run. When you live in a world where there are people so much stronger than you, you have to hone any skill possible. To me, it was learning to fight and improving my endurance. I always dragged Rosie with me on my runs, even though she’d much rather stay in bed. I sure hope she doesn’t start to slack off now that we don’t live together anymore.

      Before the scorching sun of Saturn’s Bay is up, I slip out of the dorm building and go on an exploratory run. Toby gave me a map of the campus grounds yesterday, so at least I have an idea of where I’m heading.

      The midnight blue sky is beginning to fade into orange. The early birds are chirping, and the air is still cool. I take a deep breath and put my headphones on—not the ones Bryce gave me since they’re not compatible with the prehistoric CD player I have. After a quick stretch, I take off, loving the feel of the wind on my face.

      I circle around the entire campus a couple times first, which takes me roughly an hour. Then I aim for the sports center, which is comprised of four large fields and a gym where the indoor sports are held. They also have a swimming pool. I’m curious about it. My old school didn’t even have a gym, much less a pool.

      Breathing hard, I try the front door. It’s unlocked. The janitor is probably already here. I don’t have much time to explore the entire building—sunup is around the corner, and I need to shower and grab some chow before heading to class—so I aim straight for the swimming pool, naturally.

      It’s down the hallway, and before I pass through the double doors, I can already smell the chlorine. Inside, the humidity level is off the charts. It’s also pretty warm, which is mind-boggling considering the weather is still nice out. I approach the edge of the pool and drop into a crouch to stick my hands in the lukewarm water. Man, a swim right now would be nice. If only I had the time.

      The sound of something crashing scares the crap out of me. I uncurl from my crouch and go investigate. There are a bunch of chairs stacked up and pushed against the wall, but I don’t see anyone.

      “Hello? Anyone there?”

      No reply.

      You’re probably hearing things, Daisy. Or maybe it’s one of Phoenix’s hallucinations.

      I hope not.

      I’m about to turn around when a girl jumps from behind a column to my right and falls on top of me.

      “Help me,” she cries out.

      Her hair and clothes are disheveled, and there’s blood oozing freely from her nose.

      “What happened to you?”

      “Please, you have to help me.” She’s shaking, and her terror is clear in her red-rimmed eyes.

      “Okay. I’ll take you to the nurse.” I begin to drag her toward the exit, but she digs her nails into my arms.

      “No, no nurse.”

      “Are you crazy? You’re bleeding from your nos—”

      Her eyes roll back into their sockets, and she becomes lead in my arms. She’s out cold. My muscles strain against her weight, but I manage to keep her off the floor.

      “Help!” I yell.

      No answer. Fucking great. What is this girl doing here all by herself, and what happened to her?

      No time to figure out.

      With the best of my ability, I lift her into my arms and walk out of the building. I’m in good shape, but I’m not strong enough to carry someone all the way back to the main building. It’s at least a fifteen-minute stretch. I also don’t know if I have enough time. What if she’s having a stroke or overdosing on something?

      When my arms are about to fall off, a dark figure steps on the path, coming from behind a couple of tall bushes to my left. The sun has already made its appearance on the horizon, so there’s no mistaking who it is.

      Morpheus.

      He seems surprised to see me there, and not because I’m carrying a half-dead girl in my arms. His gaze didn’t even register her. No, his dark eyes are glued to my face. When he doesn’t move or say anything, I take action.

      “Please, I need help. I can’t carry her anymore.”

      He blinks a few times and finally strides my way. He stares at the girl’s face for a couple of seconds before he grabs her wrist and checks her pulse.

      “Stupid Fringes,” he mutters. “Hand her over.”

      I transfer her to Morpheus’s waiting arms, and before I can blink, he takes off, moving faster than a speed runner. He disappears down the corner before I can catch up. There’s only one place he can take her, so to the nurse’s office I go. But once I’m inside the school building, I can’t remember which way the infirmary is. I haven’t had a chance to memorize the entire map yet.

      I look at the clock on the wall. Crap. It’s already six thirty. I gotta go back to my room and get ready.

      On the way, I can’t help the anxiety swirling in my chest. So far, my first twenty-four hours at this school have been everything I expected they would be and nothing like it at all. I hope Morpheus got to the nurse in time.

      I glance down at my white tank top. It’s bloodstained in the middle. Not the biggest of my concerns right now.

      I’m lost in my turmoil and distracted when I sense the presence of someone nearby. Before I can lift my gaze, a rough hand encircles my forearm and whips me around, shoving me against the wall. Morpheus.

      “What are you doing? Let me go.”

      “Where did you find Alicia Stones?” His tone is cold and hard.

      “By the pool. Just let me go already.” I struggle against his hold to no avail.

      “Did you see anyone else there?”

      “No. What’s with the ten thousand questions?”

      Instead of answering or releasing my arm, Morpheus moves closer and wraps his hand around my neck.

      “You’re not even here a day and have managed to cause trouble. I know exactly who you are, Daisy.”

      My heart skips a beat, and it feels like I swallowed a hundred lead balls. He can’t possibly know the truth, unless…. Did he already break into my dorm room and find my father’s diary? I made a cut in the bottom of the mattress and hid the diary inside, but I suppose if someone was really looking for something, they’d find it.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Morpheus’s brown eyes darken and narrow until they’re nothing but slits. “Why are you truly here?”

      “I was offered a scholarship. Didn’t you get the memo?”

      Morpheus squeezes my throat tighter, seriously impairing my ability to breathe. If he keeps going, I’ll be the one passing out.

      “Don’t be a smart mouth. You have no idea what I can do to you.”

      “What? Do you want to kill me? Get in line. Your buddy Rufio already called dibs on Saturday. Before he tried to cop a feel, of course.”

      Morpheus finally releases me and I wheeze, trying to get air in. I touch my throat, which is tender now.

      “You don’t simply go from waitress and stripper to Gifted Academy material. Someone important wanted you here, though to what end, I don’t know. But trust me, Daisy. I will find out.”

      Yeah, someone important, like your own fucking principal, you moron. I want to shout the words in his face, but I can’t. Principal Fallon didn’t ask for secrecy, but I do know this is not information I should be tossing out to the wind. I’m not even aware of what her agenda is.

      “Why does it bother you so much that I’m here? I’m a Norm, irrelevant in the grand scheme of things, but you sure go out of your way to pester me. Why can’t you just leave me alone?”

      “Because you don’t know your place.”

      “And where is that? Oh, let me guess: serving greasy food and taking off my clothes. Is that it?”

      Morpheus’s lips curl into an ugly grin. “Precisely.”

      “Well, sorry to disappoint you, buddy. Despite my circumstances and the fact that I’ve had to work several jobs since I was ten in order to survive, I’m still a top student. If you think your antics and bullying will force me to abandon my dreams, you’re sorely mistaken. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “It’ll be your funeral, then.”

      I laugh derisively. “Do you think death threats scare me? Boy, you know nothing.”

      My heart is thundering. I’m bluffing big-time now. I’m scared shitless of this guy. His power is coiling around his body like a snake, tight and ready to be unleashed. I’m positively certain he can do terrible things to me.

      He smiles, a chilling gesture on his angry face. “Not for long.”

      He whirls around and leaves me standing in the hallway with my heart stuck in my throat. I wait until he disappears around the corner to exhale.

      And then I realize I didn’t ask about the girl I found in the pool area. He said her name was Alicia Stones. I’ll have to go check on her later. I got the impression that Morpheus knew exactly what happened to her. If there’s something suspicious going on here, I have to find out.
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      I’m chilled to the bone by the time I reach our secret hangout spot, a massive tree house atop one of the tallest trees in the forest surrounding the school premises. This is the place Rufio, Phoenix, and I come to when we want to relax. Bryce knows the location, but he never comes here. I’ve known him almost my entire life, but the guy is still an enigma.

      The shadows, a side effect of my premonition gift, are stronger than ever today. The ancient Egyptian bracelets I wear in order to keep a leash on the power I can’t control yet are barely effective right now. As a matter of fact, the shadows have been relentless since I crossed paths with Daisy, which only makes me more certain that she’s bad news.

      I’m not surprised when I find Rufio and Phoenix already lounging in the comfortable chairs in the main area of our recreational hideout. Sure, we share an apartment, but Bryce frowns upon certain things we do to entertain ourselves, such as the use of Silver-voltage, our drug of choice. The stronger we are on the Idol power scale, the less susceptible we are to most drugs. Silver-voltage is the only thing that affects us.

      “Where have you been?” Phoenix looks at me before he sprays Silver-voltage on his shirt sleeve and brings it to his nose.

      “Dealing with a fucking situation.” I drop into the empty chair and grab the fleece blanket that was lying on the floor. The fucking shadows always make me cold.

      “What situation?” Rufio watches me intensely, toying with the bottle of Silver-voltage in his hand.

      “Alicia Stones overdosed on Silver-voltage.”

      Phoenix shakes his head. “Stupid bitch.”

      Rufio narrows his eyes to slits. “And how was that your problem? Please don’t tell me you were the one who gave her a dose.”

      I give him a droll stare. “When have you ever seen me mingling with Fringes? No, I didn’t give her Silver-voltage, but I ended up having to take care of the girl anyway thanks to Daisy.”

      Both Rufio and Phoenix sit straighter in their chairs.

      “What does Daisy have anything to do with Alicia?” Rufio asks.

      “She found her in the pool area. She was carrying Alicia to the infirmary when I bumped into her.”

      “Wait, Daisy was helping Alicia? Why?” Phoenix asks.

      “Don’t fucking know. But I’ll tell you one thing, she’s definitely not your garden-variety Norm, and that’s not my gift talking. That girl doesn’t intimidate that easily.”

      “She was immune to your powers?” Phoenix raises an eyebrow as he offers me the Silver-voltage bottle in his hand.

      “Didn’t test that yet.” I spray the clear liquid on my shirt and take a deep breath of the fumes. It’s like inhaling cheap perfume. Almost immediately, the shadows retreat and my body temperature returns to normal. The tension in my limbs vanishes too.

      “Why not?” Rufio asks.

      His question gives me pause. I could’ve easily scared the girl this morning and sent her packing. But something held me back. Maybe it was morbid curiosity.

      “I want to see how far we can push her before she caves. Using my power on her would be too easy,” I reply.

      Rufio snorts, which earns him a curious look from Phoenix.

      “I’ve been meaning to ask you. What the hell was that all about in math class?” Phoenix asks.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Rufio’s expression reveals nothing.

      “Really? You wanted to kill the girl a few days ago, and yesterday you were more than happy to lend her your tablet,” Phoenix continues.

      “I didn’t think she’d be able to solve that math problem.” Rufio’s lips curl into a wicked smile. “Are you jealous, bro?”

      Phoenix laughs. “Jealous? Of you? Give me a break. I’ll have little Daisy wrapped around my finger by the end of the week. You should’ve seen how turned on she was when I sent her a little preview of what’s to come.” The idiot wiggles his eyebrows up and down.

      I shake my head. I have yet to see a girl, be her a Norm, Fringe, or Idol, who’s resisted his charms.

      Rufio leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Do you want to put money on it?”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Are you really going to do that again? See who can sleep with the fresh meat first?” I roll my eyes, sinking down farther in my chair.

      Phoenix shrugs. “Why not? It’s always fun to trick an idiotic girl into believing we care.”

      “No, that’s not what I’m talking about,” Rufio says. “Seducing a Norm chick would be too easy. The game is making her fall in love.”

      “And why do you think that would be a challenge? Girls fall in love with you two every day,” I point out.

      Rufio leans back in his chair, smiling smugly. “I’m a pretty good reader of people, and Daisy hates us as much as we hate her.”

      I watch my friend through narrowed slits. “So, is that going to be your revenge against her? Breaking her heart? I have to say, it’s a little tame for you. Where’s the blood?”

      “Oh, don’t worry. Once the vipers in school learn Phoenix and I are vying for little Daisy’s attention, they’ll bring the sticks and stones.” Rufio laces his fingers behind his head. “All I have to do is sit back and watch.”

      My chest feels tight all of a sudden. I recognize the reaction immediately for what it is, my premonition gift manifesting. If I hadn’t taken Silver-voltage, I could be having a vision right now. Thankfully it’s been months since I last had one.

      Rufio’s plan is diabolical and seemingly foolproof, but the feeling of doom hanging over my head tells me things are not going to pan out as he plans. But nothing I can say will dissuade him from his idea. And if I jolt his memory and tell him what he did to Daisy in Unearthly Desires, it’ll only make matters worse.

      “Challenge accepted,” Phoenix says. “So whoever gets Daisy to say ‘I love you’ first wins.”

      Rufio shakes his head. “Girls lie all the time. She has to show her love, not tell.”

      Phoenix rubs his chin. “And who’s going to be the judge of that?”

      They both turn to me.

      “Oh fuck no,” I say.

      “Come on, dude. With your perceptive nature, you’re the only one who can tell for real,” Phoenix argues.

      “Ask Bryce.” I cross my arms in front of my chest.

      “My brother lives mostly in his head rather than out in the real world. It has to be you, Morpheus,” Rufio insists.

      I drop my chin, focusing on the pattern on the blanket still wrapped around my shoulders. “Shit. You’re not going to stop pestering me until I agree, are you?”

      “Nope,” Phoenix replies.

      “Fine. I’ll be the judge of your idiotic game. But you’d better make it happen fast. I don’t want to waste half a semester paying attention to some Norm chick.”

      Especially when I have to study twice as hard as everyone else to get good grades. All this Idol power didn’t guarantee a brilliant mind. I wonder if my struggles with academia are punishment for what my mother did. It’s definitely the reason my father looks at me as if I were anathema. Never mind that he’s a level five Fringe and should kiss the ground I walk on. But it’s me who grovels for his affection.

      More often than not, I hate being an Idol. But that’s a secret no one will ever know.
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      “So, did you find out anything?” Toby asks before he takes a huge bite of his sandwich.

      I drop on the bench across from him. We’re having lunch outside at one of the picnic tables. It’s another hot day, and we’re the only fools here. Not even the oak tree’s shade is helping much. But the school cafeteria is as safe as a war zone. Despite the absence of Phoenix, Rufio, and Morpheus—the three Idols who hate my guts—the hostility vibe was still off the charts. If I thought Idols in Hawk City were bad, the students at Gifted Academy are ten times worse. I wouldn’t put it past someone making me choke on my food.

      Toby was the one who suggested we sit outside. I’m still trying to figure him out. He’s a Fringe, but he’s nice. Not all Fringes are assholes, but I’m not sure if Toby’s niceness is genuine or not.

      “No. The nurse thought I was nuts for asking about Alicia. She said no one had come to see her today before I showed up, which means Morpheus didn’t take her there.”

      I only told Toby about the part where I asked Morpheus to take the girl to the infirmary. I never mentioned that the dark-eyed boy tried to choke me to death after. I don’t know Toby well enough yet, but he’s the only friendly person here. I don’t want to scare him away by disclosing that I’m on the shit list of the likes of Morpheus and Rufio. He already knows about Phoenix—sort of.

      Toby chews his food slowly while his eyes turn calculating. After he swallows, he says, “I think I know what Alicia’s problem was. If I’m right, Morpheus would never take her to an authority figure.”

      “What’s your theory?”

      “She must have taken Silver-voltage.”

      “What’s that? A drug?” I pluck a potato chip from the bag.

      “Yup. A highly potent drug that’s super popular among Idols. It’s extremely dangerous for anyone else. Fringes aren’t powerful enough to handle the substance, and it’s deadly to Norms.”

      “Is that fact well known? I mean, could she have taken it without being aware of the side effects?” I take a sip of my freshly squeezed orange juice. It’s a luxury to me.

      “Are you kidding me? Of course it’s well known. Sometimes Idols will dare Fringes to take Silver-voltage. But often, the idiots get the drug themselves.”

      “What does the drug do?” Norm kids take drugs as well—marijuana, cocaine, heroin—but those wouldn’t affect Idols at all.

      “Well, since I’m not a moron, I don’t have firsthand knowledge, but I’ve heard people say it’s like they’re floating. Others will tell you they get euphoric and hyper. I think the side effects are different for each Idol, depending on their abilities.”

      I nibble on my lower lip. “Why would anyone choose to get high in the gym alone? Don’t you find that strange?”

      Toby nods. “Oh yeah. Definitely strange. I’d bet a limb she wasn’t alone. Alicia is a level four Fringe.” Toby stops suddenly and cocks his head. “Are you familiar with the classification of Fringes and Idols?”

      I know them inside out, but very few Norms do. All they care to know is to stay away from Idols and mistrust Fringes. My knowledge comes from Dad’s diary, so I can’t tell Toby the truth.

      “I know a little.”

      “Right. So basically all Fringes and Idols have demigod blood running through their veins, but the lineage is stronger for Idols; therefore, they’re more powerful. The closer they are to their demigod forefathers, the stronger they are.”

      “So, what’s the strongest level for Idols?” I ask.

      Dad’s diary said the strongest level of power recorded was eighteen, but he wasn’t sure if the Idol was truly an Idol or actually a demigod. He said the most powerful Idols were usually in the fourteen range.

      “The Idol history books say eighteen, but no one has ever seen an Idol that powerful. So I’d say for sure seventeen.”

      “Really? I don’t think I’ve ever come across an Idol stronger than the fourteen range.” That’s what I peg Rufio and his friends to be, at least.

      Toby drops his half-eaten sandwich on the food tray and gives me a droll stare. “What are you talking about? Of course you have.”

      “Who?” My stomach clenches painfully. I can guess who he’s going to say.

      “The Magnificent Four.”

      “Huh?”

      “Rufio, Morpheus, Phoenix, and Bryce. Man, I think I’ve been too focused on showing you the ins and outs of the school. What you need is a lecture on Idol hierarchy. Rufio, Morpheus, and Phoenix are all level fifteen and the kings of school.”

      Crap on toast.

      “What about Bryce?”

      “Oh, he’s in a league of his own. He’s a fucking seventeen.”

      My jaw drops to the floor. I can’t believe I went to complain about noise to such a powerful Idol. He could’ve obliterated me with a snap of his fingers. Lucky me that he didn’t. But still, I’m on the shit list of not only the most powerful Idols in school, but the most powerful Idols ever. Damn, why do I have to be such an overachiever?

      Toby’s gaze travels past my shoulder. “Ah, fuck. Here comes Dreadzilla and her posse.”

      “Who?” I turn.

      A tall redhead is marching in our direction. She’s flanked by two other girls, including the one I almost came to blows with yesterday. Great.

      “Her name is Drusilla Dharma. Nasty to the bone. She’s a level twelve Idol. The blonde to her left, the one you pissed off already, is Cherise Blake, a level nine Fringe. And the other chick is Renata Pomme, a level ten Idol. You can ignore her; she’s too stupid to be an issue.”

      The three girls stop right in front of our table, all full of smirks and attitude.

      “So, you’re the new bitch Norm.” Drusilla gives me a once-over. “I’m kind of disappointed. I thought you’d be more… menacing-looking.”

      Queen bee cuts a chastising glance in Cherise’s direction. The girl flinches.

      “Do you want anything?” I ask.

      “Oh yeah, now that you mention it, I do want something.” She leans forward, bringing her mouth close to my ear. “I want you to pack your measly belongings and get your skank Norm ass out of my school.”

      She straightens up with a big plastic smile on her face.

      “Seriously?” I scoff. “You guys have nothing better to do than threaten me? How miserable are your lives?”

      “Our lives are not miserable,” Renata replies indignantly.

      With a huff and a glower, Drusilla turns to her friend. “What did I tell you, Renata? No talking unless I tell you to do so.”

      The brunette shrinks in on herself, keeping her gaze downcast.

      Who needs enemies when you have friends like Dreadzilla?

      I glance at Toby, who’s visibly tense.

      Long and sharp nails dig into my skin when Drusilla grabs me by the chin and forces me to look at her. “Leave Gifted Academy, or we’ll make your life hell.”

      My blood reaches boiling temperature. I yank her hand off me and stand up. “Don’t fucking touch me.”

      Drusilla’s green eyes widen, but the gesture only lasts a second before her gaze narrows to slits.

      “Kneel,” she says, only her voice sounds different, almost as if several people are speaking through her.

      My knees buckle under me. I fight the compulsion as hard as I can but end up stooping in front of the bitch anyway.

      “Drusilla, cut it out.” Toby forgets his lunch and stands.

      Shit. I don’t want him to get in trouble with these girls because of me.

      “Shut up, Fringe, or you’re next,” Drusilla snaps.

      “Let me go,” I say through clenched teeth.

      She laughs and her minions follow suit. “I think not. I like seeing dirty whores where they belong.”

      I’m shaking and sweating, but no matter how hard I try to break free from the Idol’s power, I can’t.

      “What’s going on here?” a masculine voice asks from behind the mean girls.

      They turn, allowing me to see who’s standing there in all his cruel beauty. Rufio. Fuck. The last thing I wanted was for him to witness my humiliation. Even so, my stomach begins to spiral out of control and a strange feeling hits my chest, taking my head for a spin. He’s hateful, so my reaction to seeing him is nothing but idiotic.

      In my defense, now that he’s not leveling me with a murderous stare, I can really pay attention to his looks. His hair is dark with long bangs that are styled in a messy way. His cheekbones are high, and his lips are full—and very kissable. Damn it. Why does he have to be so attractive? His friends are all too good-looking as well. It must be their closeness to the gods. No wonder they’re called the Magnificent Four. It’s almost as if their godly beauty is an attempt to hide their ugly hearts.

      Rufio’s tie is loose around his neck, and the top buttons of his shirt are undone, which just adds a devil-may-care vibe to his image. As if he needs extra sexy points.

      “Oh, Rufio. I’m just putting the Norm in her place,” Drusilla replies. Her tone has grown sweeter to the point that it might give me a toothache.

      “Let her go,” he replies, hard and cold. It leaves no room for argument.

      The compulsion keeping me on my knees evaporates. I quickly jump back to my feet and wipe the dirt from my legs, but my tension has doubled. Rufio’s presence here is even more reason for concern.

      Against my will, shakes rack my body as I wait for the Idol who wishes me dead to strike. I didn’t buy his kindness during math class for one second.

      Drusilla sashays toward Rufio, stopping only when she’s in front of him, invading his personal space.

      “I haven’t seen you around lately.” She places a manicured hand on his chest.

      Rufio drops his gaze to Drusilla’s face. Then, with a tsking sound, he pushes her off him and walks around her toward me.

      “Are you okay?” he asks as if he’s truly concerned. There’s nothing in his tone or expression that shows his duplicity. Even so, I’m wary. He may have an excellent poker face, but I know he can’t be trusted.

      “Yes, I’m fine.” I turn to my tray. I was only able to eat half my lunch before Drusilla showed up, but I’m no longer hungry.

      “Why are you asking if the Norm is okay? I don’t get it,” Drusilla’s friend asks, the one who Toby said wasn’t very bright. I’m beginning to agree with his assessment.

      Instead of answering her, Rufio simply looks over his shoulder and focuses on the ring leader. “You are to leave Daisy alone.”

      Drusilla’s eyebrows rise. “Uh, what?”

      “You heard me. Now move along.”

      Her eyes flash with so much hatred that I can feel it in my bones. Fuck. I just added another enemy to my ever-growing list. I really need to stop collecting them like they’re trading cards.

      With a huff, Drusilla turns on her heels and strides back into the building, followed by her friends.

      Rufio switches his attention back to me and gives me a crooked smile. His eyes are intense but devoid of animosity. It doesn’t matter. He takes my breath away whether he’s being truthful or a snake. As a matter of fact, his appreciative stare is worse than his murderous one. It dissolves my simmering rage, which is always on the surface like a steely armor, protecting me. I can’t let my guard down; always being on edge is what kept Rosie and me alive all these years.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      “I’m fine.” I cross my arms over my chest and then immediately drop them to my sides. Can’t show any sign that I’m afraid of him. “You didn’t need to intervene.”

      He arches one eyebrow. “Is that so? So are you telling me you were about to break free from Drusilla’s compulsion?”

      “I was working on it.”

      Toby clears his throat, and I turn to face him. He’s trying his best to tell me something with his eyes. Probably that he wants me to bite my tongue. I should. Rufio is powerful and obviously up to no good. No one goes from wanting to kill you to knight in shining armor in a matter of days.

      “Hi, Toby,” Rufio says, his tone as easygoing as a summer breeze.

      “Hi. Uh, we need to go or we’ll be late for class.” Toby grabs his tray and urges me with his eyes to do the same.

      “What class do you have now?” Rufio asks.

      “PE,” I reply.

      “Oh, goodie. I’ll tag along.”

      “You don’t take PE.” Toby furrows his eyebrows, watching Rufio with suspicion now.

      Rufio shoves his hands in his pockets and shrugs. “It’s a free period for me next.” He glances at me. “I have a feeling this will be an interesting class.”

      What the hell does he mean by that?
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      It doesn’t take long to understand what Rufio’s game is. He obviously didn’t grow a heart in the span of two days. No, sociopaths like him don’t know the meaning of the word empathy.

      First, he lent me his tablet yesterday, no doubt betting I wouldn’t be able to solve the math problem. Today, he’s taking a cue from Phoenix’s book: reject the queen bee in my favor and paint a bull’s-eye on my back. The glares and sneers I receive from every single female student I encounter on the way to the gymnasium is just a prelude of what’s to come. So he’s not only an asshole, he’s a lazy asshole. He can’t even bring himself to exact revenge for a slight I didn’t commit; he’ll just use his many admirers to do his dirty work for him.

      Well, bring it on, bitches.

      He’s walking next to me, exuding all the confidence someone with his power and looks is born with. He didn’t have to change since he’s not in our class, but he waited for Toby and me to do so. I was lucky that the girls’ locker room was empty when I had to use it.

      I don’t glance in his direction, and I don’t fall for his attempts to strike up a conversation. I actually want to see how long he’ll keep up the façade before he caves in and shows his true colors.

      “You’re not a very chatty person, are you, Daisy?” he asks loudly when we’re walking by a cluster of girls.

      Jerk.

      “Considering the first time we met, you wanted to kill me, no, I’m not in the mood to talk with you.”

      “Ouch. I guess I deserve that.” He chuckles.

      Gosh, the sound is aggravating and alluring at the same time. You can’t fall for his bullshit, Daisy. This is a trap.

      “We’re here,” Toby announces in front of the metal double doors. There’s a note attached to one of them.

      Rufio reaches over, getting into my personal space, and plucks the sheet of paper from the door.

      “It says students should head to the tennis court outside,” he says.

      “Let me see that.” Toby yanks the paper from Rufio’s hand. It seems he’s forgotten who the guy is already, or maybe he’s buying into Rufio’s fake friendly ways. “I can’t fucking believe it. They want us to exercise outside in this heat?”

      “It’s not going to be that bad,” I say. “Come on, or we’ll be late.”

      We retrace our steps, and less than two minutes later, we’re back in the scorching heat of Saturn’s Bay. A group of students is already gathered on the tennis court. They switch their attention to us when we approach. Animosity is rolling out in waves from the group, even from the guys.

      “Ah, Miss Woods and Mr. Macintosh. I’m glad you could finally join us,” a stocky woman in beige shorts and a white polo T-shirt addresses us.

      “Sorry for the slight delay, Miss Piccolo. We didn’t know the class’s location had changed,” Toby replies.

      The PE teacher focuses on Rufio. “And what are you doing here, Mr. Kent?”

      “I have a free period, Miss Piccolo. I was just showing Daisy the grounds. You know, being helpful.”

      The woman narrows her eyes. Yeah, she’s not buying Rufio’s garbage either. Unfortunately, her female students are eating up every word he says, which means they’ll be gunning for me as soon as I turn my back to them.

      “Fine. If you want to suffer under this bloody heat with us, so be it. Miss Wood and Mr. Macintosh, get in line already.” She motions to where she wants us to go.

      With quick steps, Toby and I join the other students. When Miss Piccolo turns to adjust the tennis ball machine at the end of the court, Toby asks the guy closest to us, “Do you know why we’re having tennis class today?”

      The lanky kid with a mop of dark curly hair watches me with resentment. “It’s all thanks to the weakling next to you.”

      “Me?” I ask. “What do I have to do with it?”

      “You’re too feeble to handle a team sport. Our principal doesn’t want you to break on the first week of school.”

      “I didn’t ask her to change the schedule,” I reply, feeling frustrated. “Besides, I’m not as fragile as I look.”

      The kid takes a step in my direction. “Oh, is that a dare?”

      “Back off, Conan.” Rufio moves in front of me, blocking the guy from advancing any more.

      I tilt my body to the side so I can see Conan’s reaction. His skin is paler now, and gone is the arrogance from before.

      “Rufio, I’m sorry, man. I didn’t know she was yours.”

      The small hairs on the back on my neck stand on end. I’m his? No one owns me, so Conan’s statement leaves me fuming. But before I can dig my grave further and voice my indignation out loud, Miss Piccolo commands our attention.

      “Okay, everybody. Listen up. I know the last thing you want is to stand out in this heat and hit some balls, but the quicker we get this over with, the quicker you can return to your chilled quarters.”

      “This is a disgrace. I already know how to play tennis,” a girl with pink hair and thick bangs protests. “That’s a sport for babies, or feeble Norms.” She glares at me.

      “I’ll show you feeble, bitch,” I mutter under my breath.

      Rufio chuckles, reminding me that he’s still super close.

      “I’m pretty sure you could put that Fringe girl in her place, Daisy,” Rufio replies softly. My name rolls off his tongue like smooth whiskey, giving me goose bumps.

      I sidestep, increasing the distance between us.

      The line to hit the tennis ball moves along faster than I anticipated. It seems most students know their way around a tennis racket. My guess is that they’ve been practicing the sport since they were out of diapers. I’m not an idiot when it comes to sports, but learning to play tennis wasn’t a priority for me. I concentrated on extracurricular activities that gave me an edge, a way to defend myself.

      My turn comes up pretty quickly, and I find myself unsure as I hold the tennis racket in my hand and prepare to hit some balls. The weight of a dozen pairs of eyes is not helping me gain confidence. I’ve never done this before, so there’s a high chance I’m going to mess up. I’m delighted that it’ll happen in front of all these people who loathe me.

      “Miss Woods, have you ever played tennis before?” Miss Piccolo asks.

      “No.”

      “I figured. Well, there’s no secret to it. That machine on the other side will launch balls in your direction. All you have to do is hit them.”

      She attempts to correct my grip on the tennis racket and my stance before she steps away. My palms are sweaty, and it has nothing to do with the heat. I try to ignore the snickers and mean remarks from the other students, but I’m having a hard time creating a buffer around me.

      When the first tennis ball comes my way, I’m too slow and end up hitting empty air. The mocking laughter becomes louder, and I’m not proud to say it’s totally getting to me. My face is hot, and there’s a buzzing in my ears.

      I miss the next three balls, and now I’m not only mortified but also pissed as hell. The urge to throw the damn racket into the distance is grand. I swear I had the last ball pinned down.

      The PE teacher tries to help me out again, but she doesn’t understand it’s not lack of coordination that’s preventing me from hitting the target. It’s almost like the damn machine is sending curve balls my way.

      “Miss Piccolo, perhaps I can assist Daisy.” Rufio steps away from the sideline and approaches us.

      The laughter gives way to utter silence, and all attention diverts to Rufio. Even I’m riveted on him. There’s something different about the Idol now, almost like he’s surrounded by an aura of power. The atmosphere crackles around him. Once again, my traitorous body reacts in a hateful way—I’m short of breath, and radioactive butterflies are fluttering maniacally in my stomach.

      No, I can’t allow my hormones to cloud my judgment. Yes, the guy is hotter than sin, but he’s cruel, and he’s most definitely out to get me.

      “Be my guest.” The woman throws her hands up in the air, giving up on me already.

      What a great program they have here. My former PE teacher was ten times more patient than Miss Piccolo.

      Rufio lips curl into a mischievous smile as he breaches the final distance between us.

      “Why are you so smug?” I ask.

      His eyebrows rise as if my question surprises him.

      “I’m not smug. Now, do you want to learn to play tennis or not?” He strips his jacket off and then rolls up his shirt’s sleeves. Desire licks the base of my spine, and I’m going out on a limb here that everything Rufio is doing is on purpose. He knows the effect he has on the opposite sex. The mystery is why I’m falling prey to his charms.

      “I just want this humiliation to be over.”

      Rufio walks around me and positions himself at my back, awfully close. My spine becomes taut in an instant. He traces my forearm with his fingers, leaving a trail of goose bumps in its wake, which doesn’t help at all. I stop breathing for a second.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      Without answering, he engulfs me in a hug, sending my heartbeat skyrocketing. I’m a second away from elbowing his stomach in order to break free when the intention of his close proximity becomes obvious.

       "You’re holding the racket wrong." He guides my hands down the racket handle and then steps even closer to me. Now my back is flush against his chest. "Relax, I'm not going to bite you."

      "No, you're just going to blow me to smithereens," I reply under my breath.

      "If this is about the incident at the diner, I know the pie to the face wasn't your doing."

      "Oh, and whose fault was it, then?"

      "Phoenix's."

      "Of course it was."

      "Mr. Kent. Are you helping Daisy or just wanted to cop a feel?" Miss Piccolo asks from the other side of the court. 

      Heat surges to my face.

      Rufio chuckles. "Don't mind her. She's jealous because she's not getting any."

      "You're not getting any either." I attempt to break from Rufio's grasp, but he only holds me tighter.

      Seemingly not satisfied, he brings his mouth close to my ear. “I’m not so sure about—"

      He stops talking abruptly and takes a whiff of my neck. My eyes close involuntarily as a chill runs down my spine. Rufio gasps—a sound I could never imagine he was capable of making—right before he lets go of me as if I’ve electrocuted him somehow.

      Miss Piccolo turns on the machine just as I'm turning to see what the hell is wrong with the guy. The tennis ball ends up hitting my right shoulder, and I yelp. 

      "Daisy!" Toby exclaims, and then he runs toward me.

      Clutching my shoulder, I watch Rufio stalk away from the tennis court without a glance back. Wow, he couldn't keep up the lie for even an hour. 

      "Daisy, are you okay?" Toby steps into my line of vision, forcing me to forget about Rufio for a moment.

      "Yeah, I'm fine."

      "Miss Woods. That was absolutely reckless of you," Miss Piccolo says, glaring from the other side of the court. "You could’ve been seriously hurt."

      "I'm sorry," I reply meekly.

      "What did you expect from a stupid Norm?" the pink-haired girl replies.

      "No one asked for your option, Miss Winters." Miss Piccolo turns her glare on the annoying Fringe.

      "I think I should take Daisy to see the nurse. That was a hard hit," Toby suggests.

      Miss Piccolo nods. "Yes, I think that's best."

      “What about the rest of us? Do we still need to suffer under this heat? We were only here because of the new girl," Conan says.

      He's still acting much nicer despite Rufio's departure.

      "Well, I suppo—"

      A scream in the crowd cuts off what Miss Piccolo was about to say. Everyone in line turns toward the noise. A mousy girl is now covering her mouth with both hands as she stares at the crumpled form of the pink-haired Fringe.

      "Oh, for fuck's sake." Miss Piccolo runs toward the girl on the ground. 

      I exchange a worried glance with Toby before doing the same. 

      "Stay back." Miss Piccolo pushes the students out of her way and then crouches next to the unconscious girl. "What happened?"

      "I don't know," the mousy girl replies. "One moment Stella was laughing at the Norm chick, and then the next, her nose started to bleed and she passed out."

      I'm finally close enough to see the Fringe's blood-smeared face. Alicia also bled through her nose before she dropped half dead on top of me. 

      Unable to resist, I ask, "Did her eyes roll back into their sockets before she fainted?"

      Stella's friend furrows her eyebrows. "Yes. How did you know?"

      I open my mouth to reply, but Toby elbows my arm and answers before I can.

      "Lucky guess. Miss Piccolo, do you need help taking Stella to the infirmary?" 

      The PE teacher glowers at Toby. "Of course not." She lifts Stella easily into her arms and addresses the crowd. "I want everyone to return to the main building immediately."

      She doesn't wait for us to acknowledge her command before she strides off the tennis court. Stella's friend follows the teacher close behind.

      When Miss Piccolo is out of earshot, everyone begins to speak at once. The word on everyone's tongue is Silver-voltage.
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      I'm going to kill those motherfuckers. I can't believe they left me in the dark for three days about what went down in Unearthly Desires. Three fucking days! Now Bryce's question on Monday morning makes sense. He wanted to know if I remembered anything. 

      Son of a bitch. 

      I can't believe I was all over Daisy like a hobo on a hotdog and I didn’t recognize her. If I had, I most likely would’ve killed her with my bare hands. I wouldn't even have used my powers. Now that the memories have returned, I no longer want to kill her, only destroy her, and for entirely different reasons.

      I want her. Despite that she's a Norm who doesn't know her place, I want the girl like she’s a goddess sent from heaven. This is not a simple carnal desire that can be taken care of with a simple hookup. A deep-seated craving hit me out of nowhere when I smelled her sweet scent on the tennis court, and a blazing fever swept over my body. If I hadn't taken off immediately, I might have thrown her over my shoulder and brought her back to my room.

      I don't bother returning to school. I need to get my shit in order before I see Daisy again. She can't ever know the momentary power she had over me.

      No one is home when I burst through the apartment’s door. Good. I'm not in the mood to see or speak to anyone, mainly because my friends would be able to tell something is definitely wrong with me.

      Despite the apartment's emptiness, I don't stop until I'm in my bedroom, closing the door with enough force that it rattles the walls. The mirror hanging above my dresser falls, shattering in a thousand pieces as it hits the top of the dresser first before tumbling down onto the floor.

      Great. Seven years of bad luck. Like I need more horseshit in my life.

      I step over the glass shards and head for the bathroom. I need a cold shower to calm the fuck down.

      My uniform comes off with hard yanks, and I won't be surprised if I turned it into rags. 

      I brace both hands against the tiled walls and glance down. The water is ice cold when I step under the stream, and yet my body still feels like it's a furnace. The image of Daisy dancing half naked on that stage at Unearthly Desires is forefront in my mind. She was breathtaking, beautiful, sexy as hell. Everything a Norm shouldn't be.

      My cock doesn't care that I hate the girl, that I'm supposed to destroy her. It's standing at attention, rock hard. I wrap my fingers around the shaft and perversely imagine it's Daisy's hand pumping me up and down. A low hiss escapes my lips. I can't remember the last time I needed to jerk off in order to maintain my sanity. But here I am, eyes closed, groaning as my hand does the job I know won't help me much. This kind of need can only be satiated by the one who instigated it.

      My imagination takes over, and suddenly it’s Daisy's mouth that’s wrapped around my cock. In my mind, her tongue is warm and expert. I grab her hair and yank hard enough to hurt. She locks her gaze with mine, and her lust-infused eyes are not submissive. No, she's watching me like she’s always done since we've met. With defiance. 

      The release comes swiftly. I yell as I milk my orgasm, hating that I wish Daisy was here, on her knees, challenging me.

      When I've emptied myself on the wet floor, I finally open my eyes. In the throes of my release, I punched a hole through the wall. She got me that riled up.

      Destroying her is no longer a matter of saying a big “fuck you” to the Knights and their propaganda. It’s a matter of self-preservation.

      If I don’t destroy her, she’ll destroy me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      PHOENIX

      Rufio thinks he has this bet in the bag, but I know he won’t be able to keep up the charade for too long. When he learns about the Unearthly Desires event, he’ll be furious, which will naturally lead him to blow the deal with Daisy.

      I’m counting the minutes until I see the Norm again. This damn physics class is boring me to tears. I don’t know why Idol society insists that we learn the same curriculum as Fringes and Norms do. We aren’t the same. We can do things those with little or no power at all can’t possibly imagine.

      Thank goodness the new school board insisted Idols take extra classes tailored to honing our special abilities. It’s the only thing that makes Gifted Academy bearable. Well, that and my bet against Rufio.

      I bring Daisy’s class schedule up on my laptop screen. She’s in PE right now, but after that is advanced English lit with Bryce and me. A small smile blossoms on my lips. I can’t wait to give little Daisy another visual of what’s to come. I’ve never had to chase a girl before; this change of pace is refreshing.

      Fifteen minutes before class is over, my phone pings with a message from my father. It only says ‘I need you now.’ Nausea swirls in my stomach. With a hard clench of my jaw, I turn my phone off and pretend I didn’t see anything. It’s a childish move on my part, since he has other ways to get in touch with me.

      Like clockwork, the tattoo on my wrist begins to burn.

      No, not right now. Damn it.

      I pull my jacket sleeve down, even though the tattoo is completely covered. The burning is bearable at first, but it increases the longer I ignore the call. He won’t stop until I do what he wants. He hasn’t bothered me in weeks, so it was stupid of me to not foresee that he would be calling soon.

      I’m able to endure five minutes of pure agony before I finally jump out of my chair and head for the door.

      “Where do you think you’re going, Mr. Westbrook?”

      “Going to see the nurse,” I reply through clenched teeth.

      I don’t wait to hear the teacher’s reply. Once I’m out in the hallway, I veer to the janitor’s closet I’ve used several times before for hookups.

      Leaning against the closed door, I don't turn the lights on. My breathing is erratic, so I loosen the tie around my neck. Disgust sits in the pit of my stomach like a week-old porridge.

      I touch the tattoo before my father loses his patience and decides to pay me a personal visit. As bad as it is that he forces me to send him the disturbing visions he craves so much, it's better than having to perform the act in person.

      The burning stops almost immediately. With a deep inhale, I set up the scene. I'm in my father's office, the odious man's preferred setting. He's sitting behind his desk, watching me with a smug smile on his lips.

      "When I say I need you, I expect to be answered right away," he says. 

      I'm in complete control of the visions I send, including the lines. But I know what the man likes—fuck, I've been doing this shit for almost seven years now. 

      "I was in the middle of class."

      "Spare me your excuses." He flattens his palms on the desk and stands up. "Take off your clothes."

      I obey his command like the good boy I am, but in the back of my mind, I’m always plotting the day I’ll kill him. I've imagined a thousand ways to off the man, and in all of them, I make him suffer to the point that he begs for the end. It's a dream that I don't see how to fulfill, though. Not until I find a way to remove the tattoo on my wrist—the proverbial shackles that prevent me from removing the man's heart with my bare hands.

      I strip naked and wait for him to slowly walk toward me. Even knowing the scene isn't real, shakes run through my body. I bite the inside of my cheek to distract me from the nausea. Puking all over my father's pristine suit won't do, even if this is all happening in his head.

      He stops in front of me, invading my space. I know exactly what's going to happen next. There's no need to be creative. The monster who spawned me always wants the same thing: my utter humiliation. He reaches behind my head and grabs a handful of hair, yanking it hard and forcing my face up.

      "You've been a terrible son. You know what to do."

      "Yes, Father."

      He lets go of me so I can do my thing. I drop to my knees, and for the thousandth time, I wish to die.
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            Daisy

          

        

      

    

    
      Everyone is still talking about what happened to Stella in PE class when I head to English lit. class. Since the tennis lesson was cut short, I had time to run back to my dorm room and shower there. The idea of showering in the locker room, being naked and vulnerable surrounded by girls who hate me, is not my idea of fun.

      I won't be able to avoid doing that for long, so I have to come up with a way to cope, or at least acquire some type of protection, like pepper spray. I know Idols are immune to most if not all Norm-made weapons, but Dad's diary didn’t mention that some good old-fashioned spiced water wouldn’t work.

      I'm the first one in the classroom, so I head to the back. Let's see if I can survive the two-hour lecture without drawing attention to myself.

      I let out a snort. Wishful thinking, Daisy.

      I pull a notebook and pen from my bag, but the action is automatic. My brain is still glued to Rufio's odd reaction, then on what happened to that Fringe girl. I can't help but question if Stella took the dangerous drug on a dare or if she was stupid enough to do it on her own.

      I get lost in my head and don't realize I'm chewing on the end of my pen when a masculine voice to my left says, "If you’re hungry, I have a chocolate bar in my bag."

      I jolt in my seat as I turn, finding Bryce watching me in a scrutinizing manner. All previous thoughts occupying my head vanish in a split second. In their place, the image of Bryce dropping his damn towel is all I see.

      "What?" I ask stupidly.

      "You were eating your pen. I thought you might be hungry." He fishes a candy bar out of his backpack. "So, chocolate?"

      I don't think he’s mocking me. He seems sincere. But I shake my head anyway. "No, thank you."

      He leans back against the chair and unwraps the treat. "Good. More for me." He takes a large bite of the dark chocolate while he stares at the whiteboard.

      Unable to keep my mouth shut, I ask, "You have a sweet tooth, don't you?"

      He switches his attention back to me but only answers after he swallows. "What makes you say that?"

      There's no humor in his tone nor his eyes. He clearly has no clue why I'm asking him that. 

      "Wild guess." I open the notebook to a random blank page and fix my gaze on it, trying my best to ignore the fact that Bryce is staring a hole through my face.

      Seconds go by, until finally he says, "Can you bake?"

      I set my pen down and look at him. "I don't claim to be an expert, but I get by."

      "Can you bake a pie?" He leans forward, his monotone voice finally showing a hint of excitement.

      I can't help the chuckle that escapes my lips. "Yes. So, pie is your weakness, huh?"

      His eyebrows furrow, and his lips become nothing but a thin flat line. Shit. I forgot who I was speaking to. 

      "I don't have a weakness." He faces forward again and watches the influx of students as they slowly come in. 

      My remark only served to earn Bryce's silent treatment. I'll take that as retaliation any time. Better than what his friends have tried before.

      Phoenix walks in at that precise moment, exuding sex appeal and something far more dangerous than that. There’s something different about him today. One quick glance at his face tells me he's in a foul mood.

      Great.

      Before I can avert my stare, our gazes lock, and I see a storm of bad emotions shining in his beautiful green eyes. There’s a coiled anger surrounding his frame, and I can tell it won’t take much to unleash the beast. Involuntarily, I shrink into myself.

      He smirks perversely as he pulls out the chair next to mine. “Daisy, you have no idea how glad I am to see you again.”

      He’s goading me, but my self-preservation instincts have finally kicked in, so I don’t reply to his statement.

      “What? Cat got your tongue?” he asks.

      The teacher enters the classroom just in time, giving me the perfect excuse to not answer him. Phoenix chuckles, and from my periphery, I catch the shake of his head.

      The class progresses without incident for at least an hour, and I finally begin to relax. The teacher, Mr. Amaro, gave out an assignment at the beginning of class that we’re supposed to hand over by the end of today's lecture. The task is simple: write an essay about an event in our own lives that draws parallels to any of the classics we're supposed to read this term. 

      I have so many life-altering experiences that it's difficult to choose. I stick to a more recent one, about the time I moved to Saturn's Bay and started working at Poppy's Joint. Despite Poppy's big secret, I still consider my time working for him the best days of my life since my parents' death.

      With a smile on my face, I begin to write about a particular evening when one of Felicity's ex-boyfriends came into the diner accompanied by another woman. I'm fairly good in most subjects, but English is where I excel. I love reading and writing, so I don't care that it's going to take me twice as long to write a two-thousand-word essay by hand. I get in the zone almost immediately, losing myself in the story.

      I only have a couple of paragraphs left to write when the paper vanishes and I find myself in a different place. There's a balcony to my right, and from where I'm currently sitting, I can see the view of the Saturn's Bay harbor. I quickly take in my surroundings. I'm sitting on a satin-sheet-covered bed, and with a gasp, I realize I'm wearing a black silk slip.

      Fuck me. I'm in one of Phoenix's visions. 

      The door ahead opens, and Phoenix walks in wearing nothing but boxer shorts.

      "Hello, sweet Daisy."

      I want to jump out of bed and demand that he get out of my head at once, but in his vision, I have no control. I'm just a puppet at his mercy. So my butt stays glued to the bed as I watch him prance my way with a devilish smile on his full lips. My throat becomes dry, and the fluttering inside my chest is real—I know that much.

      "Phoenix," I breathe out.

      "You have no idea how much I've waited to get you alone." He stops in front of me and peers down. "You look lovely in that little thing."

      "Thanks."

      My gaze drops to his crotch, which is at my eye level now. His erection is straining against the cotton fabric of his underwear, begging to be set free. 

      "Go ahead. Touch me." He runs his fingers through my hair, sending a shiver down my spine.

      I lick my lips and pull his boxer shorts down. His rock-hard cock springs free. I reach for the shaft, loving the feel of its smooth strength under my fingers.

      "Come on, Daisy. Have a taste. I know you're dying to."

      I lick his length from the base to the tip. Phoenix lets out a hiss when I wrap my mouth around the head and suck him. 

      My conscience is screaming at me, but the Daisy from the vision is enjoying every bit of the action. All she cares about is pleasuring Phoenix.

      "Fuck, Daisy. Your mouth feels amazing on my cock." He yanks my hair back, pulling me away from him. It hurts a little, but it’s the kind of pain that only augments the pleasure. 

      "What is it?" I ask.

      "You will finish me off one day, but in the real world. Right now, I have other plans for you."

      He pulls his boxer shorts up, covering his erection, and then drops to his knees. He doesn't break eye contact as he pushes my legs open wider. Cool air hits my pussy, making me aware that I'm not wearing any panties. He caresses the tops my thighs with the tips of his fingers, bunching up the fabric of the slip until I'm completely naked from the waist down.

      The real me is mortified and angry as hell, but the Daisy from Phoenix's imagination is breathing hard and totally into the Idol's seduction game.

      "What are you doing?" I ask, like I don't know.

      Ugh. Why does he have to make me sound like an airhead bimbo?

      Daisy, that's the least of your concerns right now.

      "You had a taste. Now it's my turn."

      He smiles and then leans forward, going straight for the kill. His tongue darts out and licks my bundle of nerves. I buckle with the contact, but his hand on my hips keeps me in place. Phoenix continues his torture, sucking and licking with the expertise of a manwhore. 

      I throw my head back and curl my fingers around the satin sheets. Tension keeps building between my legs until it feels like I'm free-falling. When the climax hits, my entire body disintegrates into tiny pieces that scatter in the wind. I don't know where I am or my own name for a couple of seconds. I've had orgasms before, but nothing as earth-shattering as this. 

      Slowly, my body becomes whole again, but the throbbing between my legs is still there.

      "Miss Woods, control yourself." The stern male voice penetrates my brain.

      Phoenix and the motel room vanishes and I'm back in the classroom. Everyone is staring at me. Some students have their mouths wide open; others are laughing at me. Mr. Amaro, however, is so angry, he almost has smoke coming out of his ears.

      "What happened?" I ask, still light-headed from the vision.

      "Did you just come?" a leering guy sitting a couple of rows ahead asks.

      I sit straighter in my chair. "What?"

      Next to me, Phoenix laughs. "Oh yeah, she did."

      I whip around to face him so fast, I might have pulled a muscle. "What did you do?"

      He raises his eyebrows, the epitome of innocence. "Why, Daisy, don't sound so offended. I only did what you begged me to."

      With a gasp, I cover my mouth. Understanding finally dawns on me. The vision was a lie, but my reaction to it was very real. Phoenix brought me to an orgasm, and I must have moaned out loud as I climaxed. Shame washes over me. On a knee-jerk reaction, I jump out of my seat, pushing the chair with such force that it tips over.

      "Where do you think you’re going, Miss Woods?" Mr. Amaro asks.

      I stride up the aisle, and with each step, my humiliation grows. 

      "Miss Woods, return to your seat at once." 

      I ignore the man as I yank the door open and break into a run. Free from all those judgmental glares, the tears finally break free. I knew coming to Gifted Academy was going to be hard, but knowing and experiencing are too different things. Honestly, I'd take a beating over humiliation any day.

      I'm blinded by tears when I round the corner and collide with Morpheus, of all people. I bounce off him like a racquetball against the wall.

      "Watch where you’re—"

      "Save it, okay?" I snap.

      Without pausing, I walk around him and resume my escape. He saw me crying, which sucks, but at least he didn't try to stop me. I run like the devil is after me, and by the time I reach the dorm building and my floor, I’m panting breathlessly. My hand is shaking when I attempt to unlock the door, and I can’t insert the key in the keyhole right away.

      “Damn it. Get it together, Daisy.”

      The sound of a lock turning next door makes my heart leap to my throat. I can guess who that could be; I haven’t seen Rufio since he took off earlier this morning. It’s not a stretch to assume he shares the apartment with his older brother. Is it a curse or a test that Principal Fallon assigned me the room next door to the most powerful Idols in school?

      My key finally slides into place, and I unlock the door and slip inside my room just as Rufio opens his. I shut the sucker with a bang and lean against the hard surface. The tears have run dry, but the heaviness in my chest hasn’t eased in the slightest.

      Phoenix made me come in front of all those people, and he relished doing it. Why is everyone so awful?

      I miss Rosie, Felicity, and even Poppy. I spy the empty boxes in the corner of my room, and the temptation to run back to my old life hits me hard. But I can’t do that. The Idols have taken too much from me already; I won’t allow them to steal this opportunity as well.

      With morose steps, I approach the bed. I’m determined to stay, but no one can make me attend the rest of my classes today. I need to recover, rebuild the steely armor around myself.

      When I’m close enough, I notice the small package lying right in the middle of it with a note attached. Anxiety takes hold of me, its chains curl tightly around my heart. Someone was in my room.

      I take a quick glance around, but nothing seems out of place or missing. With a loud gasp, I lift the mattress and check the slice I made in the bottom. Sticking my hand in, I exhale in relief when my fingers brush against the leather cover of Dad’s diary. To make sure someone didn’t steal the original and leave a fake copy, I remove it from its hiding place. Opening to a random page, I almost cry when I read Dad’s familiar handwriting.

      Clutching my most precious possession against my chest, I turn my attention to the mysterious package. Is this another prank?

      I read the note first, which only says “A housewarming gift from a friend.”

      That doesn’t comfort me.

      I set the note aside and unwrap the package. My eyes widen and I suck in my breath, a reaction totally expected considering what I’m staring at.

      It’s a dagger. But not any ordinary dagger. The blade is made of lightning glass, the only material in the world that can kill an Idol.
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      Idols are not known to feel empathy toward others, especially toward Norms, but watching Phoenix humiliate Daisy in our English lit class awakened an ability I didn't know I possessed. It caught me completely by surprise, and while I wrestled with the sentiment, I didn't make him stop. 

      I've never seen the girl show weakness, not even when Rufio threatened to kill her at the Norm diner. But today, she broke. She couldn't hide the shame. It's no surprise that I didn't see her afterward. If Phoenix's antics cause her to quit school, I'll be fucking furious. I haven't had the chance to figure her out yet, to discover why she makes me act out of character.

      When she demanded I lower the volume of my music, I should’ve put her in her place. No one tells me what to do. Certainly not a Norm girl. But instead, I offered a compromise. And the worst thing is I didn't even have to think about it. I just did it as if it was the most natural action in the world.

      I'm feeling awfully restless when the school day is over. When I walk by Daisy's door, I'm tempted to check on her. I actually pause and raise my fist, poised to knock, but something holds me back. The words of the powerful deity we met many years ago come back to haunt me. Norms will be the Idols’ destruction and it's up to Rufio, Morpheus, Phoenix, and me to stop them. We were chosen, and the mark that god gave us as proof sits heavily on my shoulder. Literally.

      I reach back and touch the spot over my clothes. It looks like a birthmark in the shape of a lightning bolt. My brother, Morpheus, and Phoenix have the same mark. We were branded when we accepted the call. The others were more than happy to take the deity's words at face value—we had been brainwashed our whole lives to hate Norms and look down on Fringes, after all. I was the only one who had misgivings about the entire thing.

      With a shake of my head, I move on, loosening the tie around my neck as I enter the small apartment I share with the guys, determined to forget about today. That all changes when my gaze lands on Phoenix, leisurely lying on the couch watching TV. Wrath unfurls from the pit of my stomach, quickly spreading through my entire body like wildfire. Wisps of energy crackle between my fingers.

      The image on the TV pixelates right before static takes over the entire screen.

      "What the hell." Phoenix sits straighter on the couch, turning to me next. "Are you doing this?"

      "How dare you." I take a menacing step toward him.

      Phoenix’s eyes widen as he takes in my appearance. I don't need a mirror to know I'm surrounded by a bubble of swirling energy, ready to be unleashed.

      The lights flicker, and all the appliances in the apartment go haywire. Morpheus and Rufio join us in the living room.

      "Bryce, what the fuck, man?" Morpheus says. "You fried my laptop."

      Phoenix raises both hands. "Dude, I don't know what's eating you, but you need to chill the fuck out before you blow the entire block out of orbit."

      "No, I won't blow the entire block, only you." With a flick of my hand, I send Phoenix flying across the room. He hits the left wall hard, cracking the plaster, before dropping to floor.

      "What the hell!" Rufio says. "What did Phoenix do to you?"

      "He—" I stop and really ponder what I was about to say.

      The fury begins to recede, and without it, I can actually think clearly. Phoenix staggers back onto his feet, clutching his right shoulder. He furrows his eyebrows when he says, "Bryce, this better not be about that fucking Norm chick."

      "Daisy?" Rufio's voice shows his sudden interest. "What does she have to do with this showdown?"

      "I bumped into her earlier. She was bawling her eyes out," Morpheus chimes in.

      "Really?" Phoenix sounds surprised. His eyebrows rise, but almost immediately his expression sobers. "I knew I had gotten to her, but not enough to make her cry."

      Rufio pinches the bridge of his nose. "Can someone please tell me what the fuck is going on?"

      No longer controlled by my rage, I turn to my brother. "Phoenix made Daisy orgasm out loud in English lit today." 

      Rufio’s face twists into a scowl. "You did what?"

      Phoenix shrugs. "I was working on winning the bet."

      Dark veins appear on my brother's cheeks, and his eyes flash bright blue. He curls one hand into a tight fist, pointing a menacing finger in Phoenix's direction with the other. "She'd better not quit school because of you, asshole."

      "Isn't the point of your idiotic bet to make the Norm leave Gifted Academy?" Morpheus asks.

      Rufio gives him a droll stare. "Not before she's utterly destroyed, preferably by me."

      I sense something different in Rufio's aura. There's the hatred he’s carried his entire life, but there's also a new spark in him, a flare that doesn't belong.

      "You mean not before you fuck her, right?" Morpheus raises an eyebrow.

      "Rufio isn’t fucking anyone. Daisy is mine." Phoenix smiles slyly.

      My brother rolls his eyes. "Right. That feisty waitress slash stripper will sleep with you after you humiliated her in class."

      "Oh, so you remembered finally," I say, surprised that Rufio didn't react badly with the knowledge. I honestly thought he would raze the building to the ground and bury Daisy alive.

      He attempts to level me with a glare. "Yeah, I did remember. Thanks for letting me stay in the dark for three fucking days, asshole."

      Suddenly tired and not in the mood to get into an argument with him, I just flip him off. 

      Morpheus heads for the TV, which is still showing static. He turns the screen off and on, but the static remains. "Fucking great, Bryce. The TV is busted."

      "I'll get a new one." I head for my room, done with the scene. 

      "Where are you going?" Rufio asks.

      "Take a guess, Sherlock," I reply without looking in his direction.

      "There's been another incident involving a Fringe and Silver-voltage," Morpheus says out of the blue.

      I pause and then slowly turn around. "And we should care because…?"

      Morpheus’s blood drains from his face. He glances away, shoving his hands in his pockets. "I'm not saying we should give a rat's ass. I was—"

      "Gossiping." Phoenix chuckles. "Who do you think is supplying Silver-voltage to those Fringes? That shit ain't cheap."

      "Who cares? If they’re stupid enough to take the drug knowing it’s dangerous to them, I say good riddance." Rufio reaches for the cigarette pack on the coffee table and fishes one out.

      “Alicia Stones is dead,” Morpheus says, trying to sound nonchalant, but the timbre of his voice is slightly different, tighter.

      “What? When did that happen?” Phoenix plops on the couch and steals a cigarette from Rufio.

      “Last night. Her sister texted me to let me know.” Morpheus walks to the window, not making eye contact with any of us.

      “So you’re chummy with the Fringes now, huh?” Phoenix jokes.

      “Shut up, blondie,” Rufio snaps.

      Phoenix lights the cigarette and flips Rufio off.

      Morpheus looks over his shoulder. “My parents are Fringes, or have you forgotten?”

      Phoenix looks genuinely surprised. “Oh yeah. That’s right. I actually did forget.”

      I stare at the ceiling. “Fuck a duck. I’m surrounded by idiots.”

      “I thought you were leaving?” My brother raises an eyebrow.

      “I am. I’m losing brain cells hanging out with you lot.” I continue toward my bedroom. Phoenix makes another asinine remark, but I block him out. It’s easy to do when my brain is overloaded with information.

      All of a sudden, we’re all acting out of character. I don’t know what’s most bizarre: Morpheus showing concern for Fringes, which he never did before; Phoenix being excessively cruel in his pranks; Rufio exerting self-control; or me losing my mind over a Norm.

      And the catalyst of it all? Daisy Woods.

      I don’t believe in coincidences. She’s here for a reason, even if she doesn’t know it yet.

      I have to find out why.
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      I’ve somewhat forgotten the humiliation I suffered at Phoenix’s hands. I have other things to occupy my mind. Who gave me that dagger and for what purpose? I hid the Idol-killing weapon together with my father’s diary, but out of sight definitely doesn’t mean out of mind.

      I’ve been staring at nothing for the past few hours. Not even the weird power outage distracted me from my troubling thoughts. When the loud knock comes at my door, I jolt from my seat on the bed.

      “Daisy? Are you there?” Principal Fallon asks.

      Shit. What is she doing here?

      What do you think, genius? You bailed class in your first week. She’s probably here to tell you to pack your bags and leave at once.

      “Yes, just a second.” I get out of bed with a jump and attempt to smooth the wrinkles on my uniform before letting the woman in.

      With a deep breath, I stride toward the door. The knots in my stomach tighten when I take in the scowl on the principal’s face.

      “H-Hi, Principal Fallon. How can I help you?”

      “May I come in?”

      “Sure.” I open the door wider and move out of the way.

      Principal Fallon enters my small room with measured steps, not turning to me until she reaches the end of my bed. I close the door with a resounding click and stay near it in case I need to bolt in a hurry. After today’s events, I’m leery of all Idols.

      “You walked out of English lit class today, Miss Woods.” She emphasizes my fake last name. “Were you ill?”

      I drop my gaze to the floor, ashamed for being so weak. “No. I wasn’t ill.”

      She clicks her tongue, a sound I immediately associate with disapproval. “I heard you caused a disruption in Mr. Amaro’s class.”

      My face is on the verge of bursting into flames.

      “Yes. I’m sorry.”

      “Daisy, look at me.”

      I do as she said. She’s watching me intensely, but at least she’s no longer glaring.

      “I’m going to ask you a question, and I want you to answer me truthfully,” she continues.

      “Okay.”

      “Did Phoenix give you a vision?”

      My jaw drops. “How did you know?”

      The corners of her lips curl upward. “Child, it’s my business to know what each and every student of mine is capable of.” She links her hands behind her back. “So, I take it the vision he gave you was of the sexual kind?”

      “Yes,” I reply, still maintaining eye contact with her. It’s an effort, though. I want the floor to open up and swallow me whole.

      “I see. Well, Phoenix has always had a penchant for dirty jokes. Most of the time, his ‘victims’ don’t mind his invasion.” Principal Fallon uses air quotes when she says the word victims.

      I snort. “I bet they don’t.”

      “What’s most puzzling to me in all of this is your reaction. I thought you had more backbone, Daisy.”

      Her criticism ruffles my proverbial feathers. “I have backbone. It’s just… well, he caught me by surprise, that’s all.”

      “I’d hate it if you squandered your chances at Gifted Academy because of an immature boy,” Principal Fallon continues as if I hadn’t spoken.

      “I’m not going to let him or any of those hateful students derail me from my goal.”

      The woman nods. “Good. Normally I’d have to punish you for missing class, but since it was your first offense, I’ll let it pass.”

      “So ditching class warrants punishment, but invading your office doesn’t?” I ask, referring to the incident on my first day.

      Principal Fallon narrows her gaze. “You’d better watch your tone, young lady. Don’t forget who made your scholarship happen.”

      I hang my head. “Sorry.”

      “Anyway, I just stopped by to make sure my efforts weren’t in vain.”

      “No, not at all. I’m glad to be here.”

      “Good.” She veers toward the door, and I step out of the way. She pauses just as she’s about to open it and glances at me. “There’s nothing I can do that will make Phoenix stop pestering you, but there might be a way for you to block his mind invasions.”

      “Really? What?” I ask, surprised. Dad’s diary talks briefly about the kind of gift Phoenix possesses, but it doesn’t mention a way for Norms to shield themselves from it.

      With a smile, the principal replies, “You know, there’s this wonderful place where knowledge is at the tip of anyone’s fingers. It’s called a library, and ours is one of the best.”

      She slips out of my room with that parting comment. I flip her off in my head, not daring to actually make the gesture. For all I know, the Idol might have a pair of eyes in the back of her skull.

      I lock the door and then lean my forehead against it with a shuddering breath. I was weak today, and no matter how many excuses I come up with, I can’t forgive myself for it. Principal Fallon’s visit just made me madder at myself.

      I push off the door with a brisk movement. I hate to admit it, but I let my guard down today, not only with Phoenix but also with Rufio earlier. I forgot for a second what powerful Idols like them did to my family. I need the anger to fuel my resolve, to build my shield.

      My phone rings. It’s Rosie calling. I curl my fingers around the ancient device and wait a few more seconds before I answer it. I need to control my heartbeat. I can’t let Rosie know I’m rattled.

      “Hey, Rosie,” I say.

      “Hi. How was your second day?”

      “It was good.” I sit on the edge of my bed.

      “Good? Really?” Her tone is incredulous. “You want me to believe those Idols left you alone after only one day?”

      I spoke to her yesterday and told her about Phoenix catching me half naked in Principal Fallon’s office, but I skipped the part when he gave me that R-rated vision. She doesn’t need to know.

      “Yup. Maybe they want me to get comfortable, you know, let my guard down.”

      Which I already did.

      “Well, they can wait forever.” Rosie laughs. “They don’t know who they’re messing with.”

      Shame takes over me. If only she knew how pathetic I was today.

      “How is everything with you? Is that stupid Fringe still giving you trouble?”

      “Actually, he died.”

      I jump out of bed. “What? How?”

      “He overdosed on some stupid Idol drug.” Rosie’s tone is dismissive. I can’t blame her for not feeling sorry that her bully is dead.

      “Was it called Silver-voltage, by any chance?”

      “Yeah, I think so. Why do you ask?”

      “Some Fringe girl here also got sick taking that drug.”

      “Really? Do you know what it does?”

      Alarm bells sound in my head. “Listen, Rosie. You stay away from Silver-voltage, okay? It’s super dangerous—fatal, actually, to Norms.”

      “Jeez, will you relax? I’m not stupid, okay? I don’t even smoke pot.”

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

      “Can we please drop the subject? You’re getting too motherly for my taste.”

      I wince. I’ve had to play the mother role often with Rosie, which makes me sad and angry at the same time. She should’ve had a real mother—we should’ve had our mother with us. Instead she got me, a damaged, ill-tempered sister.

      “Sorry that I care,” I mutter.

      “Anyway, I called to ask if it’s okay if we change Felicity’s surprise birthday party location.”

      Shit. Her party is this Saturday. I had completely forgotten. With everything that’s happened, who could blame me? And I was the one who had the idea.

      “Why do we need to change the location?”

      “Because the Los Tres Amigos restaurant got shut down by the health department. Apparently they had a roach problem.”

      “Gross. So we don’t have a choice, then.” I begin to pace. We’ve been planning Felicity’s party since last month. It took me a really long time to find a place where she didn’t have history with an employee or the owner.

      “Poppy says he knows a place.”

      “Poppy? When did you speak with Poppy?” My voice rises to a shrill. It’s one thing for me to work with him, knowing his true identity, but it’s quite another for Rosie to have any relationship with the guy.

      “When I heard about Los Tres Amigos. Anyway, the place he suggested is a sports bar in Emelton.”

      “That’s almost outside of Saturn’s Bay.”

      And too close to Unearthly Desires.

      “I know, I know. But it’s the only place we can get so last minute. It’s either that or we have to cancel the party.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. “No, we can’t cancel the party.” I sigh. “Fine. Tell Poppy it’s a go.”

      “Awesome! This is going to be great. And I can’t wait to see you Saturday.”

      I smile tightly, glad that Rosie can’t see my face. I want to be happy. Hell, I should be over the moon to see my sister and friends after a week that’s shaping up to be hellish. But my chest is so heavy right now, and I don’t know why.
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      “So, did Principal Fallon give you any clue as to what we should be looking for?” Toby whispers in the middle of one of the library’s aisles.

      He heard about what had happened in English lit and sought me out to check if I was okay. It’s still mortifying that the entire school knows about the event, but fuck if I’ll let them know I’m still bothered by it. Now I just have to find a way to block Phoenix from entering my mind.

      “No. She just said there might be a way to prevent Phoenix from broadcasting porn straight to my head.” I read the titles on the book spines on my right while Toby checks the books on the left.

      “Maybe you can build a special helmet or something.”

      “I hope not. Can you imagine me wearing a homemade helmet to school?”

      Toby laughs. “Shit, I just did. A helmet made out of a pasta strainer and plastic straws.”

      “Shut up.” I hit his arm playfully.

      We continue searching in silence for another minute before I speak again. “So, you’ve never told me what you can do.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know. What’s your gift?” I look over my shoulder, finding Toby frowning.

      “Oh, I’m a low-level Fringe. I can’t do anything exciting.”

      “Come on. It’s better than not having any power at all. Don’t tell anyone, but sometimes I wish I had some ability.”

      “Really? I thought you hated Idols.”

      “I didn’t say I wanted to be one. But it would be cool not being so helpless.”

      “Yeah, I know what you mean.” He pulls a book off the shelf, reads the title, and puts it right back. “True, I’m a Fringe, but I’m still at the bottom of the food chain here.”

      “I hear ya.” I pivot so I’m facing him. “Hey, something just occurred to me. Principal Fallon said there was another Norm student here, but I haven’t met them.”

      Toby blinks a couple of times without answering. He seems a little tense.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “He’s gone.”

      “Gone as in he left the school, or gone as in he’s…?” I drag my index finger across my neck.

      “Oh, he’s not dead. He couldn’t handle the pressure and transferred back to his old Norm school.”

      “Oh, I see.”

      Toby switches his attention back to the books. He’s definitely on edge now. But I need to know what drove the other Norm away from Gifted Academy.

      “What happened? Did someone—” I look around, then move closer and whisper, “Did someone hurt him?”

      Toby glances down at his watch. “Oh shit. Look at the time. I have to be somewhere.”

      He takes off before I have the chance to utter another word.

      That was strange. Why didn’t he want to talk about the Norm kid? Were they friends?

      I nibble on my lower lip. I bet the Norm was bullied relentlessly and couldn’t handle it.

      I pull my cell phone out of my pocket and check the time. It’s almost eight. I’d better head to class too. It’s unlikely I’ll find anything useful in these books by myself anyway. This is akin to looking for a needle in a haystack.

      Shouts nearby put me on high alert. I leave the aisle and peer in the direction the noise came from. Morpheus is holding a student by his neck while he lifts him off the ground. The guy kicks his legs as he attempts to break free from the choke hold.

      Other students are watching the scene, frozen in place. No one shows any inclination that they’re about to intervene.

      What the hell is wrong with those people?

      “Let him go!” I take a step forward.

      Morpheus looks over his shoulder and his dark gaze connects with mine. He drops his victim in the next second and turns his entire body in my direction. A large lump gets stuck in my throat as I feel the weight of Morpheus’s deadly stare.

      Oh shit. What have I done?

      Fear like I’ve never known pierces my heart like a cold steely dagger. I clutch my chest in a vain attempt to massage away the sudden pain there. It feels like I’m about to have a heart attack.

      “Mr. Malek!” A middle-aged woman runs toward the scene, mouth agape and eyes wide.

      The terror gripping my heart slackens until it returns to the regular anxious feeling I carry around.

      Morpheus slowly turns toward the woman. “Yes, Mrs. Wilkins?”

      “We do not tolerate violence among our students in Gifted Academy. Head to Principal Fallon’s office at once.” The woman points to the library’s exit door.

      The Idol doesn’t reply to the lady; instead he looks at me with a sneer on his face. “To be continued, Daisy.”

      He whirls around and strides out of the library. The small audience of students that was more than happy to let Morpheus choke their peer to death begins to talk all at once. I can’t discern what they’re saying, though, not when there’s a loud buzzing in my ears.

      Holy crap. I can’t believe I challenged Morpheus like that. I do have a death wish.

      “Wow, that was nuts.” A guy with a blue Mohawk approaches me. “You’re pretty ballsy for a Norm.” He leans closer and covers the side of his mouth with his hand. “That was pretty sexy too.”

      I stand up straighter. I don’t trust guys who spew leering compliments as if they were doling out candy.

      “Mr. Armani, I’d suggest you head to class or you’ll be joining Mr. Malek at the principal’s office,” the librarian says.

      The guy takes a step back. “What did I do? Isn’t conversation with my classmates allowed anymore?”

      “Inane conversation was never allowed. This is a library.”

      I begin to head for the door when the librarian switches her attention to me.

      “Miss Woods, I’d like a word with you.”

      Shit. Am I in trouble now? The librarian is an Idol, so there’s a high chance she’s not in my corner.

      “Okay,” I say.

      “Follow me.” She whirls around and heads toward the back of the library, leading me toward an office space with a big window facing the bookshelves. She opens the door and waits for me to enter first before shutting it and closing the blinds. Obviously she doesn’t want anyone snooping on this conversation.

      I’m a little nervous about being alone with the woman, to be honest. And her severe facial expression is not helping me calm down one bit.

      She walks around her desk and points at the chair facing her. “Take a seat, Miss Woods.”

      “Is this going to take long? I don’t want to be late for class.” I fix my skirt nervously as I sit down.

      “Not at all. I just want to commend you for standing up to Mr. Malek. Foolish, but admirable.”

      “Oh. Well, that’s me. Always doing foolish things.” I shrug, trying to downplay my stupidity.

      The woman reaches for a book on the shelf behind her. “I believe you were looking for this.”

      She slides the worn leather book across her desk. The tome is so old, the title has faded away.

      “What is it?” I grab the offering, opening it in the middle.

      “Principal Fallon warned me you might come by. You’re having trouble keeping a certain Idol out of your head, no?” She raises an eyebrow.

      My cheeks feel suddenly warm. I drop my eyes to the text in my hands. “Yes.”

      “That book might help.”

      “Thank you.” I lift my gaze to the librarian once more. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “If you knew what I was looking for, why didn’t you just approach me sooner with the book?”

      The woman’s lips twist into a grin. “I had to make sure you were worth the knowledge first.”

      “So, the whole deal with Morpheus was a setup?”

      “Of course not. That boy and his friends are walking booby traps. Anything can set them off. It’s just a matter of waiting for it to happen and see how the other students handle the situation.”

      “That kid he was manhandling could’ve been killed.”

      The librarian shakes her head. “Not likely. Mr. Malek is frightful, but he’s not a killer. It’s Rufio Kent you have to worry about.” Her eyes narrow and the muscles around her mouth tense. “I mean it, Miss Woods. Stay clear of that boy.”
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      The walk to the principal's office did nothing to diminish the rage running through my veins. I still can't believe that Norm chick had the balls to tell me what to do. The only people who dare to confront me are my friends, and that’s only because they can handle the whiplash. The rest of the student body is very much aware of my reputation.

      Daisy has no learning curve, which will only be more painful to her. 

      The principal's assistant’s eyes sparkle with joy when I enter the office, but her expression quickly wanes into apprehension when she senses the darkness surrounding me.

      "Mr. Malek, is something the matter?"

      "I'm here to see your boss."

      "Why?"

      "I misbehaved." I shove my hands in my pockets. I don't want her to see the shadows swirling around them.

      "Oh?"

      The door to the principal's office opens, and the woman herself fills the frame. "Mr. Malek, come in."

      I don't make eye contact with her as I aim for the chair facing her desk. I've been here several times, though never for attacking a student. I can usually control my temper better around school faculty members.

      Principal Fallon takes her seat and laces her hands together. "Morpheus, what am I going to do about you?"

      I sink in my chair. "How about nothing?"

      "You attacked two students today."

      I clench my jaw hard before I reply. "Both of them asked for it."

      "Right." She leans back on her leather chair. "That's not what I heard. Simon is the fourth tutor you’ve scared away. And all Daisy did was stand up to you."

      "She had no business interfering."

      Principal Fallon shakes her head. "I can't make you agree with me, but you know the rules. You used your gift against a student. You must be punished."

      "Fine. Give me detention. Whatever." I brace my hands on the chair's armrests and push up, ready to bolt.

      "Sit back down, Morpheus. I'm not done with you." Her voice is hard, meaning she's done playing nice.

      "Mr. Atkins tells me you’re already falling behind in his class. Last year, you came to me asking for help. Do you still want your grades to improve?"

      My grip on the armrests tightens. "Yes."

      "Then stop choking your damn tutors!"

      I wince. "Simon’s a smartass. He thinks he’s better than me."

      "He is," Principal Fallon replies, clearly exasperated. "At least in math he is. Obviously, he won't be tutoring you anymore."

      "I'm sure you can find me another nerd in no time," I grumble.

      "I already have." She smiles smugly.

      Damn the woman. I bet it’s someone I hate.

      "Great. Who is it?"

      "Daisy Woods."

      I scoff, incredulous. "You have got to be kidding me. I'm not going to let that Norm teach me anything."

      "This is nonnegotiable, Morpheus. I'm tired of giving you chances. You want to get better grades in math? Then Daisy will be your tutor."

      "Is that a punishment?"

      "If you see it that way." She shrugs. "I see it as an opportunity for you to grow, both academically and personally."

      Fuck. The last thing I want is to spend extra time with the Norm. I don't want to have anything to do with her. And I'm pretty sure she feels the same way about me.

      I smirk. "I doubt your precious scholarship student will accept the job."

      "Don't worry about that. I'll let you know the tutoring schedule via email."

      "Great. I can't wait. Am I free to go now?"

      "Uh, no. There's still the matter of your punishment to discuss."

      I glance at the ceiling and count to ten. My anger has morphed into frustration. I hate that Principal Fallon has me by the balls. I wish I’d never come to see her last year about my failing grades. 

      "Well, out with it already,” I tell her. “The suspense is killing me."

      "The north side wall has been defaced by deviants. Your job is to clean it up."

      "Seriously? You're assigning me manual labor in this heat?"

      "Like the heat bothers you. Aren't you always cold?"

      I don't have a comeback for that. She's right. It’s the fact that I'm being punished for attacking Daisy that’s rubbing me raw. And Principal Fallon is forcing me to spend time with the girl.

      Does she realize how terrible the idea is?

      Does she want me to kill the Norm?
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      "The word on the street is that you got caught red-handed lashing out at Daisy. So, what did Principal Fallon have you do?" Phoenix asks with a chuckle.

      "I have to paint the north side wall," I grumble, playing with my food. I've lost my appetite.

      "That's it?" Bryce asks, arching his eyebrows. 

      "Yup."

      "A bit of an easy pass." He takes a bite of his burger.

      "He shouldn't have been punished at all," Rufio chimes in. "Daisy defied him."

      "Whatever. Can we talk about something else?" I push my tray aside.

      "Fine," Phoenix says, then turns to Rufio. "I can't wait to see Daisy again. I've got a special surprise for her."

      "Bite me, perv," Rufio grumbles.

      "What's the matter, grumpy? Are you jealous?"

      "Actually, no. Go ahead, humiliate poor Daisy again. Your antics will only drive her straight into my arms. And then it's showtime."

      "You guys are ridiculous," Bryce says. "Why don't you just admit you have the hots for the Norm chick instead of hiding behind false pretenses?"

      Rufio and Phoenix stare at Bryce as if he’s suddenly sprouted a second head. Honestly, even I'm surprised by his statement.

      "I don't have the hots for that flea," Rufio replies defensively. 

      "Really? So it wasn't you who turned into a pathetic mess at Unearthly Desires when the lights went off and you didn't get to see Daisy naked?" Bryce raises an eyebrow.

      Rufio frowns and then opens his mouth, but no sound comes forth. I can't fault Bryce for his logic, which makes me even more suspicious of Daisy's presence at Gifted Academy. She has a strange influence over my friends—and me, if I'm being honest.

      "Of course I want to bone the girl. I'm not blind," Phoenix replies. "She's fucking hot. Have you seen her rack? Damn, I'm getting a hard-on just thinking about it."

      "You're disgusting," I say.

      As if we had summoned her merely by mentioning her name, she walks into the school cafeteria, alone for once. The Fringe kid assigned to be her guide is nowhere to be seen.

      As one, Rufio, Phoenix, and Bryce switch their attention in her direction. The shadows become restless, reacting to my foul mood. They curl around my silver bracelets, trying to break free. Damn it. Why are they being triggered like that? My mother got them for me when my powers increased because my father was terrified of what I could do. It was around that time when we both learned the truth about my birth. He hates me now, and I can't blame him. But I also can't stop trying to change his mind. It's the reason I'm so keen on doing well in school—my father is a renowned professor at Everdale University, a top-five institution in the country.

      I honestly don’t know how I’m going to sit next to Daisy and allow her to know I suck in math. And worse, let her teach me. Principal Fallon has no idea how much danger she's putting the girl in.

      Phoenix rubs his hands together. "Nice. Maybe I don't need to wait until class to remind Daisy what I can offer."

      Bryce levels him with a murderous glare. "Don't you fucking dare."

      Very rarely do we see Bryce lose his easygoing demeanor, but right now, he's definitely not up for shenanigans. He's dead serious. 

      "What's up with you?" Rufio watches his brother through narrowed eyes. "Since when do you care about the fate of Norms?"

      Bryce turns his hard stare on Rufio. "Who says I care about the girl? I don't want to get nauseated, that's all."

      Bull-fucking-shit. Bryce is lying, and he's not even trying to hide it.

      "Fine. If I can't send little Daisy a nice wet dream, then I’ll just talk to her in person." Phoenix starts to get up, but Rufio grabs him by the wrist.

      "Not so fast, Romeo. Let's see how our little clownfish does in a shark-infested ocean."

      Rufio looks across the cafeteria. Following his gaze, I see what caught his attention: Drusilla and her followers. Terrific. Just like a shark that smells blood in the water, the snob girl sets her predatorial gaze on Daisy. She stands on her high-heeled sandals and strides toward the Norm with the determination of someone who’s never been told no. To say I dislike her is an understatement. And maybe that's the reason I get up from my chair and veer toward Daisy. 

      She must sense my approach, her eyes widening and her face becoming paler. She doesn't even notice when Drusilla stops next to her. A fact that pisses off the Idol bitch, if the fury sparking in her eyes is any indication. She grabs Daisy by the arm and whirls her around.

      "So you think you can go around ordering Idols about?"

      "Let go of me." Daisy tries to break free from Drusilla's hold, but it’s in vain.

      Pietro Armani, a moron who thinks he's the hottest thing to ever grace the halls of Gifted Academy, says, "Oh, catfight."

      "I think not," Drusilla addresses Daisy, ignoring Pietro’s comment. "Someone needs to remind you of your place."

      Drusilla takes the orange juice from Daisy's tray and dumps it all over her head. She could’ve used her compulsion to force Daisy to do so, but she's not stupid like me. The use of Idol gifts against other students is a serious offense. Regular bullying, not so much.

      Behind me, I hear Rufio curse loudly. Things are about to get out of hand.

      Daisy's eyes are closed, but her expression is one of barely contained rage. My eyes drop to her hand, which she just curled into a fist. A vision hits me in that precise moment of Daisy swinging her arm and punching Drusilla in the face. The image vanishes, but I know it’ll cause Armageddon if I don't stop her.

      I grip Daisy's arm just as she’s about to pull it back. "You're coming with me."
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      I'm shaking, livid, and want to murder someone. I have every intention of punching Drusilla in her ugly face when Morpheus grabs my wrist and unceremoniously drags me out of the cafeteria.

      I should fight him off, but for once I don't let my emotions take control. I still remember what it felt like being the subject of his retaliation. A bout of fear strikes my heart, and I don't think it's Morpheus using his power. Not yet, anyway. He was interrupted at the library. Maybe he wants to finish off what he started.

      My self-preservation instincts kick in, and I dig my heels on the floor and offer resistance.

      "Let me go, you brute," I say.

      Surprisingly, he complies, but he still watches me with that air of superiority Idols are masters of.

      "You look ridiculous."

      "Really? Thanks for the observation, asshole." I wipe the orange juice off my face with my jacket sleeve. "Why did you drag me out?"

      "I wanted to avoid a massacre on school grounds."

      I give him a droll stare. "Forgive me if I have a hard time believing your bullshit. You should’ve at least let me get a good hit."

      "Drusilla would’ve destroyed you."

      "Why do you care? Isn't that what you and your buddies have been trying to do to me since we met?"

      It seems my question caught him by surprise. His eyes widen and his mouth gapes. After a moment, he finally answers. "I didn't want to lose my newest tutor."

      "What?"

      "Haven't you heard? I'm academically deficient and need all the help I can get. You've been assigned to tutor me in math." He shrugs.

      I shake my head, which is a bad idea considering orange juice is still dripping from the strands. I need a shower ASAP.

      "The guy I was teaching a lesson before you so kindly interrupted was my former tutor. He's obviously fired, and now you have the job."

      "Bullshit. I'm not going to teach you anything. You're a mean bully. Find someone else." I glare at him.

      Morpheus narrows his gaze, and a darkness seems to envelop his entire frame. Shit. I’ve awakened the beast. Again. When will I learn?

      I look over the Idol's shoulder when I catch sight of Toby running down the hallway toward me. He slows down as he comes near.

      Morpheus turns and looks Toby up and down. "What's the matter with you? Why are you running like you’ve just seen a ghost?" he asks.

      Toby stares at him warily before he glances at me. "Why are you drenched?"

      I wave my hand dismissively. "I'll tell you later. What happened?" I have to agree with Morpheus. Toby looks positively frightened. 

      "I was on my way to meet you when another Fringe girl passed out right in front of me."

      Morpheus's shoulders become tenser. "Was it Silver-voltage?"

      Toby nods. "Yeah, I think so. Her nose was bleeding, and by the time the nurse arrived, she was already convulsing." He pauses and runs a nervous hand through his hair. "She didn't make it."

      "What? She died?" I ask.

      "Right in front of me. It was horrible."

      Morpheus rubs his face and looks out in the distance. "Alicia Stones also didn't make it."

      I remember then that Morpheus never brought Alicia to the nurse, and then I get mad all over again. "Maybe she would’ve survived if she’d received prompt medical attention."

      Morpheus looks at me with a furrowed brow. "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "You never took her to the nurse."

      "No, I didn't. I took her to her sister, who rushed her to the hospital right away."

      My anger deflates in an instant. "Why didn't you take her to the nurse?"

      Morpheus's expression turns into a scowl, and then his attention moves to a point behind my shoulder. "It doesn't matter. Your fan club is here. I'll see you tomorrow at the library at seven. Don't be late."

      What?

      Morpheus leaves before I can argue against his statement. But I sense the presence of someone behind me. I whirl on the spot and find Rufio, Phoenix, and Bryce approaching.

      Fuck no. I don't want to deal with them right now. I've had enough of assholes for one day.

      I march in the opposite direction, very much aware that I'm still covered in orange juice. If I head to my dorm room to change, I'll be late for PE. I don't want to receive another visit from the principal, so I really don't have an option. To the gym I go.

      I can't say loud enough how much fun it is to walk under the afternoon sun of Saturn's Bay covered in sticky juice. Flies and bees follow me like a horde of hungry goblins trying to score their next meal. I have to run in the end to escape the pesky insects.

      There are some classes in progress in the building, but mercifully the locker room is empty at the moment. Inside my locker, I find a clean PE uniform. No extra pair of underwear, though. I forgot to bring one. Oh well, it's better to go commando than wear orange juice–drenched clothes.

      A quick glimpse of the clock on the wall tells me I have fifteen minutes to shower and get dressed before the locker room is invaded by a group of sweaty girls. Plenty of time for me to finish and get out of here.

      The shower area has little stalls with doors that give us the semi-illusion of privacy. I say semi because for one, the doors and the walls between stalls only come up to my chest. Two, the doors are made out of glass—granted, it’s milky glass, but you can still see the silhouette of the person inside the stall.

      I'm definitely going to avoid showering here at all costs.

      The water jet is potent, though. Despite the heat outside, I still set the temperature on high, and soon my little area becomes enshrouded by fog. I never had access to hot water before, so I'm still getting used to the luxury. My muscles thank me; I didn't realize how tense I was until they begin to relax under the warm stream.

      I'm halfway done rinsing my hair when the booming voices of several girls invade my peaceful cocoon. I let out a gasp and jerk backward, which sends my shampoo bottle tumbling down. 

      "Shit," I say.

      Before the contents spill out, I drop into a crouch and retrieve the bottle. When I rise from my lowered position, I find several girls staring at me. No, not staring. Glaring.

      "What?" I ask.

      One of them opens her mouth, but a blaring alarm sounds at the same moment.

      "Is that a fire alarm?" she asks.

      "I don't smell any smoke," a second girl replies.

      I turn off the shower and reach for my towel, which I folded over the stall door.

      "It doesn't matter. We need to get out of here," I say when none of them make any motion to move.

      "Shut up, Norm. You don't tell us what to do," the first girl who approached me snaps. She's much shorter than me. She also seems young, almost too young to be in high school.

      "Fine. Stay here. I don't care either way." I walk around the trio and head for my locker. Halfway there, I not only smell the smoke, but I see it as well. It's drifting out from the ventilation shafts.

      The other girls in the room have noticed it too, and they head for the exit door at the same time. Shit. Don't they have fire drills here?

      The girl who got to the door first tries to open it, but it won't budge.

      "What the hell! This thing is locked." 

      A tall and athletic brunette pushes the first girl out of the way. "Move aside, Whitney. I got this."

      She grabs the knob and pulls it hard. I can see she's using all her strength by the way her arm muscles are straining. 

      "Damn it. Something’s wrong," she says.

      Still wrapped in my towel, I ask, "Does anyone here have telekinesis, or hell, superstrength as a gift?"

      The girls clustered near the exit door all turn to me as if my question was insane.

      Finally one replies, "We aren't Idols."

      "Wait. None of you?"

      "Why are you so shocked?" the athletic girl asks, narrowing her gaze. "Idols and Fringes are usually kept separate during physical activities."

      "Oh, I didn't know that."

      "Whatever. We need to get this door open."

      The fire alarm keeps blaring in the background, and the smoke continues to fill the locker room. My eyes sting from it. I cover my nose with the back of my forearm, attempting to protect my lungs from inhaling too much of the toxic fumes. Coughing ensues throughout the room. I can tell the Fringe girls are on the verge of panicking big-time. Well, me too.

      "Is there anything here we can use to try to jam the door open?" I ask to no one in particular.

      I get no answer besides traded anxious glances.

      "Does anyone have a cell phone, then?"

      Some of the girls nod and disperse. Not the athletic chick. She keeps trying to force the door open.

      "For fuck's sake. This isn't right. I should be able to open this motherfucker."

      "If it's locked, that'd be pretty hard," I say.

      She levels me with a glare. "You don't understand. I'm not an Idol, but I'm a level-six Fringe, and my gift is enhanced strength."

      Okay, that's definitely not a good sign. Even if she’s not that powerful, she should be able to open a locked door. I glance at the exit once more and then move closer to the knob. A sliver of dread runs down my spine. I can't see the lock bolt between the door and its frame.

      "The door isn't locked," I say.

      "What?" The Fringe girl pushes me out of the way and takes my place. "Son of a bitch. I knew something was off."

      "Someone is keeping us trapped here on purpose."

      In a fit of rage, my companion lets out a yell and starts to punch and kick the door. She puts a few dents in it, but unfortunately she can't punch through.

      A circle of worried girls forms around us. They all share the same fearful expression. 

      "Anyone able to call for help?"

      I see a lot of head shakes. That's definitely not good.

      "We can't get a signal in here," one of them replies.

      I take a deep breath and start to think out loud. "All right. We can't get through the door, and help isn’t coming, which means we have to find another way out."

      "There are windows in the back, but I don't know if they’re big enough for us to squeeze through," one of the girls replies.

      "If those windows aren’t blocked by Idol trickery, then I can work with that," the level-six Fringe says.

      We all head for the back of the locker room. The smoke isn’t as thick here yet.

      The windows are close to the ceiling and narrow. Only a toddler would be able to crawl through those openings. Super Fringe pulls a bench closer to the wall and steps on it.

      "Someone hand me a towel." She reaches back with her hand without looking.

      The towel wrapped around my body gets yanked from my grasp, and I'm too slow to keep from losing my cover-up.

      "Hey!" I protest, covering my naked chest.

      "Sorry. We don't have time to look for another one," the girl who took my towel replies apologetically.

      "What am I supposed to do now? Parade naked?"

      A damp T-shirt materializes in front of me. "Here, you can wear this."

      The petite girl is the one offering the piece of garment. She took off the one she was wearing. I don't even know if it’ll fit, but I accept the garment nonetheless. It fits as snuggly as I predicted and doesn’t cover my nether region. Frigging fantastic.

      Distracted by my lack of apparel, I miss the part where Super Fringe punches the window glass. I hear the glass shatter, though, which is a most welcome sound.

      "All right. No funky Idol crap going on here. Stay back. I'm going to make the opening larger."

      And she does exactly that, pounding against the wall until the hole is large enough for us to slip through. Surprisingly, she doesn't go out first, helping the other girls out instead. I stay back and wait until I'm the last one standing. These girls are young, around Rosie's age, and Fringes or not, they were scared out of their minds. 

      Super Fringe looks over my shoulder and asks, "What are you waiting for? Come on." She offers me her hand, but a second before I reach over, the entire ceiling above her collapses, burying her under a pile of rubble.

      I yell and inhale a bunch of smoke in the process. The opening she created is gone, but I'm not even worried about that now. I start digging, moving the pieces of plaster and concrete out of the way. Only her outstretched arm is sticking out from under the mountain of debris.

      The room has turned unbearably warmer, and the smoke is smothering. I can barely see anything, but I don't stop digging.

      "Hang in there, Super Fringe. I'll get you out."

      There's a loud blast behind me, but I don't look back, nor do I stop what I'm doing. A moment later, a pair of strong arms pulls me away from my task.

      "No. Let me go. I need to get her out."

      "Stop struggling, stupid Norm. I'm trying to help." I recognize Phoenix's voice despite the difference in his tone. It's missing its usual seductive flair.

      "Then help her already." I point at the rubble.

      "Stand back." He steps in front of me, and a second later, all the rubble lifts into the air, revealing the unmoving form of Super Fringe. 

      Phoenix sends the debris flying to a corner while I run around him and drop to my knees. I turn the girl over, shaking her.

      "Wake up. Wake up."

      "Daisy. What are you doing?" Phoenix drops into a crouch next to me.

      "She needs to wake up."

      Phoenix grabs both my wrists and halts my movements. "Open your eyes, Daisy. This girl is dead."

      I see it then, the big red mess that used to be the side of her head.

      "No," I whimper, and then I do something I haven't done in a long time: I cry over the loss of someone.

      Phoenix lets go of my arms and just watches me bawl my eyes out. 

      At least he didn't try to console me. I would’ve totally accepted it in that moment, and that would’ve been much, much worse.
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      I said I'd meet Daisy in the library at seven, but I'm not sure if she’ll show up. Someone set fire to the gym and locked her inside with a bunch of Fringes. I'd be surprised if she wasn't affected. Phoenix said she cried when she saw the body of the Fringe killed in the act of vandalism—that's what the school administration is calling it. I don't know who’s buying that bullshit. It was obviously a murder attempt. The intended target is hard to tell. I'm sure the Norm thinks someone was trying to kill her, but I don't believe so. I also don't believe those two Fringe girls OD’ing on Silver-voltage is unrelated to yesterday's fire.

      For now, I'm keeping my suspicions to myself. I don't want the guys to think my theory is linked to the fact that my parents are Fringes. I never gave a damn about the Fringes in this school before, and I'm not going to start now.

      I head out before my roommates are even up, but I stop in front of Daisy's door. Fuck. I want her to be my tutor as much as I want my wisdom teeth pulled out. But I can’t flunk math, and Principal Fallon won’t allow me to pick another nerd.

      Before I can talk myself out of it, I knock. Three times. Hard.

      "Who is it?" Daisy asks. Her voice doesn't sound sleepy. She's been up a while.

      I clear my throat, finding it suddenly dry. "Morpheus."

      Daisy opens the door a sliver, peering at me through the small space with an air of alarm. "It's not seven yet."

      "So, you were going to meet me at the library?" I ask like an idiot.

      "You didn’t give me much choice." She opens the door a little more, allowing me to see that she's indeed ready to go.

      Any decent person would ask her how she is. But I'm not decent, and I don't give a rat's ass about her well-being.

      "Well, let's go, then."

      "What? You want to go together?" She raises both eyebrows, her eyes big and round. They’re pretty, almond shaped and such a unique color.

      Okay. What the hell? I did not just appreciate something about the Norm's appearance. 

      "Obviously. We're going in the same direction. If we don't walk together, one of us will be late."

      "Right. Let me get my bag." She turns on her heels, and my traitorous eyes drop to her ass. 

      For fuck's sake. I must be losing my mind. It's one thing for Phoenix to take note of the girl's looks or for Rufio to lust after the Norm he claims to hate, but it’s quite another for me to do so. I know better than that. I sense every time I'm near Daisy that she's going to be our destruction. I'm not clear on how she's going to trigger it, but there's no doubt that she’ll be the catalyst of a big change in our world.

      Maybe I should just kill her now and deal with Principal Fallon's wrath later. The shadows within me agree. They lick at my skin, leaving me cold where they touch. A shiver runs down my spine, and I pull the lapels of my jacket closer together.

      "Are you cold?" she asks before she closes the door. 

      "No. I'm fine." I begin to walk, and Daisy follows right behind me. She doesn't walk faster to keep up.

      I halt abruptly and she hits my back.

      "Ouch. I'm sorry. Why did you stop?"

      I spin around, fighting the urge to grab her by the neck again. "Who cares why I stopped? Are you blind or something?"

      "I was texting my si—I was texting."

      She was going to say “sister” but changed her mind. I get that she doesn't want me to know she has a sibling somewhere. I wouldn't want that information to be common knowledge either if I were her.

      "Pay attention." I turn around and resume walking. "And don't trudge behind me."

      "I don’t trudge. I’m not a troll. Besides, I was giving you space. What will people think if they see us together?" she asks mockingly.

      "Fuck what people think. Walking side by side with you doesn't compare to the humiliation of having you tutor me."

      "I don't get why Principal Fallon is forcing us together. It's almost like she has an ulterior motive," Daisy says.

      It sounds like an offhanded comment, as if she doesn't know her role in the story. It's possible that she doesn't. But that doesn't make her any less dangerous. 
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      DAISY

      It’s hard to believe someone so powerful can be so clueless when it comes to simple equations. Math is the easiest science there is. It’s common sense.

      “All right. Let’s try this one more time,” I say, unable to hide my frustration. I’ve been trying to explain the same problem to Morpheus for over fifteen minutes.

      He grips my wrist tightly, stopping me from writing on his notebook. “You’d better drop that condescending tone, Norm.”

      “Or what? Are you going to choke me like you did your last tutor?” I stare straight into his eyes, letting my anger cover up the fear.

      It’s hard to keep my body still, though, to not let the tremors take control.

      His jaw is clenched tight, and his brown eyes are filled with so much hatred, it feels like poison.

      With a quick narrowing of his gaze, he releases my wrist and looks away. "I'm done with tutoring for today."

      I look at the clock mounted on the library’s wall. "We still have twenty minutes left to go."

      He whips around fast, and my knee-jerk reaction is to pull away.

      "I said I'm done," he grits out.

      Overcome by boldness—and foolishness—I grab his wrist. My fingers curl around some type of bracelet underneath his uniform jacket, and my hand instantly becomes freezing cold.

      With a gasp, I watch dark shadows slip from underneath his jacket and cover my hand, wrist, and forearm. My throat closes up, and I can't get air into my lungs.

      "Oh my God," I croak.

      A second later, I yank my arm back and clutch my numb hand against my chest. Mercifully, I can breathe again.

      To my surprise, Morpheus isn’t staring at me like he wants to kill me. Instead, he's watching me with wide eyes. His breathing is also out of whack, shallow.

      With a jump, he pushes his chair back and stands up. He doesn't even collect his things before he storms out of the library.

      My heart is still beating at staccato rhythm as my brain attempts to grasp what the hell just happened. I don't move from my spot for I don’t know how long, until the first school bell finally jars me from my inertia. With a jolt, I collect my stuff, and then I shove Morpheus’s books and notes into his bag. In my hurry, I drop his notebook on the floor. A folded piece of paper falls from inside. 

      Curious, I unfold the sheet. A very detailed drawing of a tall man standing in the middle of a jungle almost leaps out from the paper. It's done in gray color, a mix of pencils and markers. It's breathtaking and also terrifying. The character in the drawing doesn't seem human. His eyes are glowing, and strange, swirling tattoos cover his chest and outstretched arms. Lightning bolts are coming out of his hands. 

      He looks like someone powerful—a demigod.

      Quickly, I refold the drawing and stick it inside Morpheus’s notebook. I should’ve left his belongings with the librarian, but in my rush to get to class on time, I end up taking his bag with me.

      I have to run to make it to my math class before the final bell rings, and thus I'm out of breath when I enter. Phoenix and Rufio are already in their seats, but Morpheus isn't.

      Both Idols stare at me with interest, but neither of them seems inclined to put on the charm today. The last time I saw Phoenix, he simply eyeballed me as I cried over the Fringe who lost her life during the fire yesterday. He left before I had a chance to thank him for saving my life, even if it hadn’t been intentional.

      I could do it now, but I’m still shaken by my interaction with Morpheus. I sit down without giving Phoenix or Rufio another thought, dropping my load next to my chair.

      Until one of them opens his big mouth. "What are you doing with Morpheus’s bag?" Rufio asks.

      I take a big breath, ready to tell him the truth, when Morpheus comes in. He's more closed off than before, but he's also visibly rattled. He doesn't make eye contact with me as he walks by. I turn and stare, but he still refuses to look at me.

      Phoenix and Rufio don't miss a second of the interaction—or lack thereof—between Morpheus and me.

      "Why does Daisy have your stuff?" Phoenix asks him.

      Morpheus turns to me before dropping his gaze to the floor, where his bag is sitting next to mine. 

      "He forgot it at the library,” I say.” The librarian asked if I could bring it over to him."

      Why am I covering for the stupid Idol? He's mean, violent, and totally undeserving of my niceness.

      But one thing my act does is catch him by surprise. His eyebrows are less furrowed as he stares at me with a slack jaw. I move to grab the bag’s strap to hand it over to him, but the bag slides across the aisle on its own, stopping next to Morpheus’s desk.

      "I got it, Daisy,” Phoenix says.

      When I look over my shoulder, I find him with a sly smile plastered to his lips, reminding me that I didn't look at the special book the librarian gave me. I'm still totally vulnerable to his erotic daydreams.

      Damn it.
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      It’s finally Saturday, and I’m still alive. The ruthless Magnificent Four left me alone for the rest of the week. I’m not sure why they decided to give me a break. Was it because of the fire in the gym or some other reason completely unrelated to me?

      I'm definitely not going to ask. But I'm also not going to assume the bullying is over. I have the feeling that this is just the calm before the shitstorm, which means I have to figure out what to do to block Phoenix from messing with my mind.

      The book the librarian gave me is a thick tome with over a thousand pages. The table of contents didn't show anything that jumped to my attention. Skimming through the book didn't help me either. I don't think I have any other choice but to read the bible from beginning to end. I'll just add that to the pile of homework and assignments due next week. But today, I'm determined to have fun with my family and friends.

      I purge all thoughts of Idols, mysterious weapons, and deaths to the side. Many would consider me a cold bitch for not caring more about the fates of those Fringes who died under suspicious circumstances. Me crying over the Super Fringe was an anomaly. Living life in survival mode taught me to compartmentalize things.

      I wait outside the dorm building for Toby. I invited him to come with me, not only because I need a mode of transportation, but also because I want to get to know him better. So far, he’s proven all right for a Fringe. Do I trust him implicitly now? Not a chance. In an Idol-eat-Norm world, blind faith can get you killed or at least seriously hurt.

      An old purple Cadillac rounds the corner, its motor roaring like a lion with a sore throat. Toby stops in front of me and then reaches over to roll down the window manually. 

      "So, what do you think?"

      I lean forward and peer inside the vehicle. The black leather upholstery is mostly in good shape besides a tear on the back of the front seat which has been patched up with silver tape. 

      "Toby, I had no idea you had a pimp heart."

      He laughs. "For two hundred dollars, I could be anything, even a funeral director."

      I raise an eyebrow. "Were you considering buying a hearse?"

      "Yup. It was between Purple Delight here or the hearse." He rubs his hands over the car's steering wheel affectionately.

      "You seriously named your car Purple Delight?" I pull the door open and slide in. The roomy seat almost swallows me whole when I sit down.

      Toby shrugs. "I'm not very good with names. So, where are we going?"

      "The party is at a sports bar in Emelton." I fish out the directions I was able to print from the library's computer. "Here, I got us a map."

      "Thanks, but I can just plug the address in my phone." He grabs a smartphone from the car's cup holder and glances at me, waiting.

      Shame makes my face hot. I assumed that because he's a Fringe on a scholarship, he didn't have access to luxury items. I'm an idiot. I must be the only student at Gifted Academy who lives in poverty.

      I clear my throat, then read the address out loud. Once the GPS system on Toby's phone is all set, he drives off.

      "Thanks for inviting me," he says.

      "It's no big deal. Truthfully, I didn't want to catch the bus."

      He chuckles. "I figured as much. I'd have given you a ride even if you hadn't invited me, though."

      "That would’ve been so rude."

      "Nah, I wouldn't have thought so. I guess I've been surrounded by Idols for too long. I don't know the difference between rudeness and downright cruelty anymore."

      I let out a heavy sigh, almost as if I want to unload all the stress from the past week. Yeah, I pushed everything that happened to the side, but my body is still filled with the tension from everything I’ve endured.

      "How long have you been a student here?" I ask instead.

      "Since freshman year. My father works for a member of the school's council, and he pulled some strings."

      "That was nice of him. I haven't come across many Idols who are kind to people they deem less valuable because they aren't blessed with godlike gifts. But it must be different for you, since you’re a Fringe."

      I watch Toby's expression closely. The muscles around his mouth are definitely tenser than before.

      Interesting.

      "It's true. Most of my experience with Idols was on the positive side before coming to Gifted Academy. I quickly learned that I’d been living inside a bubble, something akin to the legendary Starlight Island."

      My heart gives a sudden lurch forward at the mention of the island my father made me promise I'd try to find. Trying to sound blasé, I ask, "Do you think Starlight Island is real?"

      Toby switches his attention to me for a second. "Ha, no." He chuckles. "It's a fairy-tale story, Daisy. Do you seriously believe that if there were such a place, the Idols wouldn't have found it and destroyed it by now?"

      I laugh, attempting to hide my disappointment. I'm not sure what I was trying to gain with my question. I've spent the last seven years disbelieving the existence of such an idyllic place. So why does it bother me so much that Toby thinks the island is a myth?

      "Right." I look out the window. The sun is out, but the temperature has dropped a few degrees. Thank heavens for that. It might be another month before summer is finally behind us. 

      "I know I've already asked you, but are you okay?" Toby probes, and I know he's referring to the fire incident.

      "If I told you I was, would you believe me?"

      "Nope."

      "Honestly, I don't know what to think. Principal Fallon assured me Gifted Academy was a safe place, but I'm beginning to doubt that."

      "You probably don't want to talk about it, but I suspect there’s something very shady happening at school."

      I did want to have a day free of Idol drama and conspiracy theories, but I can't pass up the opportunity to learn everything I can about the place.

      "What do you mean?" I ask.

      "Well, for starters, there are the deaths of two Fringe students so far caused by overdosing on Silver-voltage."

      "Do you think they’ve been targeted?"

      "Well, low-level Fringes are always targeted by the most ruthless Idols. The Magnificent Four and Dreadzilla are known to be the biggest bullies at school."

      "That doesn't surprise me." A heaviness settles in my chest, almost like a premonition that something awful is going to happen to me.

      If I didn't have to worry about anyone else besides me, I'd probably run away. But I can't do that to Rosie. I have to make sure she has a roof over her head. As long as she's as far away from Idols as she can be, then I'll endure whatever wicked games they have in store for me.

      "Silver-voltage is expensive, and Fringes know to stay away from the stuff,” Toby explains. “But there are always the stupid ones who’ll try, so those deaths aren't that suspicious."

      "You're thinking the fire was targeting those Fringe girls."

      Toby's grip on the steering wheel becomes tighter. "Yeah." He whips his head around to face me. "But please don't breathe a word about that to anyone."

      "Who am I going to tell?" I nibble on my lower lip and stare at the road. "I don't get it. Who would want Fringes dead? Norms, yeah, I get it. Idols hate my kind. But Fringes?"

      "I used to think the same before I came to Gifted Academy. But Idols hate Fringes almost as much as they hate Norms. If they aren't powerful enough, they’re worthless in the eyes of the most fanatic Idols."

      "What do you mean by fanatic?"

      "There's a small and powerful group of Idols who believe Norms and Fringes must be purged from the face of the Earth. They blame us for the demigods’ disappearance, and they believe the only way to bring them back is by getting rid of the filth—us."

      I curl my hands into fists. Maybe I've been too complacent all these years, just worried about getting somewhere safe. My parents’ murder comes to the forefront of mind. Those Idols killed them without mercy. I wish I could’ve avenged my parents right then and there. At least, I managed to kill one of those sons of bitches, and it felt good.

      A simmering rage surges in the pit of my stomach. 

      You have a weapon that kills Idols, Daisy. What's stopping you from putting it through the hearts of your tormenters?

      "Daisy? Are you okay? I didn't mean to bring the mood down."

      "I'm fine, Toby. Just processing what you told me."

      "Honestly, I wish there was a way to defend ourselves from them," Toby continues. 

      "Yeah, for real." My reply is without conviction.

      "All right, enough about those motherfuckers. Do you want to listen to some music, get into the groove?"

      Toby turns the radio on, and country music fills the car, mega loud.

      "Oh my God. What the hell is that?" 

      "Oops, sorry." He quickly switches stations as his face becomes adorably red. "I must have accidentally changed it while I was dusting the dashboard off."

      "Riiight. There's nothing wrong with country music, Toby. If that's your thing."

      "No, no. What do you like? Pop, rock, classic?"

      I shrug. "How about we listen to The Freaks? They usually play a nice variety of songs."

      "The Freaks it is." Toby tunes in to the station that’s owned by a Fringe and staffed by a mix of Fringes and Norms. 

      It's one of the reasons I started to listen to it when I moved to Saturn's Bay. The vast majority of the entertainment industry is controlled by Idols, which means we rarely get to see or hear anything by Fringes or Norms.

      One of my favorite songs comes on, and I begin to sing along under my breath at first, but then Toby turns the volume up and joins me. We lock gazes right before we belt out the lyrics, bouncing our heads to the beat of the song.

      The gloominess finally begins to dissipate. Then the car's engine starts to sputter. 

      "Hey, what was that?" I ask.

      "I don't know." Toby frowns at the dashboard. 

      The car slows down, and a moment later, smoke comes out from underneath the hood.

      "Shit!" Toby turns on his hazard lights and exits the highway.

      We both get out of the car to check what the problem is. I don't know much about car mechanics, but I know enough to be aware that we aren't going anywhere anytime soon.
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      BRYCE

      I had every intention of sleeping the whole day away. Wishful thinking. I'm exhausted, and yet at the crack of the dawn, I was wide awake. For the past week, sleeping a full night has been impossible. I’ve never been one to suffer from insomnia, but it seems since Daisy moved in next door, I've developed the problem. A simple Norm shouldn't be responsible for so many disruptions, which begs the question: Who is she, really?

      There's no question that she’s a Norm. I don't sense any power coming from her. But she's definitely not ordinary.

      Restless, I yank the tangled sheets off my legs and throw them to the side of bed. Leaning forward, I rub my face while I think of a way to get rid of the foreign feeling. Numbness I know. I embrace it. This jittery feeling, on the other hand, is quite annoying. 

      I head for the window and open the blinds. The sun is up, scorching the beautifully landscaped grounds of Gifted Academy. It doesn't matter that there's a drought in Saturn's Bay, there's no lack of irrigation water here.

      Filled with a sudden impulse, I put on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt and head out. Maybe a walk in the heat will get my head in order.

      But peace of mind is not meant to be. Just before I'm about to push open the door of the building, I catch sight of Daisy waiting by the curb. I stop automatically, and my hesitation baffles me. Since when do I avoid Norms? They should be the ones cowering away from us.

      A purple Cadillac menace parks in front of her. Even from where I am, I can see it’s about to fall apart. It ought to be towed away by the Department of Highway Safety. Daisy slides in, and soon after, the car takes off. I didn't see the driver, but I can guess who was behind the wheel—that vanilla ginger Fringe boy. 

      Toby’s managed to fly under our radar through most of high school. He's a low-level Fringe who, thanks to his unremarkable status, blended with the background. Now that he's been assigned as Daisy's guide, he's definitely on my radar. But Daisy is the enigma I must decipher.

      Before I can think too much about what I'm doing, I whirl around and head for the garage. It's high time I find out more about the Norm girl who’s taken not only my head for a spin, but also Rufio's, Phoenix's, and Morpheus's as well.
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      "I can't believe this." Toby puts his hands on his hips and glares at his overheated carburetor. "I just had the car serviced."

      "How old is this piece of—I mean, how old is Purple Delight, anyway?”

      "Nineteen."

      I gasp. "Nineteen? It's older than us. I'm surprised it runs."

      Toby whirls around and points a finger at me. "Hey, no dissing my car."

      I raise both hands in a sign of peace. "Sorry. I didn't mean to offend. What are we going to do?"

      I glance at the long road ahead of us. Not a building in sight. We're probably twenty miles away from Saturn's Bay city center, and I promised I'd pick Rosie up early before we headed to Emelton.

      "I need to call a tow truck.” Toby sighs. “Crap. That's going to cost all the money I've managed to save this month."

      "I'd chip in if I had any to spare." I shove my hands in my skirt’s pockets.

      Toby waves his hand dismissively. "Don't worry about it. It's my car, my problem."

      The sound of a vehicle approaching has both of us glancing into the distance. It's a black luxury SUV, shining under the sunlight. It slows down before parking just behind Toby's car.

      The windows are tinted, so I can't see who’s behind the wheel, but I know it must be an Idol or a very well-to-do Fringe. The door opens and out comes Bryce Kent in all his Idol glory. Shit, there goes the possibility of a semi-decent day. Car problems aside, I was looking forward to spending quality time with my friends without worrying about Idols.

      "It seems you're in need of roadside assistance." He approaches us, eyeing Purple Delight’s open hood.

      "Don't tell me you moonlight as a car mechanic?" I ask.

      Toby elbows my arm and tries to convey a silent, urgent message with his eyes: Shut the hell up, Daisy.

      Crap on toast. He's right. It's like I have a disease or something. I see an Idol and I can't help but want to antagonize them.

      Bryce turns his attention to me. "No, but I can get one here quickly."

      "It's okay. I appreciate the offer, but I'm just going to call a tow truck," Toby quickly replies.

      "Are you sure?" Bryce raises an eyebrow. "It could take a while."

      Nodding fast like a bobblehead doll, Toby says, "Yes, yes. I'm sure."

      He's jittery and tense. I don't blame him. I'm also uneasy in Bryce's presence. He doesn't seem to be out to screw with us, but you never know with these guys.

      Toby walks away with his phone glued to his ear, leaving me alone with Bryce, who is now watching me closely. His honey-colored eyes drop to my red cowboy boots and then travel up my body slowly. I decided to wear the short denim skirt Felicity gave me last year for my birthday. It's minuscule to the point that if I bend forward just slightly, my uterus will show, but it makes my legs seem longer, and I wanted to feel pretty today.

      Bryce's eyes are shining with appreciation when they finally make it back to my face. A change from his usual bored expression. I’m not sure if I like it.

      "Where were you headed?" he asks.

      "To a birthday party in Emelton."

      "Oh. That's a little far from the diner."

      Why is he bringing up Poppy’s Joint?

      "I'm not from Emelton." I fidget on my feet, wishing Toby would finish his call already.

      "So where are you from? Your accent is different. East Coast?"

      A sliver of dread rolls down my spine. I don't want to tell him anything about my past. Toby returns just in time to save me from answering Bryce.

      “I’ve got bad news,” he tells me. “The tow truck won’t be here until the end of the day.”

      “What? You’re kidding.” There’s a tightness in my chest now. I have to get to Saturn’s Bay.

      I pull my cell phone out of my purse. Maybe Poppy can pick us up. But is he Poppy today or Mr. X? I nibble on my lower lip. I can’t call Mr. X. I don’t even have his phone number anyway.

      “I can you give you a ride,” Bryce offers.

      I look up from my phone with mouth agape. “What?”

      He curls his lips into a rueful smile. “Don’t look so shocked. I was headed that way anyway.”

      Toby glances at me. “We really don’t have much of a choice, Daisy.”

      He’s right, but damn, I don’t want Bryce to know where Rosie lives. I’ll have her grab a taxi and meet me at Poppy’s Joint.

      “Okay.”

      Bryce rewards me with a victorious smile full of teeth. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him do more than smirk.

      “Stop that,” I snap.

      “Stop what?”

      I make a circle in the air with my finger, pointing at this mouth. “The smile. It’s weird.”

      He arches his eyebrows, his eyes widely innocent. “Why is it weird?”

      “I’ve never seen you crack one, that’s why.”

      Bryce walks backward, keeping his gaze locked with mine. “I’m not one to smile for no reason.” He finally opens the passenger side door, and with a flourish of his arm, he says, “Shall we?”

      Damn it. I don’t want to ride shotgun, but refusing will sound stupid.

      Without a word, I slide into the chilled interior. The smell of brand-new supple leather and Bryce’s sandalwood cologne fills my nose. Something strange unfurls in my stomach, a crazy reaction to the combination of scents.

      The cold leather bites against my naked legs, and goose bumps break out on my skin. My skirt rose up when I sat down, but no matter how much I tug on the fabric, my thighs are exposed.

      Toby enters Bryce’s car before the Idol can circle around the front of the vehicle.

      “Are you okay, Daisy? I’m sorry I made you accept his offer.”

      “I’m okay, Toby. And you didn’t force me to do anything. We really didn’t have much choice.” I give him a tight smile right before Bryce joins us.

      His eyes immediately zero in on my naked legs and linger there for a moment. I clear my throat to snap him out of his ogling. He lifts his face to mine, and maybe I’m imagining things, but it seems he’s embarrassed to be caught staring.

      As quick as a whip, he switches his attention to the road without a word and drives off. The engine is silent; if I didn’t know better, I wouldn’t believe it was on. I’ve never ridden in such a fancy mode of transportation before, and it’s impossible to keep from gawking at everything in wonder, but I try to do it in an inconspicuous manner. I’m poor, but I don’t need to show it.

      “Where am I dropping you off?” Bryce asks.

      “At Poppy’s Joint.”

      “Really? You want to visit the place where you used to slave away on your first weekend off?” He glances at me.

      “I have friends who still work there.” I cross my arms over my chest.

      I don’t miss when Bryce’s gaze drops to my cleavage. I’m not wearing a super low-cut top, but my breasts can make anything sexy. For most girls it would be a blessing, but to me, it’s a curse. I don’t have time for, nor want, the attention of boys.

      “Eyes on the road, please,” I say.

      Red spreads across Bryce’s cheeks, and to say I’m shocked is an understatement. I made an Idol blush. And not just any Idol, a fucking level seventeen Idol, the closest to a real-life demigod I’ll ever see.

      With a clench of his jaw, he heeds my words.

      The radio is off. I wish there was at least some music playing in the background. It’s better than this heavy silence, which is just increasing the tension in the air. It’s so thick you could make sushi with it.

      “So, Bryce, how’s senior year going for you?” Toby starts.

      “Not any different than my junior year,” the Idol replies.

      “Do you know which school you’re going to attend once you graduate?”

      “I’m leaning toward Hawk City University.”

      “Cool, cool, cool. That’s a good school.”

      I turn in my seat to peer at Toby. I’ve never seen him act like that before, mumbling words like he’s missing part of his brain.

      “How about you, Daisy? Any thoughts yet on what you’re going to do once you graduate Gifted Academy?” Bryce asks me in turn.

      I throw him a fleeting glance before peering at the road again. “Nope. I don’t think I’m going to college.”

      “Why not? Is it a money thing?” His question is so blasé, one would think he’s asking about the weather and not my financial status.

      “Yep.” I look out the window. Maybe he’ll get a clue that I don’t want to talk if I ignore him.

      “My dream is to attend the medical school at Prism City University,” Toby chimes in.

      “That’s a bold plan for a Fringe, Toby,” Bryce replies.

      “Well, Fringes and Norms get sick more often than Idols do. It makes sense to have more Fringe and Norm doctors, but that’s not the case.” Toby’s answer has a hint of bitterness, which is never good to show around an Idol.

      “And do you think that’s a problem?” Bryce glances at Toby through the rearview mirror.

      Shit. Dangerous question. Abort. Abort.

      “Don’t you?” Toby fires back.

      I rest my forehead against my hand. And here I thought I had self-destructive tendencies around Idols. What’s Toby trying to do? Get on the Magnificent Four’s shit list alongside me?

      “Honestly. I never stopped to think about that,” Bryce replies.

      “So, how about some music?” I ask, trying to change the subject.

      Bryce clicks one of the dozen buttons on his steering wheel, and music immediately fills the car. Classical music.

      “Is that Mozart?” Toby asks.

      “Le Nozze di Figaro,” Bryce replies with an upturn of his lips.

      “Wasn’t he a Norm?” I frown at the radio’s display.

      “He was brilliant. Who cares if he was Norm?” To further his point, Bryce turns the volume up.

      I stare at the guy, completely stupefied. He’s an Idol, and he has the arrogance of one born with phenomenal powers down to a peg. But he’s also completely atypical. He gave me noise-canceling headphones, helped me escape Rufio on the evening we first met, and now he’s giving me a ride while we listen to one of the most famous Norms of all times. He’s a fucking enigma, and despite all my misgivings about Idols, I want to unravel his mystery.

      It doesn’t hurt that he’s sex on a stick either.

      Heat takes over my face. The scene with a certain dropped towel comes to the forefront of my mind. My throat becomes dry, and there’s a distinct fluttering in my chest.

      “You look nice, by the way,” Bryce says all of a sudden. “I hope I didn’t butt in on your date.”

      “Date?” Toby and I say at the same.

      “No, no, no. We weren’t on a date. Not at all,” Toby adds quite vehemently.

      I turn to jokingly glare at him. “Jeez, could you be more assertive about that?”

      His green eyes become rounder, and his pale, freckled face turns bright crimson. “I didn’t mean it like that. I… I… come on, Daisy. You know what I mean.”

      “Actually, I don’t.” I laugh, but seeing the panicked look in Toby’s eyes, I swallow the amusement. Is it possible that Toby likes boys?

      “Are you gay?” Bryce asks bluntly.

      “What?” Toby turns paler. “No. I’m not gay.” He rests his head in his hand. “Do I give off gay vibes?”

      “No, not all. Relax, I was only teasing,” I say, then look at Bryce. “Nice going there, Mr. Tactful.”

      “What did I say?” The guy looks genuinely surprised at my sarcastic comment.

      I glance away. “Never mind. I wouldn’t expect your kind to look beyond your own navel.”

      “You sure have a lot of misconceptions about my kind. Maybe I should just drop you off in the middle of nowhere and take off,” he retorts angrily. “Or better yet, obliterate you to nothing with a snap of my fingers.”

      He emphasizes his point with the actual gesture, and tendrils of energy flicker between his digits. The music is disrupted for a brief moment, but it’s the fiery glow in his eyes that’s making my stomach twist savagely. My pulse quickens as I swallow a lump the size of a boulder.

      Fuck. That was a stupid thing to do. Poke the beast while trapped in his car.

      “Daisy didn’t mean anything by it,” Toby chimes in. “Please don’t kill us.”

      Bryce twists his lips into a smirk. “Relax, ginger. I’m not the murdering kind.”

      Could’ve fooled me. The reply is on the tip of my tongue, but by some miracle, I keep it bottled up.

      Daisy, when are you going to learn?
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      I wanted to know what Daisy was up to, and the opportunity to do so pretty much landed on my lap. A broken-down car. Perfect. It would’ve been better if the Fringe kid wasn't around, though. He's acting as a buffer, policing Daisy's responses. It doesn't matter. I will find out the truth about her tonight, one way or another.

      But did she have to be wearing that damn microskirt and leather cowboy boots? It's distracting and irritating. I've seen her wearing less, but somehow her current outfit is sexier than her stripper getup. Her legs seem to go on forever, showcasing golden skin that has me itching to touch it.

      Bryce, get a grip on yourself. She's just a Norm girl.

      But I can't contain myself. Now that Daisy has managed to reanimate something inside of me and vanquish the numbness, she’s created a magnet pull around her. And as much as I hate it, I'm drawn to her.

      I chance a few subtle glances in her direction. She hasn't said much after my little display of Idol power. Her body is tense, and when I catch her nibbling on her lower lip, a zing of arousal shoots straight to my crotch. My dick hardens and strains against my jeans. For fuck’s sake. I’m acting like Phoenix now, who walks around with a constant semi.

      "Stop biting your lips,” I snap. “If you’re hungry, there are snacks in the glove compartment.”

      "Seriously? You’re going to pick on what I do with my teeth and mouth now?”

      Motherfucker. Several ideas pop in my head of what she could do with that kissable mouth of hers.

      “Man, you’re lucky I’m not Phoenix.” I laugh.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” She crosses her arms in front of her chest.

      "Actually, I’m kind of hungry,” Toby interrupts. “I forgot to eat breakfast.”

      I glance at the Fringe via the rearview mirror. I’m not sure if I should toss him out of the window or thank him for his timely disruption.

      Daisy reaches for the glove compartment, but propelled by a strange impulse, I lean sideways and open the box for her, brushing my hand against her thigh accidentally. She shifts in her seat, pulling her legs closer to the door, while I rummage through the chocolate bars and mini bags of assorted candy. I take my time, enjoying invading Daisy's personal space a bit too much.

      "Do you mind?" she finally complains.

      I grab a few packages and toss them at Toby. "There you go, buddy. I hope you like sweets."

      "Thanks." He catches the candy in an awkward way, obviously not expecting so many packages to rain on him.

      "Healthy much?" Daisy says.

      "Were you expecting granola bars and trail mix?" I raise an eyebrow. 

      "Nothing that specific, but maybe other snacks besides candy."

      "I love sugar.” I grin.

      “Obviously.” She quirks her lips to the side. She really ought to stop drawing my attention to her mouth. I’m tempted to stop the car and pull a Phoenix move.

      I shake my head and try to yank my mind out of the gutter.

      "We're almost at Poppy's Joint. Maybe this time you can order an entire pie to yourself." Daisy gives me a phony smile. It's radiant nonetheless. I would love to see it when she smiles for real.

      "Uh, Daisy. Did you text your sister to meet us at Poppy's Joint?" Toby asks with his mouth half full of candy.

      "Crap on toast!" She pulls an ancient device from her purse.

      "Is that a phone?" I ask.

      "Yes." She levels me with a glare. "Shut up."

      "I didn't say anything." I sound apologetic and defensive, two emotions that are completely foreign to me.

      I’m losing control here, and that’s not a good thing.

      "I know what you were thinking,” she replies.

      Her nimble fingers fly over the small buttons on her phone. Good grief. I don't know how she can type so fast when there's no keyboard on the screen.

      "Great. Now Rosie is pissed at me that I didn't tell her sooner," Daisy mumbles to herself.

      "I can easily pick her up," I offer. 

      Her entire demeanor changes. Her brow furrows and her gaze turns dark, guarded. "It's okay. She’ll meet us at Poppy's."

      She doesn't want me to find out where her sister lives. It's a smart precaution, but futile. Now that I know she has a sibling, it would be child's play getting the address. But whatever, I'll let her have this false illusion of safety.

      It takes another two minutes to arrive at Poppy's Joint, and I get excited for something other than the Norm next to me.  

      "What do you think is the pie of the day?" I ask as I turn off the engine.

      "It's Saturday, so probably blueberry again."

      "That was a most excellent pie. My brother definitely lost that bet."

      "Ugh. Don't remind me of your brother." Daisy gets out of the car.

      "What bet?" Toby asks.

      I don't answer him right away, too busy watching Daisy walk into the diner. Shit, the girl has a nice ass.

      And now I have a major boner. Again.

      Son of a bitch.
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      DAISY

      "Are you fucking crazy?" Felicity wraps her hand around my arm and pulls me closer. "What are you doing with that Idol?"

      "My ride's car broke down, and Bryce showed up and offered us a lift."

      She looks over my shoulder and openly glares at Bryce, who’s now parked in a booth and eyeing the menu.

      "And who’s the ginger with him?"

      "You can stop glowering at Toby. He's a Fringe and a friend."

      I have to emphasize the last word. Fringes can be hit or miss. In my experience, the closer they are to Idol status, the worse they get. 

      "Can I have my arm back now?" I ask.

      Felicity's expression softens as she drops my arm only to engulf me in a bear hug. "Oh, I've missed you, girlie. This place has not been the same without you."

      "I miss you too. More than you can imagine."

      She holds me by the shoulders and pushes me back. "Those Idol assholes aren’t giving you a hard time, are they, Daisy?"

      "Not as much as I thought they would," I lie, and I know Felicity suspects as much. "I have to tutor one."

      The corners of her mouth twitch up before she throws her head back and laughs out loud. "That's fucking awesome."

      "Yeah, it's pretty surreal." I smile, but I’m not nearly as amused as her.

      She doesn't know that I'm in mortal danger just by being in Morpheus’s presence. Yup, being taught by a lowly Norm is so not sitting well with his ego.

      "And what about the other guy? You know, the dark-haired jackass who wanted to kill you?"

      "Oh, he's fine. He hasn't bothered me at all." I wave my hand dismissively.

      "Daisy, be careful with those Idols. If they’re acting like everything is fine, it's because they’re plotting something truly nasty."

      I totally believe Felicity's words. Rufio’s sudden interest in me is probably part of a scheme to bring me down. Phoenix and Morpheus are the only ones who are acting as expected, like the despicable bullies they are.

      "Don't worry, Fefe. I can take care of myself."

      Felicity watches me with a narrowed gaze. "All right. Now, you go sit down with your friend. I'll be there to take care of you in a minute."

      I veer toward the booth. Toby is sitting across from Bryce. I eye the seat next to him. There's no way I'm sitting that close to the Idol. But in that precise moment, Rosie walks through the door.

      "Daisy!" she yells and then runs into my arms.

      "Rosie! You got here super-fast." I hug her tight and kiss her cheek.

      "Our landlord took pity on me. She drove me here."

      "That was nice of her." I pull back and take in my sister's face. "You're tan. You haven't skipped school to go the beach, have you?" 

      "I did go to the beach yesterday, but only after class. I went surfing!"

      A stab of jealousy pierces me. I’ve always wanted to learn how to surf but never found the time—or the money to pay for lessons.

      “Who did you go with?” I ask, but she’s no longer paying attention.

      I follow her line of sight. She’s gazing at Bryce and Toby. My friend is staring at her in a funny way—mouth slightly open and bugged eyes. Bryce is also looking at her, but his expression is completely opposite of Toby’s. He's watching Rosie in a detached manner. I’m relieved that he's not ogling my sister like he did me earlier.

      Rosie leans closer and whispers in my ear, “Who are they?”

      “The ginger is Toby. He’s a Fringe, but he’s nice. The other guy is Bryce. An Idol and an ass.”

      “What are you doing hanging out with an Idol?” she asks.

      “It’s a long story. Let’s go before they realize we’re gossiping about them.”

      “Shit, do we need to sit with them?” Rosie’s voice trembles a bit. She has as much reason as I do to fear Idols. Neither of us can forget the night our parents were killed at the hands of those monsters.

      “Unfortunately, yeah. You can sit next to Toby.”

      Both boys scooch closer to the window when we approach the booth.

      “This is my sister, Rosie. That’s Toby and Bryce,” I introduce.

      “Hi,” Rosie whispers with her gaze downcast.

      “Nice to meet you, Rosie,” Bryce replies in a clear and loud voice.

      Toby just mumbles something indiscernible.

      Rosie and I take our seats, but I’m careful to leave a big enough gap between myself and Bryce, which means half my ass is hanging out of the booth. My awkward sitting only lasts a second before an invisible force yanks my body to the left, making me slide along the booth until my leg is flush with Bryce’s.

      “What the hell?” I glare at him.

      “You were falling off the seat.” He smiles at me, mischief shining in his eyes.

      My nostrils flare and my hands curl into fists. I open my mouth to offer an angry retort when Felicity comes to our table.

      “Howdy, folks. What can I get you?”

      Bryce lifts his gaze to her. “I’d like the blueberry pie, please.”

      “One slice of blueberry pie,” Felicity recites as she writes down the order on her pad.

      “Not a slice. I’d like an entire pie.”

      Her pen stops moving and she stares at Bryce. “You’re going to eat an entire pie by yourself?”

      I shake my head. “Trust me, Fefe. He will.”

      “All right, then. What about you, girls?”

      “I’m not really hungry,” Rosie replies.

      “Nonsense. It’s lunchtime. You gotta eat something. Don’t worry, I’ll ask our chef to cook something nice for you.” Felicity smiles.

      “You have a chef?” Toby’s eyebrows rise.

      We all stare at him. There’s no glint of mirth in his gaze. He’s serious.

      “She was joking, Fringe boy,” Bryce replies.

      Toby’s cheeks turn bright red again. “Oh. I’ll have the burger special, please.”

      Bryce moves his leg, and the friction makes me all the more aware that we’re too close. I’m leery and at the same time excited. My head knows Bryce is dangerous, but my body is as dumb as a door. I stare at the table and try not to think that I’m enjoying our nearness too much.

      “Earth to Daisy.” Felicity snaps her fingers in my face. “What are you having, hon?”

      I blink a couple of times and realize all eyes are on me. “Right, I’ll have the burger special too. Thanks.” I return the menu to her without making eye contact.

      I hope no one suspected why I was distracted.

      Rosie follows Felicity with her eyes, and when she’s out of earshot, she leans forward across the table. “Everything is set for Felicity’s party. All we have to do is help with the decorations.”

      “Oh, so it’s the waitress’s birthday party,” Bryce says.

      I ignore him. “And how are we getting her to the bar in Emelton?”

      All my careful planning went down the drain with me no longer working here and the restaurant I had originally picked no longer being operational.

      “Her boyfriend will bring her to the bar.”

      “Her boyfriend?” I sound surprised because I am.

      “It’s new.” Rosie shrugs.

      Another stab of jealousy strikes me. Rosie got to know Felicity’s news before me. Felicity has known Rosie as long as she has known me, but I’m her friend. Rosie is like a kid sister to Fefe, one she’d never talk to about boyfriends and stuff.

      I don’t realize I’m frowning until Bryce whispers close to my ear. “What’s the matter, Daisy? You look mad.”

      Ignoring the insta–goose bumps on my neck, I pull away. “Nothing.”

      “You’re a terrible liar.” He chuckles.

      “You’re wrong,” Rosie retorts. “You should see Daisy work a pool room.”

      I kick her under the table. She gasps and glares at me.

      “Oh? So you’re a hustler, then.” Bryce glances at me, but I refuse to make eye contact. “How many more hidden talents do you have?”

      I bet he’s referring to the stripping. Son of a bitch. If he mentions Unearthly Desires to my sister or Toby, I’ll murder him.

      Felicity returns with our food not long after. Bryce rubs his hands together like a little kid when she sets an entire pie in front of him.

      “Wow, that pie looks good,” Toby says.

      “Hey, eyes on your own plate, buddy. This baby is all mine.” Bryce sticks his fork in and takes a bite. He moans out loud as he relaxes against the booth.

      Damn. Why does it have to sound so sexy?

      Felicity taps me on the shoulder, and I realize I was staring at the Idol like an idiot.

      “Can I have a word with you?” she asks. “In the back?”

      “Sure.”

      I slide out of the booth and follow her toward the diner’s storage room. Once we’re hidden from view, she whirls around to face me.

      “What’s up, Fefe?” I ask.

      “You tell me, girl. Why are you staring at the Idol boy with lovesick eyes?”

      My spine goes taut. “I wasn’t.”

      “Daisy, I know a yearning gaze when I see one. I know he looks like a cover model, but he’s an Idol. And last week he was here with his hateful friends, frightening the hell out of our customers and you.”

      “Bryce wasn’t scaring anyone. He just came for the pie.”

      Why am I defending him?

      “Look at you. You’re already giving them excuses. You have to remember that they may look like us, but they ain’t nothing like us. Their unnatural powers are deadly. Please promise me you’ll stay away from that boy.”

      Felicity looks as scared right now as she was on Saturday when we had to bail from Poppy’s Joint in a hurry thanks to Bryce and the others.

      I nod, swallowing hard. “Yeah, no worries. I know what they are.”

      Monsters.

      I should probably refrain from telling Felicity I share a wall with them. I wouldn’t put it past her locking me in her apartment and forbidding me to return to Gifted Academy.
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      Whatever the waitress had to talk about with Daisy in private, it affected her mood. Now Daisy’s withdrawn and tense. Once again, she sat as far as way from me as possible, but this time I didn't use telekinesis to bring her closer to me. I had a pie to demolish, and that took most of my attention.

      "I can't believe you ate all that," Daisy's sister says with wide eyes. She's cute, a petite blonde with large blue eyes. Young, probably around fourteen or fifteen. I get it now why Daisy wanted to keep her sister safe from the likes of me. But truthfully, not even Phoenix, who’s the biggest dog in our circle, would go after someone so young. 

      Toby, however, is totally losing the few brain cells he has left. I've never seen anyone get lovestruck like that at first glance.

      "What time is the party?" I ask casually. I'm not ready to return to Gifted Academy yet. As a matter of fact, I have every intention of sticking around for the birthday celebration.

      "Not until seven," Daisy replies.

      "That's a lot of time to kill."

      Daisy and Toby exchange a glance, and then Daisy switches her attention to her sister. An uncomfortable silence descends over us.

      Toby rubs the back of his neck and says, "We were planning to check out the carnival by the beach promenade."

      Daisy whips her head toward Toby so fast I hear her neck crack.

      "Hey, I have nothing to do today. I'd be more than okay taking you to the beach,” I offer. “I can't remember the last time I went to a carnival."

      "Do Idols even enjoy those things?" Rosie asks with round eyes.

      "Sure we do." I shrug, leaving out that our carnival rides are ten times more intense than anything a Norm or Fringe could endure.

      "You don't have to play chauffeur. We can manage without you," Daisy says.

      "Nonsense. Unless you don't want me to tag along." 

      Toby and Rosie blanch. Did they perceive my comment to have double meaning? I didn't sound threatening, or did I?

      "No, I just don't want to be indebted to you," Daisy replies.

      "Too late now. I already drove you here. Don't worry, I won't ask much in return." I wink at her.

      With a sigh, she shakes her head. "Okay, let's get the check and go. We have to get to the bar around six to put the signs and balloons up."

      Felicity brings the bill at that precise moment. We all reach for our purses and wallets, but I announce, "Don't worry. I got this." I set a crisp hundred-dollar bill on the tray and look at Felicity. "We're all set."

      "I'll come back with your change in a moment." She reaches for the cash.

      "No need. Keep the change," I say with a bright smile.

      The waitress freezes and looks at me bug-eyed.

      "That's too much," she says finally.

      "Consider it a birthday tip."

      The woman turns to Daisy with her overplucked eyebrows raised.

      "Happy birthday, ma'am," Toby says, no doubt trying to break the tension.

      "All right, then. Thank you." She gives Daisy a meaningful glance before walking away.

      Daisy gets up from the booth with a jerky movement and strides out of the diner with angry steps. She's still fuming when I join her outside.

      "What did I do now?" I ask.

      "If you can't figure it out on your own, I'm not going to tell you." She looks away with a scowl.

      I'm beginning to think it's a good thing she's only a Norm and not an Idol. She'd create chaos if she had any powers. Talk about feistiness.

      "I'm not sure if you’re upset because I gave your friend a great tip or because I'm offering to drive you around. But you have to agree that both reasons are ridiculous."

      "Hey, are you guys having a fight or something?" Rosie asks, stepping closer to her sister. She's eyeing me with apprehension now.

      "Don't worry. We're not having a fight. But before we hop in the car, I'd like to clear the air," I say.

      Daisy exchanges a worried glance with her sister.

      "I'm not the bad guy here, okay? I get that Idols are usually terrible to Norms and Fringes, but I'm not one of those."

      I'm not lying, but I’ve also never felt it necessary to get Norms or Fringes to accept me. They never registered on my radar, not until Daisy came along.

      She watches me closely through narrowed eyes before she replies. "Okay, fine. I'll stop giving you a hard time."

      Amusement bubbles up my throat. The surrealism of this situation is almost too much. If Rufio could witness this scene, he'd have an aneurism. A Norm telling an Idol she’ll stop giving him a hard time. It's like I'm living in a world where everything is upside down.

      "Thank you," I say, holding my arms out and bowing my head. "Let's go already. I can't wait to see what a Norm carnival looks like."
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      DAISY

      I can't figure Bryce out or tell if he's tricking us with this good-guy persona. He hasn't done anything so far to make me doubt his words, but he's an Idol, which is a big negative factor on his side. I think about Felicity's warning. She hit the bull’s-eye with her assessment. I am attracted to Bryce, which means I need to be even more careful and keep my guard up.

      We barely exchanged words on the way to Saturn's Bay Beach on the Norm side. Idols have their own access to a much nicer shore and never come here. The promenade is always busy, especially on weekends, but with the carnival, the volume of traffic has tripled. Bryce's luxury SUV is completely out of place and garners looks from pedestrians as we cruise near the sidewalk, searching for a place to park. 

      A Norm police officer is helping control traffic, and the moment he spots us, his posture changes. Bryce must have noticed it as well, as he stops the vehicle next to the cop and lowers his window.

      "Good afternoon, sir. Busy day, huh?" Bryce asks.

      "Good afternoon. I don't mean to offend, but are you lost?" The man peers in at me, then moves his attention to Rosie and Toby in the back seat.

      "We aren't lost," I reply.

      The cop rubs the back of his neck in a fidgety motion. "Look, kids. I don't want any trouble, but maybe it's best if you hang out at the beach on your own side."

      Understanding dawns on me. He thinks we’re all Idols. Man, he's brave for even saying anything.

      "Why would we do that? Isn't this a free country?" Bryce asks.

      The cop opens and shuts his mouth, seemingly at a loss for words.

      "Sir, you don't have to worry. Only our driver is an Idol. I'm a Norm, and so is my sister," I tell him.

      "And I'm a low-level Fringe, so I’m pretty much harmless," Toby adds.

      “Oh, okay. Well, one can’t be too careful. Idol kids usually don’t come here, but when they do, it never ends well.” The cop looks at Bryce. “No offense.”

      Bryce stares straight ahead, his jaw clenched hard. “None taken.”

      “You’ll be hard-pressed to find a parking spot near the beach.” The cop stares at the line of cars ahead of us. “You know what? Why don’t you park next to my vehicle?”

      He removes the barricade and signals for Bryce to turn where a few official cars are parked.

      Bryce rests his forearm at the edge of the open window and lifts two fingers in salute. “Thank you, sir.”

      “That was nice of him to offer us a place to park,” Toby says, to which Bryce responds with a grunt.

      “Is something wrong?” I ask, not knowing why I care.

      It’s not out of fear for my life, which it should be.

      “Nope.”

      He climbs out of the SUV and bangs the door shut.

      “He’s angry. Do you think he got upset because of what the cop said about Idols?” Rosie asks.

      “Bryce has always been strange,” Toby replies. “He’s never dissed Norms or Fringes, though, at least not openly. It’s almost like he’s above all that.”

      “Well, we’d better get going before he suspects we’re gossiping about him.”

      We find Bryce waiting for us right next to the cop as he observes the crowd. I can’t tell if they exchanged more words, but when we’re within earshot, both are silent.

      Bryce looks over his shoulder, his gaze immediately finding mine. There’s a new intensity in his eyes that was absent before, and I feel the impact at full blast.

      “What do you want to do first?” he asks.

      “How about the Ferris wheel?” Rosie replies when I can’t find my tongue.

      I finally manage to break eye contact with the guy. “Yup. Sounds good.”

      There’s a huge line to get on the carnival attraction, and the wait is painful. Bryce is still acting like there’s a stick up his butt, so I avoid conversation with him. Toby continues to act in a bizarre manner around Rosie. All I wanted was a stress-free afternoon with my sister and then some fun times with my friends. Instead, I’m stuck in one of the most awkward social interactions of my life.

      While Bryce is gazing off at nothing, I spot a cotton candy vendor. Maybe what everyone needs is a little sugar to mellow the fuck out.

      “I’ll be right back,” I say and veer toward the cart.

      There’s only one couple ahead of me, so I don’t have to wait long.

      “Can I have four cotton candy sticks, please?” I ask when it’s my turn.

      “Sure can, miss,” the vendor replies with a wide smile.

      Bouncing on the balls of my feet, I glance over my shoulder. Bryce doesn’t seem to have noticed I left the line, and Rosie is trying to talk to Toby.

      Five minutes later, I return.

      “Where have you been?” Rosie asks.

      “Where do you think?” I give her one cotton candy.

      Bryce is still lost in his own world. Feeling brave and a tad stupid, I tap his shoulder.

      “What is—” He eyes the candy I’m offering him. “Is this for me?”

      “Yup. As a thank you for driving us here.”

      He takes the offering as if he can’t quite believe I bought him candy.

      “Thank you. How did you know I was getting hungry?” He shoves a big chunk of pink cloud in his mouth.

      “Wild guess.” I shrug.

      Bryce gets busy devouring his cotton candy. He’s done before I can even make a dent in mine. To be honest, I’m not a big fan of sweet stuff, and I’m already getting sick.

      “Do you want to finish mine?” I offer.

      “Are you sure?” He raises an eyebrow.

      “I can only handle so much sugar.”

      By the time he finishes eating my cotton candy, it’s our turn on the Ferris wheel. We keep the same seating arrangement as in the diner, with Toby and Rosie on one side and Bryce and me opposite them. The cart wobbles back and forth with a lurch as the wheel moves, jostling me against Bryce. He throws his arm around my shoulder to stabilize me, but all it does is unravel me instead.

      My heartbeat goes to ninety in a split second, and every muscle in my body is frozen.

      “Sorry.” Bryce removes his arm from around me and peers down.

      I turn to Rosie, who’s watching me closely. I don’t know if she noticed anything amiss, but even if I hadn’t shown any physical demonstration of my discomfort, she would know. We haven’t had good experiences at the hands of Idols.

      “Wow, look at that view,” Toby says. “I’ve never been this high up before.”

      “We have,” Rosie replies absent-mindedly. “Remember when Mom and Dad took us to that big carnival in Hawk City, Daisy?”

      “So that’s where you’re from.” Bryce turns to me.

      I grimace, looking the other way. “Yes, that’s where we’re from.”

      “Why did you move to Saturn’s Bay?” he asks, making me even tenser. Curse Rosie for opening her big mouth.

      “Because Idols killed our parents seven years ago,” Rosie replies with a bite to her tone.

      “Rosie!” I level her with a glare. Goddamn it. Why would she tell Bryce that?

      Bryce doesn’t say anything for several beats, but Toby looks absolutely crestfallen.

      “I’m so sorry,” he says.

      Rosie’s eyes fill with tears. She glances away, covering her mouth with a closed fist.

      “Was it a random act of violence?” Bryce finally asks, his voice cold and tight.

      “Yes. They were attacked by Idols in the middle of the street. Killed right in front of us,” I lie. If Bryce ever finds out the real reason Idols invaded our home and killed our parents, Rosie and I aren’t safe.

      Rosie throws me a disapproving glance. She doesn’t understand the danger the information she already provided puts us in. That’s my fault. I should’ve been more honest with her about the motive behind our parents’ assassination. But she was so scared, and I didn’t want to give her more reason to be so.

      “I’m sorry,” Bryce says simply.

      Once again, an impregnable silence drops on us like a cocoon of doom.

      The Ferris wheel stops suddenly, sending our cart swinging. I grab the side this time, not wanting to be thrown against Bryce again. Motion resumes after a moment, but not slowly as before. The wheel shoots upward violently, and I hear yells from the other riders.

      “What the hell?” I say and glance down.

      “Aren’t we going a little too fast?” Toby frowns.

      “I don’t like this.” Rosie’s face is paler. She’s grabbing the metal bench so tightly that her knuckles have turned white.

      As the Ferris wheel increases velocity, the shouts from the other passengers grow louder. They also change in nature, no longer screams of excitement but terror. Our cart begins to swing precariously, too fast to be safe.

      “Something isn’t right here,” I say.

      “No, definitely not.” Bryce stands up and leans toward the side of the cart.

      I reach for the back of his shirt. “Come back to your seat. You’re going to fall.”

      My hold on him is feeble, so when he steps on the bench, I can’t stop him.

      “Bryce, cut it out,” I say.

      “Fuckers,” he says under his breath before he looks over his shoulder. “Hold tight.”

      He jumps off in the next second. I scream as I slide on the bench to peer down. Instead of falling to his doom, Bryce’s descent is slow and measured, using the wheel’s metal poles as leaping platforms. He disappears from view for a moment, but I know he’s okay.

      “He’s a level seventeen Idol, Daisy. A fall won’t kill him,” Toby says.

      “Can he fly?” Rosie asks.

      “I don’t think so,” I tell her, though I don’t actually know.

      The Ferris wheel’s frame rattles savagely, followed by a bright explosion of light coming from the ground that almost blinds me. Then the motion stops, and silence reigns supreme.

      “What happened?” Rosie peers down. “I can’t see anything.”

      After at least five minutes, the ride restarts. But it’s not until ten minutes later that our cart finally reaches the bottom and we’re able to get off.

      Cops, firefighters, and paramedics are everywhere, mingled with the rattled crowd. No sign of Bryce.

      “Rosie, Toby, stay close to me.” I reach for Rosie’s hand, and she laces her fingers with Toby’s.

      Leading the line, I carve a path through the crowd with my elbows. It’s not until I break through the worst of it that I spot Bryce talking to a few cops, including the one who gave us a parking spot.

      “Bryce!” I yell before I increase my pace.

      He turns at the sound of my voice, and I see it then, the piece of white tissue pressed against his lips.

      I halt just shy of colliding with him. “What happened?”

      He pulls the tissue from his mouth, revealing a busted lip. It seems it bled for a little bit, but now it’s just swollen.

      “This is nothing,” he says casually.

      “You’re being modest, son,” our cop friend chimes in. “Your friend here helped avert a tragedy.”

      “Okay, but what happened exactly?” Toby asks.

      “A group of Idols from out of town thought it would be fun to terrorize some Norm kids,” Bryce replies with a tone that implies those Idols are not faring too well right now.

      “What did you do to them?” I ask.

      “Nothing they didn’t deserve.”

      “One moment Bryce was surrounded by four Idols, and then the next, there was this bright light. Once it faded away, the delinquents were on the ground, unconscious and all covered in bruises. It was awesome. It kind of makes you believe that the Knights are real, huh?” The cop chuckles.

      Bryce’s eyes widen a fraction as he stares at the cop before he catches me watching him.

      “And how did you get that?” I point to his busted lip.

      “One of them got a lucky punch in.” Bryce smiles.

      “I think we should go.” Rosie hugs her middle, looking a little frightened.

      “Yeah, we probably should. Listen, I think you’ve done enough. We can probably get a cab from here,” I say to Bryce.

      He frowns. “Are you trying to ditch me after my heroic act? That doesn’t seem right.”

      The corners of his lips are curled upward, so I know he’s not serious.

      “I feel like you’ve done enough.”

      “Will there be cake at this birthday party?”

      “Naturally.”

      His smile widens. “Then I think the least you could do is put me on the guest list.”

      I let out a defeated exhale, though I’m feeling exactly the opposite. “Fine, if you insist.”

      “Oh, Daisy. I do.” His voice loses the mocking tone and becomes almost seductive. My heart decides it’s time to do a cartwheel.

      Okay, Daisy. You’re enjoying this way too much. Remember who he is. What he is.
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      “Where the fuck is Bryce?” I call my stupid brother again, only to be sent to his voice mail after a couple of rings, which means the fucker is ignoring my calls on purpose.

      “You never cared about Bryce’s whereabouts before,” Phoenix replies from the couch without taking his eyes off the video game on the TV screen.

      “We’re expected for dinner at our parents’ tonight, and I’m not going alone.” I walk to the window, but I’m too pissed off to appreciate the view.

      If Bryce leaves me hanging again, I’ll beat his aggravating ass all the way to China. I can’t endure another stuffy dinner with our overbearing mother and our jackass father all by myself. Their idea of quality time is to criticize us. I need Bryce to share the spotlight with me.

      I whirl around, determined to find the idiot at all costs.

      Morpheus comes into the living room half naked, drying his hair with a towel. “No word from Bryce yet?”

      “No,” I grumble.

      He drops the towel on the couch, driving my aggravation to the limit.

      “Hey, put that thing back where it belongs.”

      Morpheus gives me a death glare but does pick up the towel again. “I swear to all the gods, Rufio, your obsession with tidiness will be the reason we’ll kill you one day.”

      “You should thank me that our place isn’t a pigsty. Can’t you use your damn gift to see where Bryce is?”

      He narrows his eyes to slits before he flips me off. “I’m not a fucking detector of lost shit.”

      “Fuck, you’re all useless.” I yank my hair back by the roots.

      “Come on, dude. Dinner with your parents can’t be that bad.” Phoenix chuckles.

      “Do you wanna trade places with me?”

      The smile vanishes from my friend’s face. With a somber expression, he replies, “No.”

      I’ve met Phoenix’s father once. He seemed all right. Phoenix doesn’t like to talk much about his family, though, or his home life. The same can be said about Morpheus, but at least I know why mummy-boy doesn’t talk about his parents. There’s a lot of drama there, and I’m glad Morpheus is the keeps-shit-to-himself kind of guy.

      “I wonder what Daisy’s doing today. Maybe I’ll pay her a visit.” Phoenix glances at me in challenge.

      “Whatever. There’s no way in hell you’re going to bag that Norm. She’s worthless, but she’s not stupid,” I tell him.

      “You underestimate me, bro, and that’s going to be your downfall.”

      “Can we quit talking about Daisy for one day? Is that possible?” Morpheus complains from the kitchen.

      “Now that Phoenix mentioned her, maybe I’m going to see what she’s doing today.” I veer toward the kitchen counter and pull up a chair.

      Morpheus is still searching for something in the fridge when his entire spine goes rigid. The silver bracelets he wears disappear under the shadows pouring out of his wrists.

      “Morpheus? Are you okay there?”

      The shadows recede, but it’s another second or two before he turns around. “I think I know where Bryce is. Phoenix, tune it to the news channel now.”

      Phoenix glances over his shoulder with a bored glint his eyes. “You’re joking, right? I’m almost on the final level of this game.”

      “Do it, damn it!” Morpheus bangs the fridge door closed, rattling the bottles on top.

      “Jeez, fine. Cool your jets, bro.”

      The video game goes away, and after a few clicks, the news is on. They’re showing an aerial view of Saturn’s Bay Beach, where a circular area near the carnival’s Ferris wheel looks like it’s been leveled by a great force.

      “Is that the carnival at the Norm side of the beach?” Phoenix asks.

      The news reporter is saying the carnival was attacked by out-of-towners—Idols—and that a local Idol hero prevented a tragedy. One of the witnesses describes seeing a great bright explosion, which is totally my brother’s MO.

      “Damn it, Bryce. What are you doing in Normville again?” I ask out loud.

      “Maybe he went back for more pie,” Phoenix replies.

      A sudden fury erupts from the pit of my stomach. I turn around and head for the door.

      “Dude, where are you going?” Phoenix asks.

      I’m already outside, banging on the door of our illustrious neighbor.

      “Daisy, open up.”

      My knocks are loud enough to bother the entire floor. When no answer comes from inside, I’m ready to blast the door to pieces. Morpheus holds my arm before I can.

      “What the fuck are you doing?”

      “What does it look like?”

      “You can’t blast the door open with your bare hands. Have you forgotten those are protected against Idol powers?”

      I clench my jaw so hard it actually hurts. Every dorm room door on campus is made out of a special material that repels Idol’s gifts. A precaution to ensure students have privacy and also to avoid people dying on school grounds.

      “She’s probably not home anyway. I bet she went to visit her friends at the diner,” Phoenix chimes in.

      “Do you think Daisy and Bryce are together?” I ask Morpheus.

      “I’d say there’s a high chance they are.”

      I’m livid. If Bryce messes up my plans for Daisy, there will be hell to pay. He’s always had a strange fascination for pathetic things. First it was the insects, now the Norms.

      “I guess I’m going to crash their date, then.”

      I return to our apartment with Morpheus close behind me. “What about dinner with your parents?” he asks.

      “Fuck them. If Bryce can skip it, so can I.”

      “What’s happening now?” Phoenix sits up straighter on the couch.

      “Rufio is going after Bryce,” Morpheus replies.

      Phoenix jumps from his seat, tossing the video game controller on the couch. “Do you mean he’s going after Daisy? Then I’m in.”

      I grab my car keys from the counter. “Sorry, buddy. This is a solo mission.”

      “Fuck that. I’m going.”

      Without looking back, I say, “Not with me you aren’t.”

      I shut the front door hard. It gives me a small sense of satisfaction. It won’t keep Phoenix from tagging along, even in a separate car, but there’s one advantage I have over the idiot. Now that I more or less know Bryce’s whereabouts, I can find him. I can sense his unique power signature if I’m near.

      Wicked excitement curls around the base of my spine, the thrill of the hunt. It’s heightened by the fact that I can kill two birds with one stone—piss off my brother and further my plans for Daisy.

      I can’t wait to see the look on her face when I come crashing into her world. Again.
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      I didn’t think this day could be salvageable, but I underestimated the power of hanging out with true friends. A few hours in to Felicity’s surprise birthday party, the shit that happened earlier has faded into the background.

      Bryce’s presence put everyone on edge at first, but Toby was quick to give a brief summary of what the Idol did at the carnival. That was enough to break the tension for almost everyone, except Poppy, who’s kept a close watch on Bryce since we arrived.

      When I’m finally alone, he stops next to me. “How is life at Gifted Academy? I see you’ve made friends in high places.”

      I easily catch the disapproving tone in his comment.

      "It’s had its up and downs. I'm in one piece, though, so I count that as a win."

      Poppy takes a sip of his beer. "I have to say, I'm surprised to see you hanging out with that Idol. Isn't he part of the group who terrorized my diner last week?"

      "Bryce had nothing to do with it. He just wanted pie."

      Why am I defending him? Again?

      "Look at you, getting your feathers all ruffled over a poor Idol boy. If I didn't know you any better, I'd say you have a crush on him."

      "What?" I squeak. "I do not have a crush on him, or on anybody for that matter."

      Is that accurate, though? I’ve experienced all kinds of new emotions, not only today with Bryce but also in the past week as well. I can’t deny that both Phoenix and Rufio have somehow left their marks on me. And if that doesn’t earn me the prize of stupidest girl in the universe, I don’t know what does.

      "Good. I hope you didn't forget your experience at a certain night entertainment locale. No one who frequents that place is decent, Daisy. Remember that."

      Poppy walks away, leaving me alone to stew on his warning. My good mood plummets.

      Why did he have to remind me of one of the most humiliating evenings of my life?

      "Everything okay?" Bryce materializes next to me.

      I curl my fingers tighter around the glass of soda in my hand. "Yeah. Everything is fine." 

      "You look tense."

      I angle my face to the side to watch him. The first thing I notice is the chocolate smear on the corner of his mouth.

      "Did you have a second serving of cake?"

      He rewards me with an impish smile. "Third, if I'm being honest. How did you know?"

      I point at the stain. "You have chocolate on your face."

      Bryce brushes his fingers over the corner of his mouth, but he only manages to get the stain partially off. He licks the chocolate off his fingers, and my eyes immediately zero in on his lips. My stomach clenches, fighting the butterflies that are suddenly fluttering in there.

      His eyes find mine, and I know he's aware of my stupid reaction.

      "Did I get it all?" he asks in a dangerously smooth voice.

      "Uh, no. You missed a spot."

      "Where?" He touches every inch of skin surrounding his lips besides the area where the chocolate is.

      I'm pretty sure he's doing it on purpose, and I, foolishly, fall for his trap.

      "There." I reach over and wipe the spot clean myself.

      A zing of desire shoots down my spine and curls around its base. The butterflies are batting their wings at full speed now, matching the tempo of my accelerated heartbeat. I yank my hand back with a gasp. Bryce smiles broadly, showing a row of perfect white teeth.

      "You're doing it again," I croak.

      "Doing what?" he asks, his eyes full of mischief.

      "The smiling thing." I turn away, unable to withstand the power of his stare. 

      I know he's an Idol and dangerous, so why do I have this insane craving to taste his lips?

      I focus on the pool table, which is currently free.

      "So, you used to hustle unsuspecting fools at pool, huh?" he says.

      "I can't believe Rosie told you that," I reply, crossing my arms.

      "Do you want to teach me?"

      I glance at him. "You don't know how to play pool?"

      Bryce shrugs. "It's not a common pastime on my side of the fence."

      I clamp my jaw shut, facing away again. I never once stopped to think that Idols had any other interests in life besides persecuting Norms.

      "All right. I'll give you some pointers." I set my glass down and claim the table.

      Bryce follows me and waits on the opposite side while I arrange the balls inside the triangle. Once they’re all set, I lift my eyes to his. "Do you want to break?"

      "By break you mean start?" he asks.

      I reach for the cue sticks mounted on the wall behind me. "Do you even know the basics?"

      "Would you think less of me if my answer was no?"

      I chuckle. "No."

      Bryce's attention remains riveted on my face as I walk around the table. I set one of the sticks on the edge and hand him the second.

      He runs his finger over the length of the cue stick and then turns to me. "Now what?"

      I place the cue ball on the table. "Just grip the cue stick as you would naturally." I wait for him to do so. "Now lean forward and place the bridge flat on the table, behind the cue ball."

      "Like that?"

      "'Almost." I move behind him and lean forward to adjust his stance, which brings my boobs flat against his back. His heady cologne fills my nostrils, sending chills down my spine. Or maybe it's just his proximity that's making me light-headed.

      I cover his hand with mine and change the way he's gripping the stick. "Hold the butt cap with your thumb, index, and middle finger. And you don't want to grip the back too close to the end."

      Bryce turns to me, bringing his face inches from mine. I keep my eyes trained on the cue ball, trying my best to ignore the rampant fury of my heartbeat.

      "Drop your head into line with the ball. As you pull your arm back, you ought to release your grip, which will increase the power of your shot."

      "All right, I think I got it," he replies, still staring at my face. His warm chocolate-scented breath fans across my overheated skin.

      I step back, realizing Bryce could probably feel the hard thumping of my heart while I was glued to his back. Shit.

      He gets into position, eyeing the cue ball now. His line is perfect, and I begin to suspect he wasn't telling the truth about his lack of skills. When he pulls his arm back and fires a powerful and precise shot, he manages to get at least five balls in the pockets.

      He straightens up and slowly turns to me with a cheeky smile plastered on his gorgeous face.

      I put my hands on my hips. "You lied to me. You've played pool before."

      "What? Nonsense. Must be beginner’s luck."

      I squint slightly before I grab my cue stick. "Fine, buddy. Let's see how long your luck holds."

      The game ends fast. I win, but only because Bryce let me. I'm good, but he's way better. 

      "Okay, you beat me. Told you that shot was beginner's luck," he states with a grin.

      "You're too amused for someone who just lost a game." I stare hard at him.

      "Hey, kids, anyone fancy brownies?" Felicity approaches our table and offers a tray with the treats, barely holding the offering straight. It's safe to say she's a little tipsy right now.

      "Don't mind if I do." Bryce takes three square pieces, immediately shoving one into his mouth.

      "Wow, leave some for the rest of us." I walk around the table to grab one. "Who baked these?"

      "Angel. Isn't he sweet?" Felicity's gaze travels across the room to land on her boyfriend, Angel, who's having a drink with Poppy. 

      He's an older dude with longish hair and a beard. Honestly, he’s kind of a hippie, which is completely not Felicity's type. She seems smitten with the guy, but they’ve only been dating for like a week.

      I take a bite of Angel's brownie and moan out loud. "Oh my gosh. This is so good."

      "I know, right? He’s such a good baker," Felicity replies proudly.

      "Man, I've never had anything more delicious. They even beat the blueberry pie. Can I have another piece?" Bryce's greedy fingers are already hovering over the tray.

      "Sure, hon. Take as many as you want."

      “I seriously don’t know how you can eat so much sugar and maintain your physique.” I take another bite of the brownie.

      “It must be in my genes.” Bryce shoves another entire square into his mouth.

      I finish eating my treat, then lick the melted chocolate off my fingers. It’s a totally innocent move, but when I glance at Bryce, I find him staring at me with his mouth slightly open and eyes at half-mast.

      Heat spreads through my cheeks. “What?” I ask, trying to mask my embarrassment.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he says simply without breaking eye contact.

      I’m at a loss for words. My face feels numb, and there’s now a strange noise in my ears, as if my head is stuck underwater.

      “That’s random.” I laugh nervously.

      Oh my God, I sound like an idiot.

      He inches closer, then cups my cheek with his large hand. “Maybe I like to watch you.”

      I twist my face into a grimace. “Bryce, you’re veering into stalker territory.”

      He leans down, bringing his lips closer and closer to mine. I enter panic mode. He’s going to kiss me, and I’m so tempted to let him.

      An old favorite song of mine starts to play, and to avoid what I know would be a huge mistake, I step back and announce, “I love this song. Let’s dance.”

      I lace my fingers with his and drag him to the makeshift dance floor. It’s an upbeat, classic number, and soon other people join us. I mistakenly thought a crowded dance floor would help keep Bryce away from me, but it works the other way, as we’re quickly pushed together by the throng of partygoers.

      His arms snake around my waist, pulling me closer to him. But instead of becoming still as a board—I’m in the arms of the enemy, after all—I laugh and place my hands on his shoulders.

      “What’s so funny?” he asks.

      “I don’t know.”

      Bryce looks to his left and then tips his head in that direction. “I think Toby is infatuated with your sister.”

      I follow Bryce’s line of vision. Toby and Rosie are sitting next to each other at a table. Rosie is talking about something she clearly enjoys; the passionate gesture of her hands is a dead giveaway. Toby is simply staring at her adoringly.

      “I think you’re right,” I say.

      “How about you, Daisy? Did you leave any poor bastard with a broken heart when you enrolled at Gifted Academy?”

      I snort. “No. I didn’t have time to date. Between school and waitressing—”

      “And stripping,” Bryce adds with a cheeky smile.

      His comment should make me mad as hell, but funnily enough, I don’t care. “Shut up. That was only one time, and only because I was desperate.”

      “What did you need the money for?” he asks.

      I stare at him through slits. “What’s up with the police interrogation?”

      “Sorry.” He furrows his brow and pinches his lips. “Was that impolite to ask? I’ve been told before that I have the social grace of a teaspoon.”

      “And who was the brave soul who said that to your face?” I ask mockingly. But honestly, I want to know.

      “My mother,” he replies with a deep sigh.

      “Is she not nice?”

      “That’s a way to put it.”

      “What about your father?”

      Bryce raises an eyebrow as his lips curl into a smirk. “Now who’s playing cop?”

      I roll my eyes. “Whatever.”

      Someone bumps into me from behind, pushing me against Bryce. Now there’s absolutely zero gap between our bodies. I attempt to step back, but he holds me firmly in place. To be honest, I didn’t try that hard. Like the idiot I am, I lift my chin, locking eyes with him. The entire world seems to slow down around us, the music and the sound of people’s laughter fading into the background.

      “Daisy?” He says my name so low, it feels like a caress.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m going to kiss you now.”

      I stop moving, breathing, everything. My tongue feels thick in my mouth. This is crazy and reckless, but I want it so bad. I should say hell no, push him away. Instead, I simply stare at Bryce like a deer caught in headlights.

      He lets go of my waist to cup my cheeks with both hands. I close my eyes, dizziness hitting me so hard that I would sway on the spot if it weren’t for Bryce holding me still. When his lips softly brush against mine, it tingles. But when his tongue darts out and probes my lips open a little more, I’m hit by a category five hurricane. My fingers press against his wide back as I rise onto my tiptoes, deepening the kiss myself.

      Holy fuck. I’m kissing an Idol. I must have lost my mind, and I don’t care. I’ve never kissed someone who tasted like a thunderstorm, who makes me feel alive in every possible way. Well, I don’t know what a thunderstorm tastes like. Does it even have any taste?

      Ugh, shut up, brain.

      Bryce’s lips move away from mine to pepper my jaw and then my neck with mind-numbing kisses. My toes curl inside my cowboy boots, and the need to get closer to him, to remove all barriers between our bodies, is overwhelming. He traces my shoulders, then my sides with the tips of his fingers, scorching my skin through my shirt. When he brushes the underside of my breasts, I let out a moan so filled with raw need that it would’ve mortified me if I wasn’t already lost in the moment.

      “Bryce,” I whisper.

      “Yes, Daisy?” He fuses his lips with mine again.

      I don’t reply for a moment, too wrapped up in the feel of his tongue against mine, in the touch of his hands on my body. He pulls back slightly and waits for me to continue, watching me with eyes that are brighter than before, the color akin to molten gold.

      “I don’t know what I was going to say.”

      He smiles lazily. “Good. I think I’d rather you use your mouth for something else.” He leans down again but freezes a breath away from my lips.

      A second later, he pulls back completely, as if he’d been yanked by an elastic band.

      “Bryce? What’s wrong?”

      Gone is the easygoing, lust-infused expression of a second ago. “I sense my brother. He’s nearby. He must be looking for me.”

      “You can sense your brother?” I ask in a high-pitched voice. “Can you all do that?”

      Bryce doesn’t answer my question. “He can’t find me here with you. I have to go.”

      He turns around and walks away. Like an idiot, I follow him. “Bryce, wait.”

      He veers straight for the table where Toby and Rosie are.

      “Dude, we gotta go. Like right now.” Bryce tells Toby.

      Toby’s eyes widen right before he shoots out of his seat. “What happened?”

      “I don’t have time to explain. Come on.”

      Toby switches his attention to me. “What about Daisy?”

      Bryce finally glances at me. His eyes are turbulent and cold, and I feel like a bucket of icy water has been dumped over my head. Feeling small and stupid, I hug my middle as my shoulders hunch forward.

      “Daisy has to stay.” His reply is hard and final.

      “But—” Toby starts.

      “Toby, go with Bryce,” I tell him. “I’ll be okay. I’ll crash in my old room with Rosie.”

      The Idol I just kissed is already on the move toward the exit. He didn’t even say goodbye. I’m hurt, and that’s all the more tragic. What else did I expect from the likes of him?

      “All right. If my car gets fixed quickly, I can pick you up tomorrow,” Toby says apologetically.

      “Don’t worry about me. Go. Bryce will leave you here if you don’t catch up.”

      Toby turns to my sister. “Bye, Rosie. It was nice to meet you.”

      “Same. Text me.”

      Toby’s face is as bright as a tomato. He nods and then runs toward the exit. Bryce has already disappeared through the door.

      I drop on the chair Toby just vacated and take in the room. Felicity’s party is a success and that lessens the sting of Bryce’s attitude.

      “I can’t believe you kissed an Idol,” Rosie says.

      I whip around to face her. “You saw that?”

      “Hello? You were sucking face in the middle of the dance floor. Everyone saw it. You’re going to get a tongue-lashing from Felicity in about two seconds.” Rosie’s gaze focuses straight ahead. Sure as shit, Felicity is marching toward our table.

      “Oh man. Rosie, you gotta save me.” I grab her arm.

      Felicity stops in front of us with her hands on her hips. She wobbles a bit on her feet, and her eyes aren’t that sharp, but she still manages a stern glare. “Daisy, what did I tell you?”

      “Not to fall for pretty Idol boys?” I shrug.

      “Precisely. Was it worth it, at least?”

      “Fuck. It was.” A fit of giggles catches me by surprise. What’s wrong with me?

      “Why are you laughing now? The guy kissed and dashed. He was a jerk,” Rosie argues.

      “I know, and I don’t know why I’m laughing.” The giggles continue. Hell, I don’t remember being this amused in a very long time. “Fefe, what was in those brownies?”

      “Well, I thought they were just regular brownies.” She sways on the spot, and her speech is slurred. She’s toast. “But Angel just told me they were special brownies.”

      I cover my mouth with my hand, but I can’t contain my laughter. “Oh my God. I ate magical brownies. That’s hilarious.” I hug my middle and lean forward, laughing so hard that I start to cry.

      “I can’t believe this. You’re high out of your mind. No wonder you were acting so blasé about Bryce ditching you,” Rose says.

      “Screw, Bryce.” I jump off my chair and force Rosie to do the same. “Come on, sis. Let’s dance.”

      “Uh, maybe we should go home,” she replies.

      “No, you can’t leave yet. Now that those stuffy Gifted Academy boys are gone, we can really let our hair down.” Felicity lifts her hands up in the air and sways with the music.

      “Exactly. Come on, Rosie. Don’t be a party pooper.” I pout.

      “Fine. I suppose dancing to one song won’t kill anybody.”

      I punch the air and yell, “Hell yeah.”

      I’m definitely going to regret this tomorrow, but tonight I just don’t care.
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      Bryce is inside the second-rate Norm sports bar in front of me. I sensed him half an hour ago, but I had to get rid of Phoenix's tail first. The jackass followed me, though I finally lost him when I ran a red light at a busy intersection. I almost couldn't make it myself.

      I reach for the door handle when Bryce exits the bar in a hurry. A minute later, Toby, the Fringe kid who was practically attached to Daisy's hip this past week, comes running out. I wait for Daisy to come out next, but she doesn't. The backup lights on Bryce's car turn on before Toby can even get in. The Fringe manages to slide in before Bryce backs up, though, and a second later, his SUV peels out of the parking lot.

      Damn it. I was counting on seeing that stupid Norm with him. I'm drowning in my irritation when I’m struck by an idea. Rufio, you’re a moron. Bryce must have sensed me and took off before I could get here, before I could find Daisy.

      I'd bet an arm that the broken-down purple beauty I saw abandoned on the highway belongs to the Fringe kid. It's just like my stupid brother to play the Good Samaritan and offer Daisy and her friend a ride. But why hang out with her this whole time?

      There's only one way to find out.

      I get out of my car and head for the bar's entrance. The stench of cheap beer and cigarettes reaches my nose and makes me nauseated. There's no bouncer at the door, which tells me the owner doesn't deem their patrons important enough to offer security.

      When I enter the dive, the smell doesn't improve, sweat now mingles with the other two odors. There's a large crowd tonight, mostly Norms with the occasional low-level Fringe here and there.

      It doesn't take long for me to locate Daisy. She's dancing on top of a table, wearing a microskirt and red cowboy boots. Her hair is unbound and wild. Motherfucker. She looks sexier now than she did in her stripper underwear. Shakes run through my body, the result of me trying to control the impulse to stride across the room and throw Daisy over my shoulder. If I don't touch her tonight, I'll combust.

      Why does she have to look like she does? It would be so much easier to destroy her if my body didn't crave her like she's the last piece of ass on the face of the Earth.

      A few patrons look in my direction and immediately know I'm not like them. They trade glances with one another, throw money on the bar counter, and scurry away, keeping a wide berth from me. 

      Idiots. Like I would waste my time razing this place to the ground. I'm only bad when provoked.

      I take a few quick breaths before moving toward Daisy, knowing I have to get my head in the game. I'm here to gain her trust, not give her a reason to run away from me like a scared mouse. It’s what I wanted her to do not too long ago, make her cower in fear in my presence, but not anymore. She's like a wild horse, savage and untamable until the right trainer comes along. By the time I'm done with her, she’ll be ridden hard and put away wet. Not what a good trainer would do, but I always thought the expression had more of a sexual connotation than anything else.

      She doesn't notice me until I'm right under her. I didn't have to do much to see what kind of underwear she's wearing. It’s black and lacy, my favorite. But I'm not playing myself tonight, so I keep my eyes glued to her face.

      She drops her gaze, meeting mine, and stops dancing. I expect to see fear and apprehension in her expression, but instead she offers me her hand to hold as she jumps off the table. 

      "Rufio! Oh my God. What are you doing here?" she asks me with a wide smile.

      "I was in the area."

      "You just missed your brother."

      Something isn’t right here. The Daisy I observed this past week is serious and always on edge. The girl in front of me is lively and free, and worst of all, she doesn't fear me.

      What the hell?

      I grab her by the arms and look her straight in the eyes. "Are you on drugs?"

      She starts to laugh. "Felicity gave us brownies, but she forgot to tell us they were magic brownies. Bryce ate three! Good thing you guys are immune to Norm narcotics."

      I let go of her and rub my face. I had every intention of playing my wicked games with Daisy tonight, but in her current intoxicated condition, it wouldn't be fun at all. I want to sense her hesitation when I kiss her, see the fear behind the desire when I touch her body.

      "Come on. Let's get you something to drink." She grabs my hand and steers me toward the bar. 

      But she only manages to take a few steps before she loses her footing and falls backward. I catch her in my arms, which is akin to pouring gasoline over fire, turning the small flame in the pit of my stomach into an uncontrollable blaze.

      Blast this evening to hell. Nothing’s gone as planned. Not only did I manage to piss off my parents royally tonight, but now I’m losing control of the situation with Daisy.

      I bring her body vertical once more and take a step back.

      "Thanks. Phew, it's hot in here." She fans herself, bringing my attention to her cleavage. She's wearing a simple T-shirt, but any rag would look good on her with that pair of tits.

      "Let's go outside. You need fresh air." I curl my hand around hers and try to drag the girl to the exit, but she offers resistance. Of course she has to be difficult even when she's as high as a kite.

      "Wait, I have to tell Rosie where I'm going."

      "Who’s Rosie?"

      Daisy scrunches her nose, then shakes her head. "Never mind."

      Great. She doesn't even remember who her friend is. I'd assume Daisy was also drunk, but I didn't smell any alcohol on her breath.

      Once outside, she lets go of my hand and does a pirouette in front of me. "Have I told you how much I love to dance?"

      "I certainly remember you have the skills." I'm referring to the evening at Unearthly Desires, but my comment flies right over her head.

      She reaches for my hand. "Come on, Rufio. Dance with me."

      "No, no, no. I don't dance." I dig my heels into the ground, but Daisy doesn't relent.

      When I don't budge, she throws her arms around my shoulders, closes her eyes, and sways by herself. I place my hands on her hips, my fingers sprawling across them. There's no trace of makeup on her face, but her skin is so flawless, it would be a shame if she covered it up with junk. 

      Daisy begins to sing softly, a song I don't recognize. She's acting like a lunatic, and I'm sure she’ll be mortified tomorrow if she remembers any of this. I should take advantage of the situation. I have the Norm vulnerable and exactly where I want her, but something holds me back. It's not morality. I don't suffer from that weakness like Bryce does. 

      Maybe it's the fact that there will be hell to pay tomorrow for ditching dinner with my parents, and I just want to have one moment where I can appreciate something beautiful. And that's what Daisy is—breathtaking. 

      The streetlight is weak, and the only other source of illumination is coming from the red neon bar sign. There's no one around to witness me admire a Norm. I touch her temple with the tips of my fingers and trace her hairline. Daisy's eyes flutter open, and she gazes into mine. Her pupils are dilated, so I'm pretty sure she can't see me that well right now. Despite that, she smiles.

      "There you are.” She smiles lazily, content.

      "I didn't go anywhere." My voice is hoarse and low.

      "I like dancing with you."

      My pulse quickens, and my throat becomes tight. I dig my fingers into her hips, bringing her even closer to me. Her pelvis rubs against my erection, sending waves of desire throughout my entire body.

      "I didn't realize I was dancing, but okay."

      "You're funny." She laughs softly, unware of how much I want to taste her.

      "Daisy, I think I should get you back to the dorm—"

      She closes her eyes and becomes dead weight in my arms. She just passed out.

      Shit.
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      I make sure I disable all the security cameras as I carry Daisy's inert form down our floor’s hallway. I'm in enough trouble as it is; I don't want to get on the bad side of the school's administration either. I didn't think twice before I put Daisy in my car and drove back to campus. She had her purse on her, and I don't owe her friends any explanation. She can ease their minds tomorrow on her own.

      I adjust her body so I can hold her with only one arm and use my free hand to find her room key. She left the blinds open when she left earlier, so the room is partially illuminated by the moonlight streaming through the window. Daisy's accommodations are much smaller than ours. We have an apartment with a small kitchen and living room while Daisy has less than a quarter of the space we do. But she doesn't have a roommate, and being a Norm, that was no doubt a preventive maneuver by the school. Plus, I doubt any Idol chick would agree to share a room with a Norm.

      I place Daisy on her bed with every intention of leaving immediately, but then she wakes up.

      "Rufio?"

      "Go back to sleep."

      I walk backward and she sits up. She looks around and frowns. "Am I in my dorm room?"

      "Yes. You passed out on me."

      Why am I giving her an explanation?

       She stands up awkwardly and moves in my direction. "Where are you going?"

      "To my apartment. It's been a long and frustrating day."

      "You know what would be super fun?" she asks, a little too excited for my liking.

      Why is she not sleeping like the dead right now?

      "Me going to sleep and you doing the same thing," I reply.

      "No, silly. I was thinking I should give you the show you paid for."

      "What now?"

      She reaches for my hand and forces me to take a seat on her bed. Well, I let her steer me, but whatever.

      "The striptease."

      She pulls her T-shirt off, standing in front of me wearing her lacy bra and microskirt. Let's not forget those damn cowboy boots. I curl my hands around her bedspread while I fight the surge of desire the sight provokes.

      "Daisy, you'd better stop," I say with difficulty.

      I'm not saying this to be nice. I'm doing it to regain the control she stole from me. I'm the one who’s supposed to dictate the rules, not her. But right now, I'm totally at her mercy.

      She takes a step forward, cupping her tits. "But you paid to see these."

      "Stop it!" I leap from the bed, invading her personal space. Her hazel eyes become rounder, her breathing shallow. But fuck, she's not the only one breathing erratically.

      “Make me.” She lifts her chin.

      That does it. I grab her by the waist with every intention to toss her on the bed and leave, but my body has other ideas. I capture her defiant mouth with mine, breaching the seam of her lips with my tongue savagely, impatiently.

      She matches my fury stroke for stroke, bite for bite. Fuck. I didn’t expect her to kiss like this, as if it’s a battle for survival. She reaches for the buttons of my shirt, and with quick work, she unbuttons them all.

      This is escalating too fast, and I don’t even know why it’s happening. But damn it if I don’t want it to happen. My cock strains against my jeans, and I involuntarily bring Daisy’s hips flush with mine. The contact only makes the craving worse.

      She’s a Norm. I shouldn’t want her with this crazed fervor.

      But reason seems to have left the train station.

      I spin us around, and together we fall on Daisy’s bed. I’m on top of her, and her skirt might as well not even be there. It’s risen up, leaving her panties exposed. I rotate my hips, creating friction that’s more maddening than soothing. My balls are tight, but I clench my butt cheeks together to avoid prematurely coming in my pants like a twelve-year-old boy.

      “Do you want to see them or not?” she asks between hot, wet kisses.

      “You know I do, Daisy.”

      I don’t recognize my own fucking voice. I sound like a sex-deprived loser who’s never seen a pair of tits in person before. But that doesn’t stop me from peppering kisses down her neck and sternum until I reach the swells of her breasts.

      Like an eager kid on Christmas morning, I unhook the bra’s front clasp and slowly peel away the delicate fabric. My cock twitches, and I almost come at merely the sight of the most perfect pair of tits I’ve ever seen. They’re big and firm, and her rose-colored nipples are as hard as little pebbles.

      I cover one breast with my hand and kiss the other, running my tongue over the hot skin before I capture her nipple and suck it into my mouth. Daisy runs her fingers through my hair and arches her back, moaning loudly. I suck harder and increase the thrusting of my hips against hers, wishing there were no clothes between us.

      “Oh my God. Don’t stop.” She starts to rotate her pelvis as well until we’re both mimicking what will eventually happen—but not tonight.

      I want her to be stone sober when I take her. She needs to remember every single detail. She needs to fall hard, or she won’t break beyond repair.

      Consumed by thoughts of destruction, I lose the feeble grip I had on my cock. When Daisy climaxes and cries out, my own release follows. I explode in my jeans, and fuck me if it’s not the best orgasm I’ve had in years.

      Tremors rake through Daisy’s body and mine. I let go of her nipple to capture her lips again as I ride the last tendrils of my release. This kiss is tender and lazy, devoid of the manic savagery from before. It hits me right in the center of my chest, making it tight as hell. All my alarms are triggered, but I can’t stop savoring the Norm.

      Tomorrow I’ll think about how I’m going to punish Daisy for making me lose control.

      Tonight I feast.
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      I wake up to the sound of relentless pounding on my door. 

      "Daisy, are you there?" Toby's frantic voice calls from the hallway.

      I slowly peel my eyes open, fighting against my heavy eyelids. My mouth tastes funky, and there's a throbbing pain on my forehead. When the sleepy fog lifts from my vision, I note that I'm in my bedroom. I don't remember getting back to Gifted Academy. I have this vague notion that I was supposed to spend the night with Rosie.

      "Daisy!" Toby continues pounding.

      "Ugh. I'm coming!" 

      I throw my legs over the side of my bed. Shit. I slept with my cowboy boots on. What happened to me last night that I thought it was more important to take off my shirt and bra but not my shoes? I'm still wearing the skirt, but it's functioning more like a belt right now.

      I pull it down and search for something to cover my girls. I spy my oversized sweatshirt draped over my chair. Perfect.

      When I finally open the door, I find Toby pacing in the hallway. He whirls around and gives me a once-over. 

      "What's the matter?" I ask.

      "You tell me. Rosie has been calling since last night looking for you."

      "She has? Why?" I frown, trying to piece together the missing details of last night.

      "You were supposed to stay with her, remember? Then you vanished from the bar and wouldn't pick up your phone."

      I run a shaking hand through my matted hair. "Damn Felicity and her magic brownies."

      "So, how did you get back?" Toby asks.

      "I—"

      The door next to mine opens. Rufio and Bryce step out, looking like a million bucks. In an avalanche, my memories return. I kissed both Kent brothers last night. Actually, I did more than kiss Rufio. A familiar throbbing makes itself known between my legs.

      I stripped for him, and we fooled around.

      Somebody kill me now. 

      Neither of them glances in my direction when they walk by my door. Their expressions are closed off, cold and hard. 

      Toby watches them go in silence, and when they disappear down the stairs, he turns to me. "What was up with those two?"

      "I don't know." My chest feels unbearably tight. I didn't expect Rufio to show any kind of warmth toward me, but I thought Bryce would be different. Did I make a huge mistake yesterday by trusting him?

      There's no question that I fucked up royally in relation to Rufio.

      What the fuck were you thinking, Daisy? Stripping and letting your number one archenemy give you the best orgasm of your life?

      "Daisy? Are you okay?" Toby asks.

      "Yeah, I'm fine."

      "You've gone a little pale. Well, more so than usual"

      I shake my head, regretting it immediately when the pain in my forehead sharpens. "Must be the side effects of Felicity's brownies."

      "You should call your sister," he reminds me.

      "Crap. Yeah." I walk back into my room, leaving the door wide open for Toby to follow me.

      When he doesn't, I say, "You can come in."

      "I can't. I have to see if Purple Delight is still where we left it yesterday."

      "Oh shit. That's right. How are you going to get there?"

      "Don't worry about it. I hope you feel better. We'll talk later, okay?"

      "Sure. Thanks, Toby."

      He nods and leaves. With my phone glued to my ear, I close the door, locking it for good measure. I sense my actions from yesterday will cost me more than I can pay. I let those Idol boys see my weakness. Now Bryce knows I have a sister, and Rufio knows I have an unhealthy attraction to him. 

      "Daisy? Oh my God. Are you okay?" Rosie almost shouts in my ear.

      "Yeah, I'm fine. I'm sorry about last night."

      "I was worried sick. You just vanished. What happened?"

      "Felicity's brownies happened. They were the special kind, remember?"

      "Yeah, which only made me more worried. Apparently there wasn't only pot in them but also some type of aphrodisiac plant."

      "What?" My voice rises an octave.

      "You should’ve seen Poppy. He was furious. He almost punched Felicity’s boyfriend."

      I cover my mouth, closing my eyes. That explains why I practically jumped Rufio last night. Why couldn't it have been Bryce instead? He's acting like he doesn't even know me this morning, but at least he never tried to kill me. 

      "I got home safe and sound, but I was a bit out of it," I tell her.

      "How did you get home? I thought Bryce left with Toby."

      "He came back for me," I say, hating the lie. But Rosie is already super worried; if I tell her Rufio was the one who brought me back to campus, she's going to freak.

      "That was nice of him, but you shouldn't trust the guy, Daisy. He's an Idol."

      I sit on the edge of my bed, feeling so damn tired all of a sudden. "I know. Don't worry, Rosie. My shield is still very much in place."

      Gosh, I'm so full of bullshit today.

      My stomach grumbles, and I go in search of a snack. In dismay, I realize I've run out of everything. There are vending machines in the lobby downstairs. It’s full of junk, but that’s better than nothing. I hope Toby can get his car fixed today. Maybe he'll take pity on me and drive me to nearest grocery store.

      I take a quick shower, trying not to think about Rufio and Bryce when my fingers brush against my clit, and then the memory of Rufio dry humping against me last night comes to the forefront of my mind. I can't believe he made me come so swiftly like that. My skin is hot despite the cold shower. I pull my hand away, even though I’m tempted to keep stroking myself. I refuse to masturbate while he’s in my head.

      By a miracle, I didn't sleep with him. He slipped out of my room after we both satisfied our hungers. I hate to admit that, for once, I have him to thank for it. He could’ve fucked me, and I would’ve welcomed him with legs open wide. 

      Classy, Daisy. So classy.

      Ugh, even my conscience is being a bitch today.

      I yank the shower curtain open, tearing the plastic cover off two of the rings.

      "That's just great," I mumble.

      Back in my room, I eye my skirt and cowboy boots in disgust. What the hell was I thinking when I decided to dress up like a whore?

      To compensate, I put on the most modest clothing I own: baggy sweatpants and the same oversized sweatshirt I had on earlier to open the door for Toby. I don't do anything with my hair besides untangling some of the knots, which were a pain. Fooling around like there's no tomorrow will do that to a person. My lips tingle at the memories. I don't know which Kent brother I liked kissing the most, Bryce or Rufio.

      With a loud exhale, I force both of them out of my mind and stride out into the hallway. I can't waste my Sunday obsessing over them. I have homework to do, and I need to finish reading the mysterious book the librarian lent me. More than ever I have to find a way to block Phoenix from my head.

      It's not yet nine o’clock, so the lobby is completely empty. Since this building is exclusive to seniors, I bet no one gets up before noon. I'm sure Idols have way better entertainment venues than hanging out at a cheap sports bar. It's with bitterness that I pay for my breakfast of champions—a coke and a bag of chips. Last night would’ve been epic—aside from the whole magic brownie incident—if it weren't for Bryce’s and Rufio's presences.

      My stomach grumbles again, louder than before. I tuck the soda can under my arm and pull both sides of the chips bag to open it. As if my morning wasn't already bad enough, I completely rip the bag down the middle, and potato chips scatter everywhere.

      "Son of a bitch!"

      I drop to my knees and start to collect my fallen breakfast. Five-second rule or whatever. I've eaten worse stuff than spilled chips.

      The sound of potato chips being crunched alerts me to the arrival of someone. Great. I pivot in my crouch and glance up. Phoenix is standing there, wearing a tight polo shirt that accentuates his impressive chest and arms. He's wearing sunglasses, but the hard line of his mouth tells me he's not having a good morning either.

      Frigging great.

      "I knew you were poor, but eating garbage from the floor is a bit low, even for you," he says.

      "Thanks for that super-useless observation." I spin back around and return to my task.

      Before I can get out of his way, he curls his fingers around the back of my sweatshirt and pulls me up. 

      "Hey, let go of me." I bat his hand away, but it's as useful as hitting a tree trunk.

      "You're not going to eat crumbs from the floor. Not in front of me."

      "Who’s forcing you to watch?" I finally break free and turn around.

      "Are you hungry?" he asks instead.

      "No. I like playing with food that's been spilled."

      "Why are you always so defensive?" He grabs my arm and veers me back to where I came from.

      "What do you think you're doing? Let me go." I pull against his hold to no avail. He’s an Idol, gifted with extraordinary powers, including more strength than I can summon.

      "I'm being neighborly."

      “Neighborly, my ass. Just go ahead and say what you’re truly planning to do to me.”

      He doesn’t answer, but I also don’t stop struggling the entire way back. It’s stupid. All my struggle is doing is making Phoenix tighten his hold on my arm. He’s going to leave a bruise.

      We return to our floor, but Phoenix is determined to make me suffer his presence. If he gives me one more of his indecent visions, I might just burst into flames. I've been sexed up enough recently.

      He walks right past my door and heads for his.

      Oh hell to the no. I dig my feet into the floor. I don't want to be alone with him in his own domain.

      "What are you doing?" I ask.

      He pushes the door to his apartment open and forces me inside with a light but assertive shove. I take a couple of steps forward to put some distance between us, and then I whirl on the spot. Phoenix has already locked the door.

      "Are you going to keep me hostage in your apartment? Is that it?"

      "What the fuck is all this racket?" Morpheus walks out from his bedroom, wearing nothing more than low-hanging sweats that show off an impressive six-pack and V. I knew he was athletic, but does he have to look so good without a T-shirt on?

      Never mind his messy, just-out-of-bed curly hair. 

      He stops short when he sees me standing in his living room. "What the hell is she doing here?"

      I place my hands on my hips and glare at both of them. "I’d like an answer to that question as well."

      "I'm feeding her. She was about to eat chips off the floor." Phoenix heads for the kitchen and opens the fridge.

      "I don't need your charity," I spit back.

      While I'm glaring at Phoenix's back, I feel Morpheus’s own murderous stare burning a hole through my face. I whip around to face him. "What?"

      "Nothing. Since I can't sleep with you and Phoenix yelling at one another like a pair of Italian street vendors, I'm going out for breakfast."

      Phoenix turns around, his arms loaded with breakfast ingredients: a tray of eggs, cheese, ham, butter. The works. My stomach rumbles loudly in anticipation.

       Phoenix glances at me with a knowing smirk while Morpheus disappears into his room again.

      Because I can’t leave things well enough alone, I pull up the barstool in front of the kitchen counter and say, "I thought only junkies and egomaniac celebrities wore sunglasses indoors."

      Phoenix clenches his jaw tightly before replying. "I suppose I am an egomaniac celebrity."

      "Don't flatter yourself." I roll my eyes.

      Morpheus returns only to disappear again, this time out the front door. He doesn't even say goodbye to his roommate. I wish I could make a run for it, but Phoenix would be on top of me in a flash. I don't need to be manhandled by him again.

      "You like eggs, right?" He begins to crack them into a bowl.

      "Does it matter? You’ll cook whatever you want."

      He lifts his chin and stares at me for a couple of beats. It's a little unnerving that I can't see his eyes. "I heard you had quite the day and night yesterday."

      My spine goes taut in an instant. "What do you mean?"

      Oh Lord. Does he know? Did Rufio tell him what we did?

      He chuckles. "Never mind."

      What a douche canoe.

      "Ugh, you're so annoying." I lean my elbows against the counter. "What are you doing?" I focus on the mess of broken eggshells and batter all over the prep area.

      "It's called cooking." 

      With a groan, I jump from my seat and walk around the counter. "Step away from the food before you ruin everything." I bump his side with my elbow and peer inside the bowl. Twisting my face into a scowl, I fish pieces of eggshell from the mixture.

      "So that was your game? Poison me with inedible food?" I reach for the whisk, but it’s teetering too close to the edge and I end up knocking it to the floor.

      Both Phoenix and I try to catch it, which results in a literal head-on collision. The corner of his sunglasses pinches my forehead.

      "Ouch." I pull away, massaging my temple. 

      Unfazed, Phoenix bends over and retrieves the whisk. When he straightens up, his sunglasses are crooked, allowing me to see why he's wearing them in the first place. He's sporting a massive shiner on his right eye; the skin around it is dark purple and swollen.

      He's a level fifteen Idol, which means someone stronger than him did that. 

      "It seems yesterday was quite eventful for you as well. Who did you piss off?"

      With a hard clench of his jaw, Phoenix adjusts his sunglasses and walks toward the state-of-the-art espresso machine on the corner of the counter.

      "Coffee?" he asks.

      I stare at his tense back for several beats. Why is he evading my questions when he could easily make me shut up? His behavior doesn’t match the arrogant guy I know he is. What gives?

      "Yes, thank you." I watch him work the machine for a little bit before I continue. "You should put ice on it to get rid of the swelling.”

       He freezes for a second before he reaches for the cupboard by his head. "Duly noted."

      "It usually takes about two weeks for bruises to disappear on Norms. It probably takes less time for you, but if you’d like to borrow some concea—"

      Phoenix turns around so fast that he's nothing but a blur. "What are you doing, Daisy?"

      With round eyes, I reply, "Nothing. I'm just trying to be helpful. You offered to feed me, after all."

      "Who says I need help?" 

      "You're wearing sunglasses inside your apartment. It doesn't take much to guess you don't want people to know someone knocked you out last night."

      With a jerky movement, Phoenix removes his sunglasses, tossing them violently to the side, where they crash against the wall. His usual bright green eyes are stormy and filled with rage. I take a step back, regretting saying anything. Why do I keep forgetting that Phoenix and his friends aren't regular guys? 

      "I'd better leave," I say.

      "You’ll leave when I say you can."

      "Well, I don't want your stupid eggs or fancy coffee. I'd rather go hungry."

      Faster than I can blink, Phoenix is in front of me, crowding my space. With his bulky frame, he cages me in against the counter. The hard edge pinches my back. I brace my hands against it in the hope that I can inconspicuously find a weapon to delay whatever Phoenix wants to do to me.

      "You're not interested in my olive branch offering, but you sure want to meddle in my personal business."

      "I wasn't trying to meddle. And I wouldn't call forcing me to have breakfast with you an olive branch," I say while my right hand finds something cold and solid. The bowl with the egg mix.

      "You could’ve fooled me. Take a good look, Daisy." He points at his black eye. "Norms aren't the only ones who are dealt shitty hands."

      "Someone gave you a black eye, and now you think your pain equals mine?" I ask through clenched teeth. The pain of my parents’ deaths returns with a vengeance. "You're such an arrogant ass." I grab the bowl and toss its contents on Phoenix's face.

      He steps back, wiping the mess. "What the fuck!" 

      I bolt for the door. Morpheus didn't lock it when he left, a detail I noticed. I wrap my hand around the knob, the only thing I'm able to do before a great invisible force yanks me back. I fly across the room, stopping only when my back hits the wall. Spread-eagle style, I can't move. I'm glued to the hard surface in the same position I found myself in seven years ago.

      And just like that, I'm back in the worst moment of my life.

      Phoenix approaches me with measured steps, egg still dripping from his chin. He stops in front of me, but the image of the Idol I killed is superimposed over Phoenix's angry face. Only this time, I don't have a proper weapon to defend myself.

      "You’re either the stupidest girl I've ever met or you’re seeking suicide by Idol," he says with barely controlled rage.

      "Let me go," I reply.

      "Not until I get something into your thick head. You’re nothing. If you think you can come on our turf, defy us, and not face the consequences, you’re seriously mistaken, sweetheart."

      "I wasn't defying anyone. I was protecting myself. But I guess you’ve never encountered a Norm who fights back, and that's pissing you off, isn't it? You think we’re meek, inferior."

      “It’s not an opinion. You are weak.”

      I laugh almost deliriously. "If you truly believe that, then you’re the fool. You know what the truth really is? You Idols fear us Norms. We don't possess godly powers, but we’re the majority. It's just a matter of time until we find a way to annihilate all of you."

      Phoenix's nostrils flare. He reaches for my throat with his bare hands and presses his fingers around it. But he doesn't choke me, just freezes and stares into my eyes. The rage is still there, but something else as well.

      Doubt. And regret.

      After what feels like an eternity, he releases me and steps back. The power holding me to the wall vanishes, and I fall on my ass.

      He whirls around and says in a low voice, "Leave. Now."

      He doesn't need to say it twice. I scramble back to my feet and am out the door as fast as I can.
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      I purposely made myself scarce on Sunday after my altercation with Daisy. Rufio and Bryce were out the entire day, dealing with their parents for missing dinner the evening before. I never saw when Morpheus returned since I locked myself in my room the rest of the day.

      Being alone gave me time to think, to analyze Daisy's last words to me. I didn't think much of it when Morpheus stated that she was bad news. He's prone to being pessimistic, our very own harbinger. But Daisy is in fact out to destroy us. She boldly told me so.

      I should’ve killed her then. It would’ve been so easy, like squashing a bug under my thumb. But while I had my hand wrapped around her neck, she reminded me of myself. I've lost count of how many times my father’s held me in that same position. Trapped, subjected to his wicked whims.

      For that reason, I couldn't bring myself to end her. I tell myself it was the only reason, but deep down, I know there's more. 

      I didn't have to drag her to my apartment and cook her breakfast. I could’ve lied to her about my black eye, or scared her into silence. Bottom line is she has a hold on me, whether she knows it or not, and I can't allow that. I'm one person’s captive already, and that's one too many.

      The desire to blow off the entire school day is grand, but I remember that we have math class with Daisy in the first two periods. I can’t wait to truly start making her life a living hell.

      The guys are ready to go when I walk into the living room only half dressed.

      "You're going to be late," Morpheus says over the rim of his coffee mug.

      "What happened to your face?" Rufio asks.

      I shrug. "An intense tennis match that got a little out of hand. You should see the other guy."

      Rufio frowns as he tries to sniff the deceit. I don't care if he knows I'm lying as long as he doesn't learn the truth.

      "That's dumb, but sadly you don't get the stupidest jackass trophy this week," Morpheus says. "That honor goes to Bryce."

      I stare at the guy. He's reading a book, his chin dipped low. All he does is flip Morpheus off. I wish I could just brush off things as easily as him. It seems nothing fazes Rufio’s older brother.

      "Before we go, I want to talk about Daisy,” I say.

      "What about her?" Rufio’s eyebrows crinkle together. Surprisingly, that gets Bryce's attention as well.

      "I think it's time we amp up the games. She’s not the typical Norm, and that’s a major problem."

      "I'm with you there," Rufio says. "She's a fucking bitch, and she needs to learn her place."

      "So, does that mean no one wants to fuck her anymore?" Morpheus asks.

      There's an almost imperceptible flinch from Rufio and a slight frown from Bryce. Damn it. If she’s already managed to trap Bryce—the coldest son of a bitch I know—in her web, then we definitely underestimated her.

      Rufio finally replies, "She's not worth it."

      He's lying, which doesn't surprise me. Dangerous or not, she's a hot piece of ass.

      "Well, whatever you decide to do her, please don't start during math class." Morpheus hoists his bag strap over his shoulder. "I'd like to learn something today, not be distracted by your shenanigans."

      "Fine, nerd. We’ll wait until lunchtime," I say over my shoulder. 

      Morpheus is out the door in the next second. Whatever, we don't need him.

      "How exactly do you plan to make Daisy give up her spot at Gifted Academy?" Bryce asks.

      I hold up my phone. "Maybe it's time the student body gets to know Daisy's background a little more."

      "What do you have there?" Rufio asks.

      "Oh, just a souvenir I got from Unearthly Desires."

      "You recorded Daisy's performance?" Rufio's eyebrows shoot to the heavens.

      I let my broad smile answer for me.

      "You fucker. How come you didn't tell us?" Rufio is now staring daggers at me.

      "I knew," Bryce replies, dropping his gaze back to the book.

      "Well, I was barely conscious," Rufio retorts.

      "So your master plan is to broadcast Daisy's video to the entire school? That's so… middle school. And honestly not worth the punishment the school administration will dole out." Bryce flips a page of whatever novel he’s reading.

      "Okay, now you’re offending me. I'm not sending the video from my own phone,” I reply.

      "You're going to ask someone in your fan club to do it for you." Rufio’s lips curl into a smirk.

      "Precisely, and I know just the girl for the job."
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      MORPHEUS

      As much as I’d like to participate in getting rid of the Norm, I have other matters to occupy my mind, like understanding math. Why do numbers and equations evade me so much? 

      Rufio and Phoenix better rein in their thirst for destruction during class. I can't afford Mr. Atkins canceling the lecture on account of their pranks. I need every minute I can get. Maybe I won't need a tutor if I study my ass off.

      As if I summoned her with my thoughts, Daisy enters the classroom before Rufio and Phoenix arrive. She glances briefly in my direction before she looks away and takes the seat in front of Phoenix's. Her appearance isn’t the best—not that the girl could possibly ever be ugly. She's paler than usual, and her dark circles are evident. She must’ve had a rough weekend.

      Knowing Rufio and Phoenix, her week won't get any better. Whatever, that's not my problem. 

      For once, my shadows don't awaken in her presence. Maybe Daisy wasn't the trigger after all. I shake my head and focus on the equation I've been trying to solve since yesterday. I'm stuck and can't figure out what I'm doing wrong.

      I lift my eyes to Daisy. She has her chin dipped down, and her writing hand is moving fast over her notebook. I stretch my neck, trying to see what page of the textbook she's on now. One hundred and three. Damn. She's already ahead three chapters. What the fuck? I drop my pencil and pull my hair back in frustration. It should be illegal for Norms to be smarter than Idols. 

      Rufio and Phoenix enter the room just as the final bell rings. Daisy doesn't glance up, but she stops writing for a second as her shoulders become tense. Phoenix drops in his chair noisily, sprawling his legs forward and bumping into Daisy's chair. 

      She looks over her shoulder, eyes narrowed to slits. "Do you mind?"

      Phoenix cracks one of his famous arrogant smiles. "As a matter of fact, I do, sweetheart."

      "All right, everyone." Mr. Atkins claps his hands together to command our attention. "I hope you had a great weekend. I’m sure you also found time in your busy schedules to complete your homework."

      I hear several groans and catch a few eye rolls. 

      "Yeah, yeah. Spare me your whining," our teacher continues. "Since this is the third week of class for 99 percent of the class"—he stares at Daisy meaningfully—"we're having a quiz today. And yes, before you ask, you will be graded on it."

      "Fuck me," Phoenix says loudly, making a few girls in his fan club giggle like idiots.

      "No, thank you, Mr. Westbrook. As charming as I find you, I'll pass on the offer," Mr. Atkins says.

      He grabs a stack of paper and distributes them to the students sitting in the front seat of each row. "You know the drill, grab a copy and pass the rest to the student behind you."

      Daisy tries to pass the pile to Phoenix without touching him at all, but of course he grabs her fingers and squeezes hard for a second. All she does is clench her jaw and yank her hand away.

      When the quiz finally lands on my desk, I swallow the I'm-fucked lump that gets stuck in my throat. Just a quick glimpse at the quiz tells me I'm going fail hard.
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      BRYCE

      I'm supposed to be in advanced telekinesis class. Besides the traditional curriculum that all students—Idols, Fringes, and Norms—must follow, Idols can also enroll in classes tailored specifically to their gifts. Telekinesis isn’t my dominant ability, and therefore I enjoy learning more about it.

      But instead of heading to the special studies building, I'm still in Principal Fallon's office. I have no clue what she wants. I'm rarely called in, and on the few occasions it’s happened before, it was thanks to something Rufio or Phoenix had done and I just happened to be around the idiots.

      I've been waiting for over five minutes when she finally joins me. 

      "Thanks for waiting, Bryce." She circles around her desk and takes a seat in her expensive leather chair.

      I don't reply. I'm not usually prone to bouncing meaningless comments around, and after the intense weekend I had, the last thing I want is to chitchat with the principal.

      As usual, her appearance is impeccable. Her short blonde hair is combed back, highlighting the sharp angles of her face. There isn't a single wrinkle in her dark gray suit. 

      She leans forward, resting her forearms on the desk as she links her hands together. "How were things this morning with your roommates?"

      I groan in my head. "Did you pull me out of one the few tolerable classes in this institution to ask me about my roommates?"

      "It might seem like an inconsequential question, but considering what happened last weekend, I need to know your friends' moods in relation to Daisy Woods."

      I lean forward and massage my temples with my fingers. Blowing off our parents on Saturday night earned Rufio and me the worst tongue-lashing of our lives. I'm still drowning in my father’s sermon about duty and destiny. Fuck, sometimes I wish I could bash his face in. I hate the motherfucker. Mom is a little bit more tolerable, though not by much.

      "Everyone hates the Norm. Is that what you want to hear?"

      Narrowing her eyes to slits, she replies, "I don't like your tone, boy."

      "I'm not a boy," I say through clenched teeth. "Let's cut to the chase, and you tell me what you want."

      "I want you to keep an eye on Daisy. You’re the most sensible one. Make sure Rufio, Phoenix, and Morpheus don't take their sadistic games too far."

      I shake my head and laugh derisively. "You’re unbelievable. You brought a Norm girl to Gifted Academy, and now you expect me to keep her safe from the other students?"

      "Precisely."

      "If you care so much about her well-being, why did you bring her here? I'm sure you had to do a lot of compromising to get the council's approval."

      "Why I wanted to give Daisy a better chance in life is not of your concern." Her tone is hard, final.

      Sick and tired of the bullshit, I stand up and place my hands on her desk, leaning forward.

      "Maybe if we’d had this conversation last week when you brought Daisy into our lives, I might’ve done as you said, no questions asked. But since I had to listen to you and Dad hammer us with talks of Idol pride and how all Norms should be eradicated from the face of the Earth, I'm less inclined to do as I'm told."

      I let my power leak out and envelop my frame. All the lights in her office flicker. She flares her nostrils and locks her gaze with mine in a battle of wills. She knows exactly what I'm capable of, even though I've never used my powers against her. There’s a first time for everything.

      "I have a part to play on the game board of the gods, and so do you and your brother."

      “You should be talking to Rufio, then, not me. He’s the one with a vendetta against Daisy.”

      “Who said I didn’t?”

      I laugh without humor. “Right, you asked him to play nice with the Norm.”

      “Of course not. I told Rufio exactly what he expected from me.”

      I watch her with incredulity. She always took Dad’s side every time Norms were involved. I suspected she didn’t truly agree with him, but it wasn’t until Daisy came along that I knew for sure where Mom stood. Rufio never got that. He believes both our parents are Norm haters, which means she pitted Rufio against Daisy.

      "You gave Rufio a free pass to do whatever he wanted to Daisy, didn’t you?"

      “I did what had to be done,” she replies without a hint of emotion.

      Damn, and I thought I was a cold bastard. I don’t come close to Mom’s ruthlessness.

      “Cut the bullcrap. Why did you bring Daisy here?”

      Mom squints hard and clenches her jaw. “You’ll learn in good time.”

      Puppets. That’s what Rufio and I are to her. Furious, I expand my power’s reach, which means this entire section of the building is experiencing issues with electricity. 

      "I've seen you around the girl. She’s changed something in you,” she says suddenly, catching me off guard.

      I rein in my powers. The woman is too fucking observant. She’s always been able to tell exactly what I was thinking no matter how good my poker face was. And I'm the master of neutral expressions.

      “You’re wrong.”

      "So if something awful were to happen to Daisy, you wouldn't care?"

      "No." I answer too quickly, too hard. Any fool could sense the lie.

      The corners of Mom’s mouth twitch up. "Says the guy who leveled four Idols in the blink of an eye to defend the Norm he doesn't care about. Right."

      "That had nothing to do with Daisy. I wasn't going to let those assholes from Hawk City create havoc on my turf."

      "You can keep lying to yourself, but you can't hide the truth from me. I've known you your entire life, after all."

      "Like that fucking matters, Mom."

      I whirl around and stride out of her office, not bothering to close the door. But I do fry every single circuit in her office. The sound of her loud cursing doesn't erase the annoyance running in my veins, but it's satisfying nonetheless.

      My amusement is cut short. I knew my mother was scheming. Daisy didn't earn a scholarship at Gifted Academy by chance. But I've slacked off. I didn't bother looking into her past to find out what was so special about the girl. That she’s fearless and doesn't bow down to us Idols can't be the only reason my mother went through all the trouble to get her here. No, there's more to it, and now that she's gotten under my skin, I have to discover exactly what I'm dealing with.
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      It's the middle of the week, and I'm exhausted from constantly looking over my shoulder. So far, my lovely neighbors have left me alone. No snide remarks, no inappropriate visions. Nothing. Which means the blow, when it comes, will be devastating. 

      Toby's guiding services are no longer required, but he continues to hang out with me nonetheless. I'm not sure why he wants to risk the bullying he’s sure to suffer just by associating with me. I suppose he now has an ulterior motive, which is to ask me about Rosie. The three-year age difference between them should bother me, but the likelihood that anything will come out of this infatuation is slim. When would Toby find the time to date my sister? I really don't know how anyone can have a social life being a student here. Going out last weekend is an event I won't repeat any time soon.

      I'm back in math class, which is turning out to be my least favorite subject thanks to the trio of jackasses. Those two hours confined in a room with them sends my anxiety levels to the roof. By the end of the semester, I'll have an ulcer. To be honest, I wish they would go forward with whatever they’re planning already. The anticipation is killing me.

      Mr. Atkins starts the lecture by handing back the quizzes we took on Monday. When he gives me mine, he says, "Good work, Miss Woods. I have to say I'm impressed."

      A-plus. I got an A-plus. I’ve always been good in math, but I'm a little surprised I didn't bomb the quiz. My head simply wasn't one hundred percent in it.

      "Son of a bitch," Phoenix yells from behind me. "I got a C?"

      "You’re lucky you didn't get an F. Shoddy work, Mr. Westbrook,” the teacher replies.

      I notice when Phoenix looms over my shoulder to look at my grade. My spine becomes rigid in an instant. He's too close, far too close.

      "You gotta be kidding me. How did you get an A-plus?"

      "She probably cheated." Cherise Blake, who usually sits next to me, sneers.

      "Nah, I'm simply smarter than you," I say with a shrug. "It's a shame that godly powers don’t automatically include a brain."

      The girl twists her face into an angry scowl. "Are you calling me stupid?"

      "If the shoe fits."

      Everything happens too fast for me to get out of the way. With a battle cry, Cherise jumps from her seat and pushes me off my chair, landing on top of me. The fall stunned me momentarily, and the two seconds of lethargy are going to earn me a punch to the face from a fist made out of solid ice.

      Shit, this crazy bitch is an elemental.

      But suddenly Morpheus appears behind her. Surrounded by an aura so dark that he almost resembles a wraith, he grabs the girl's wrist and yanks her off me. 

      She cries out as he shatters the ice around her hand, but he doesn't let go until Mr. Atkins pulls them apart.

      "What the fuck do you think you’re doing?" he yells, eyeballing both Morpheus and Cherise.

      "He tried to use his gift against me." She points a shaky finger in Morpheus’s direction.

      Mr. Atkins glances at me. "Are you all right, Miss Woods?" 

      I rub my left shoulder, which took the brunt of the fall. "Yeah, I'm okay."

      I glance in Rufio's direction, sensing his stare. His blue eyes are unreadable, and his face resembles a marble statue. What a difference from the boy who kissed me so passionately three nights ago.

      A hand appears in my line of vision. Phoenix's. Hell will freeze over before I accept help from him. I bat his hand away and stand on my own.

      "You really are something, Norm," he says with barely contained rage.

      "Enough already. Miss Blake, get your ass out of my classroom this instant." The teacher points at the door.

      "With pleasure." She sneers at me. 

      "You'd better head to Principal Fallon's office immediately if you want to remain a student in this school," he replies. 

      With a huff, she collects her things and marches out of the room.

      "Mr. Westbrook, help Miss Woods with her desk and chair," Mr. Atkins orders.

      Phoenix sits back down and stretches his arms and legs. "She can do it herself."

      Mr. Atkins pinches the bridge of his nose. "Please don't make me send you to the principal's office too. Dealing with one asshole is enough for one day."

      "I'll do it," Morpheus announces, earning surprised glares from both his friends.

      Silently, he puts the desk and chair back in their places, then returns to his.

      "Thank you," I say, but he doesn't look in my direction.

      The loud murmur of students chatting away continues. Mr. Atkins has to clap his hands loudly to command the attention of the room once more. He makes a joke about the situation and then resumes the lecture as if nothing had happened. 

      As for me, I can't concentrate for shit in class. I lied when I said I was fine. My left shoulder is throbbing. There will be a massive bruise there tomorrow, I’m sure. I don't even hear the bell ring; I only know class is over when students begin to walk out.

      Phoenix bumps into my chair again, jostling me hard. Jerk. I’d punch his face if I didn't think I'd break my hand in the process. I can glare at his wide back instead.

      Rufio walks by my chair next. I don't even need to look up to know it’s him; the scent of his cologne is clue enough. Tingles run down my spine, and I curse my body and its reaction to him. It's disconnected from my brain, apparently, and has no understanding that Rufio made out with me and now he's pretending I'm a stranger. Despite knowing all along what he is, I'm feeling rough. It's like I'd developed feelings for the jackass, which would be reason enough to commit me. Who falls for their tormentors? Sick-in-the-head women, that's who.

      When he's gone, I begin to collect my things, then realize I'm not the only student who fell behind. Morpheus is standing next to my desk, waiting, it seems, for me. His fingers are curled tight around the strap of his bag. He seems tense. Great.

      "What is it?" I ask.

      "I'd like to resume our tutoring sessions," he says simply. Not a question, but also not a command.

      "What if I don't want to tutor you anymore?"

      I didn't want to tutor him the first time either, but now I'm willing to fight Principal Fallon's decision. I didn't come to Gifted Academy to be forced to teach someone who hates me. Fuck that.

      Morpheus’s gaze darkens, but the emotion is fleeting. His brow unfurrows and he shows me a version of himself that I haven’t seen until now—a nonthreatening one.

      “I’d be surprised if you did, but I’m begging you.”

      “You’re begging me?” I raise an eyebrow. “I didn’t know Idols were capable of that.”

      He shoves his hands in his jacket pockets. “I can’t speak for the rest of the Idols race, but I’m capable of many things you wouldn’t think possible.”

      I cross my arms in front of my chest. “How badly did you do on the quiz?”

      Morpheus takes a deep breath, then pulls out a wrinkled piece of paper from one of his pockets.

      “You got a D. That’s not too terrible. You can catch up,” I say.

      “No, I won’t be able to catch up. I’m so behind already it’s not even funny.” He crumples the quiz paper into a tight ball and shoves it in his pocket again. “I can pay you.”

      I wish I could be one of those people who put moral standards and pride above everything, but fuck, I’ve lived in poverty for too long to refuse money in exchange for honest work.

      “How much?”

      Morpheus’s eyes become more vivid. He knows his baiting worked.

      “Fifty per session.”

      “Double that and make it per hour and you have a deal.”

      He squints slightly, his lips turning into a flat line. “Fine. You have a deal. What are you doing for lunch?”

      “Uh, eating?”

      “We can do both.”

      “No we can’t. If you really want to learn something, we can’t have any distractions.”

      “We’ll eat at my place. I can make mean tacos. Definitely better than the grub the cafeteria serves.” He starts to move toward the exit.

      “What’s wrong with the library?”

      “I’m on Mrs. Wilkins’s shit list,” he answers casually, then heads for the exit. At the door, he stops and glances over his shoulder. “See you later, Daisy.”

      I put my head in my hands. I just agreed to spend an hour alone with one of the deadliest boys in school. I gotta have my head checked. This is a case for the psych ward.
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      I bide my time, letting Daisy’s anxiety grow with every day that we don’t take action against her. I don’t know why Rufio is hell-bent on getting rid of the girl so quickly. He wanted to kill her before, but now it’s personal. She managed to piss him off too. She’s either the stupidest girl alive or the most dangerous. I’m not going to wait to find out.

      Every time I’ve tried to help her—even without ulterior motives—she pretty much told me to fuck off. I’ve been treated like crap by my father my entire life, but I can’t escape his abuse—yet. But Daisy’s shit? I don’t need to take that. Even if she makes me hard with her defiant stare, even if I still picture her naked, writhing under me in pleasure as I plunge my cock deep in her pussy, I will destroy her.

      The door to the principal’s office opens, and the girl I was waiting for comes out. Cherise Blake, a high-level Fringe, bitter as fuck for missing out on the Idol title by only one level. She follows Drusilla Dharma around like a puppy, catering to the Idol queen bitch's every whim. But she would stab her BFF in the back in a heartbeat if that granted her Idol status. Girls like Cherise are a dime a dozen, only following the most popular chick in school out of convenience.

      And right now, she's going to play right into my hands. I've been stringing her along since school started. I've always known she had a crush on me, but she's not my type. Too blonde, too phony, too loud. Some guys might consider her pretty, but I just find her ordinary, like a cheap blow-up doll.  

      I push myself off the wall to put on the show. Her eyes widen when she sees me. "Phoenix, were you waiting for me?"

      "Yeah, I wanted to make sure you were okay. Principal Fallon didn't give you too much of a hard time, did she?" I step closer, knowing how my proximity affects the Fringe. Shit, if I wanted to fuck her right here in the middle of the hallway, I could.

      Sadly for my cock, I have zero inclination to sleep with her. Contrary to my reputation, I'm not a player. I prefer quality over quantity.

      "That bitch gave me a week of detention. My parents are going to kill me."

      "That sucks. It's completely messed up that Idols are being punished for putting a Norm in her place."

      "Right? Damn. I couldn't handle that piece of shit disrespecting you like that. Who does she think she is?"

      "Exactly. If Principal Fallon only knew what kind of activities her Norm protégé performs outside of school…," I say casually.

      "Wait, do you know something?" Cherise grabs my arm eagerly.

      I look left and right in a cagey manner, then whisper in her ear. "A buddy of mine sent me a video of Daisy stripping at a strip joint downtown."

      "No way!" Cherise's eyes almost pop out of her head. "We have to show that video to everyone."

      "Well, I can't. If people find out I leaked the video, that could potentially lead back to my friend, and it would be a major scandal. He's married to a very prominent public figure."

      "Really? Who?"

      I shake my head. "You'd better not know."

      "Well, what if I leaked the video? No one would be able to trace it back to him, right?"

      Oh, the joy of the stupid. I can't believe she bought that story.

      "That's right."

      "Well, send it me already. I can't wait to destroy that filthy Norm."

      My lips curl into a grin. This was too easy. I fish my phone out and press Send on the message with the video I had ready to go.

      “Done. I sent it anonymously, just to be safe."

      With eager fingers, Cherise's opens the message. The disco music in the background is distorted, but the video footage is solid. You can totally see it's Daisy dancing on the stage, even with that stupid wig she was wearing. I know because I've lost count of how many times I’ve jerked off watching it. Now Daisy will populate the wet dreams of the entire male population at Gifted Academy.

      Sudden jealousy hits me out of nowhere, deflating my mirth.

      Damn Daisy to hell. I can’t believe she’s robbing me of that too.

      "Well, I want everyone to know I'm behind the video. I can't have anyone thinking she came out victorious from today’s fight."

      "No, you wouldn’t want that." I glance at my phone and frown. "Shit, I need to head to class."

      To seal the deal, I lean closer and kiss Cherise's cheek. "I'll see you later, beautiful."

      There’s a sharp intake of breath on her part, and when I pull away, I notice her eyes have become glassy.

      Soak it all up, honey. This is all you get from me.
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        * * *

      

      RUFIO

      It only takes one punch down the middle for the brick in front of me to crumble into small fragments and dust.

      “Take it easy, boy. We don’t want to bring the entire building down,” Mr. Rogers, our Special Studies teacher, chastises me.

      I whirl around, wiping the sweat off my forehead with the back of my hand. The darkness swirling inside of my chest fuels my rage, and that fury has to be unleashed somewhere.

      Daisy is always at the epicenter of whatever turmoil I’m facing. The idiot totally deserved the backlash she received from Cherise in math class, but the murderous instinct the scene ignited in me wasn’t aimed at the Norm. I wanted to pulverize Drusilla’s friend. It took a great amount of self-control to keep my ass glued to my chair.

      "It's not my fault these damn obstacles are child's play," I retort angrily.

      "Whatever, princess. Go cool your jets in the shower. You've destroyed enough things for one day."

      "It's only fifteen past ten." 

      "Look around, boy. You’ve already bulldozed your way through half the training course. You’re not the only student here." Mr. Rogers turns his back to me.

      I curl my hands into fists, and energy crackles over my skin. My power surges from the pit of my stomach, raw and primal. I'm one second away from making a huge mistake when Phoenix bursts through the doors of the training facility, cockier than ever. The wicked grin he has plastered on his stupid face clues me in that he's done something.

      "Mr. Westbrook. You’re late," Mr. Roger's points out.

      "Sorry, sir." His gaze travels past our teacher to the destruction I've already caused. "It seems someone didn't leave much for me to do." Phoenix’s eyes connect with mine.

      "Mr. Kent is done for the day," Mr. Rogers replies with a quick glance in my direction.

      Phoenix prances toward me with an extra bounce to his step. 

      "What are you so fucking cheery about?" I ask.

      "I just had a convo with Cherise. Let's just say we don't want to skip lunch today."

      "Did you send her Daisy's video?" The darkness applies pressure, making my chest tight.

      "Sure did. I can't wait to see the look on her face when everyone finds out about her little side job." Phoenix laughs, and I want to punch him.

      Son of a bitch. What's wrong with me?

      He's doing exactly what he should. We all agreed Daisy had to go. Two weeks ago, I would’ve voted for murder. Quick and easy. But now it's like I can't bear to live in a world where she doesn't exist. Maybe she's not a simple Norm after all but a spy for the Knights. 

      I've never heard of an Idol who could mask their powers and pretend to be a Norm. But it's not a farfetched idea either. Shit. I can't believe the thought never occurred to me until now.

      "Rufio, why are you frowning like that? I thought you’d be happy."

      "I just remembered that I have a meeting with my mother."

      "In the middle of your favorite class?" Phoenix's raises an eyebrow.

      Already on the move toward the exit, I reply over my shoulder, "Didn't you hear Mr. Rogers? I'm done."
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      I never thought I'd set foot in the Magnificent Four's apartment again. But here I am, only three days later, sitting on the barstool and watching Morpheus prepare his 'mean' tacos. He’s pulled his long curls back into a man bun, a look I've always associated with fuckboys, but Morpheus wears it well.

      "We only have an hour to eat and study. We should’ve met after class," I say.

      "Oh, we'll meet later today as well," he says casually.

      "I didn't agree to that. I have my own homework to worry about."

      He turns around, holding a plate with two steamy tacos on it. He sets the dish in front of me and then returns to the stove to grab his own.

      "Come on, Daisy. You must be killing it in all of your classes. That's why you got the scholarship, right? You're some kind of genius." He rests his butt against the kitchen counter next to the stove and takes a bite of his meal.

      "Hardly. I have to study my ass off to earn my grades." I try the taco, and it melts in my mouth. 

      A groan escapes my lips. It’s so delicious.

      "I told you my tacos were good." He smiles, revealing dimples I didn't know he had. And I love dimples. They’re my weakness when it comes to boys. 

      I catch myself observing Morpheus in an entirely different light. I’ve always sensed an ominous aura surrounding him, as if he always walked in the shadows. Today, the gloom is gone, and I can see his brightness.

      "Why are you staring?" He frowns.

      Heat spreads through my cheeks, and I drop my gaze to my plate. "You look different with your hair pulled back like that."

      He makes a noncommittal sound, and I feel compelled to add, "The tacos are amazing. Who taught you to cook?"

      "My mother."

      His answer makes me think of Mom. How I loved her cooking. I wish I’d paid more attention when she tried to teach me some of our family recipes, but I was more interested in studying than learning domestic skills.

      A lump gets lodged in my throat and my appetite disappears. I set the plate aside and pull my math book from my bag.

      "What's the matter? Not hungry?"

      "I'll eat on the way to class. Let's get this tutoring going. I think we should start by looking over your quiz answers."

      "Great. I can't wait for the humiliation to commence."

      I lift my gaze to his.

      "You shouldn't beat yourself up because you don't get math. It's an error to assume every single person learns in the same manner. Our brains are unique, and each person processes information in a different way."

      "Did you just come up with that on the fly?" He raises an eyebrow.

      "No, that was just something my father used to say."

      "They’re dead right? Your parents?" he asks bluntly, making me wince.

      "How did you know?"

      Shit, if he knows my parents are gone, does he also know who my father was?

      "I can sense that you’ve been touched by death, and I caught the change in your posture when you mentioned your parents. It was an easy guess."

      I let out an exhale of relief. He doesn't know.

      "Let's focus on what I'm here for. I'm charging you by the hour whether I teach you or not."

      "Ruthless." Morpheus pulls the quiz from his pocket.

      "Look who’s talking," I mumble.

      "Touché."
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        * * *

      

      I have my work cut out for me. I should’ve charged Morpheus more. When he says he doesn’t get math, he means it. I spent the entire lunch break going over only a couple of equations. The extra money will be nice, but I can’t spend all my free time tutoring him. Besides, if I don’t help him improve his grades, the truce will be over. He’ll come for me guns blazing.

      I clutch my chest, remembering the panic I felt when Morpheus used his powers on me. I’m intimate with fear, but I’d never felt anything remotely similar before. It was sheer terror that gripped my heart in a merciless vise.

      A shiver runs down my spine just reliving the moment in my head.

      I left his place before him because I can’t afford a tardy. The moment I step foot inside the main building where classes are held, I sense something is awfully wrong. The hallway is crowded, and the place is buzzing. Students have their smartphones out. Some are clustered in groups, watching something that’s highly amusing to them. They raise their gazes to me as I pass, and the laughter and mocking comments begin. People point, guys whistle. Some idiot jumps in my way and asks for a lap dance.

      What the fuck?

      I quicken my steps, but it seems the faster I try to walk, the tighter the tunnel of students blocking my way becomes.

      “I knew she was a cheap whore,” one girl says as I pass within earshot.

      I clench my jaw hard, fighting the urge to ask what her problem is. Up ahead, the crowd opens up a little and I can see Phoenix at the end, smirking in a victorious way. Cherise, the girl who attacked me earlier, is next to him.

      Without breaking eye contact, Phoenix wraps his arm around the girl’s shoulders and whispers in her ear. An ugly smile slashes across her face before her gaze shifts to the TV monitor mounted closest to her. Several are peppered along the hallway, usually only broadcasting announcements from school.

      The screen goes black just a second before a video fills it. There’s no sound, but I know exactly what’s been broadcasted to the entire school.

      My performance at Unearthly Desires.

      The clamor and chatter increase in volume, smothering me. I want to vanish from this place, but my legs are frozen.

      Toby comes running in my direction before stopping right in front of me, short of breath. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”

      I can’t reply. My tongue is stuck to my mouth.

      “Come on, Daisy. Say something.”

      I look over his shoulder when Rufio and Bryce join Phoenix in the hallway. Both brothers are staring at me, their eyes cold and devoid of emotion. I don’t know which of the two hurt me the most.

      I honestly thought Bryce was different than the rest. I thought he cared. And Rufio… damn. I can’t even begin to understand what happened between us.

      My eyes start to burn, which is what jars me from my paralysis. I can’t cry in front of these people.

      “Toby, please get me out of here.”
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      I watch Daisy go with the only friend she has in school, and I do nothing. I should’ve made everyone shut their pie holes. I knew what Phoenix planned to do, and despite my conversation with my mother, I didn’t do anything to stop him.

      It’s almost as if I was testing how I would react. But considering how disgusted I am with the whole thing, how wretched I’m feeling now, I can only come to one conclusion.

      I was living in denial.

      I care about Daisy. I don’t know when it happened, only that I’m smack in the middle of feelings that are powerful and foreign.

      Daisy’s gone, but the fucking ruckus hasn’t stopped. The video’s still playing. Like a wave, I let my gift surge through me, unbound, unleashed. I aim it at all the fucking monitors, not only cutting the feed but making them explode with my mind.

      There are yells and then terrified glances my way. The lights flicker. I can sense the tension in every single student present. But destroying those TV monitors isn’t enough. I pop every single smartphone around as well.

      The Fringe next to Phoenix screams, fanning her hand, which got zinged when her phone fried.

      “Bryce? What are you doing?” Phoenix asks, but he keeps his distance from me.

      The commotion stops suddenly when my mother comes striding down the corridor, followed by Mr. Atkins and Mr. Rogers. She’s coming straight for me. I tone down the display of power, but not completely. I’m too fucking angry to return to my regular detached stance.

      “Mr. Kent, what’s the meaning of this?” she asks.

      I could tell her the truth, but she doesn’t really care. And what difference would it make to rat out Cherise and Phoenix? I knew about the prank and did nothing to stop it.

      “I got bored. I felt like exercising some of my Idol muscles.”

      She clamps her jaw hard. I can almost read her thoughts. She expects such reckless behavior from Rufio, not from me.

      “You go straight to my office. Now.”

      I rein in my power completely, and the lights stop flickering. Now I’m really going to hear from her. I’m sure she’s still pissed that I fried all the electronic devices in her office.

      She whirls around. “Everyone else, get back to class.”

      “I’ll call the building maintenance office,” Mr. Rogers says.

      “No, no. The other Mr. Kent and Mr. Westbrook will clean it up.”

      “Wait, why am I being punished? I’ve done nothing,” Rufio complains.

      I can’t help the chuckle that bubbles up my throat.

      “What’s so funny, Bryce?” Phoenix glares at me.

      “Nothing. Absolutely nothing.”
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        * * *

      

      DAISY

      Suffice it to say, I didn’t return to class. But I made Toby go. I didn’t want him to get in trouble on my account. I’m not sure what was worse about today, the fact that the entire school now knows how low I had to go to survive or that Phoenix, Rufio, and Bryce had a front row seat of my humiliation.

      Phoenix was all smug and shit, rejoicing in my fall from grace.

      I wonder for a fleeting moment if his attempts to be friendly were ever sincere and I messed up. But the doubt vanishes quickly. That Idol doesn’t have a truthful bone in his body.

      If the video’s distribution wasn’t enough, some jackass also shared my phone number with the entire male population of Gifted Academy. I had to shut my phone off to avoid reading some of the most insidious text messages.

      There’s only one thing I can be proud of today. I didn’t cry. Not even when I was alone in my room. Of course, that’s not to say I wasn’t close to bawling my eyes out, but at least I have that.

      Someone knocks on my door and I tense immediately. I wouldn’t put it past one of those assholes to come here to harass me.

      “Daisy, I know you’re there. Open the door, please,” Bryce says.

      “I don’t want to talk to you, or anyone for that matter.”

      “I hear you, but I need to talk to you. Please.”

      His humble plea twists something in my insides. It’s a yearning and it hurts. Like an idiot, I walk over to the door. My hand hovers over the knob. My brain is yelling at me to send him away, but my heart is begging me to hear what he has to say. I made a terrible mistake once, letting my guard down. And I’m about to make another. My heart wins. Sucker.

      Finally, I open the door, but before I let him in, I warn, “You have one minute. Make it count.”

      He nods, but when I close the door behind him, he says, “I may need more than a minute.”

      “I don’t care.” I cross my arms in front of my chest.

      He runs a hand through his hair and then glances at my unmade bed. I curse in my head when his gaze zeroes in on the two items I have lying there: my dad’s diary and the book I got from the librarian.

      “What’s that?” He approaches my bed.

      No. No. No. If he reads any page of my father’s diary, he’ll know the truth about me. Then I’m as good as dead.

      But Bryce ignores the diary and grabs the thick book instead.

      “It’s just a book I borrowed from the library.” My voice is too thin, too guilty.

      He opens the tome almost reverently. “This is a rare book that dates back two hundred years. How did you find it?”

      “Well, to be honest, the librarian let me borrow it.”

      Bryce lifts his gaze to meet mine. “Why?”

      Fuck it. I’m so tired over everything that I don’t see the point hiding the information from Bryce. “Because I wanted to find a way to block Phoenix from getting in my head.”

      Bryce’s eyebrows arch. “Oh. Is he still doing that?”

      “No. He decided to punish me the old-fashioned way.”

      He lets out a loaded sigh. “I’m sorry about today.”

      “Spare me the empty words, okay? Like you didn’t know what your roommate was up to. You were all working together to bring the pesky Norm down, make me run away with my tail between my legs.”

      “You’re right, I did know Phoenix was planning on sharing the video, and I didn’t try to stop him.”

      He takes a couple steps forward, shortening the distance between us. The air is impregnated with an intense energy, and I’m not sure if Bryce is doing it on purpose or not.

      “Stay right there,” I tell him. “Don’t move any closer.”

      “Are you afraid of me, Daisy?” His voice becomes huskier, more dangerous.

      Not of you, Bryce, but of the crazy and stupid emotion swirling in my chest. I should hate him, not yearn for his touch, his kiss. But I can’t let him know that.

      “I’m not afraid. I just don’t want you near me.”

      Bryce flinches like my words hurt him. Whatever. He’s not fooling me again.

      He looks me in the eye. “I don’t expect you to believe me, but I am truly sorry.”

      “You’re right. I don’t believe you.” I lift my chin higher. “And I’m sorry about a lot of things too.”

      “You’re talking about our kiss.” He inches closer, and I’m caught between wanting to stand my ground or fleeing.

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t regret it.” He takes another step forward.

      I scoff. “Why would you? It all worked out for you in the end, didn’t it?”

      “No, it didn’t. That kiss wasn’t part of a grand scheme to torture you. I wanted to kiss you then.” He pauses as if he’s debating what to say. “And I want to kiss you again now.”

      He breaches the final distance between us, reaches for the back of my head, tangling his fingers with my hair, and crushes his lips against mine. My entire body goes haywire. My heart takes off in a mad race, and lust begins to cloud my brain. His tongue invades my mouth, incendiary and merciless. I clutch his arm as my body begins to melt. Why does he have to taste like the most delectable nectar on the face of the Earth? Heady. Addictive. I’m one second away from succumbing to desire, to give Bryce what he wants, but my brain is not a goner yet. It brings forth today’s humiliation.

      I free myself from his hold, and shove him off me with all the strength I have. “You’re never touching me again.”

      Bryce blinks fast, staring at me like I spoke Chinese. After a couple of seconds, he loses the confused glint in his eyes. His stare turns hard, cold as he nods. “As you wish.”

      A clipped response. He’s angry like he has the right to be. Asshole. Thank heavens I didn’t fall for his game this time.

      He drops his gaze to the book still in his possession, then holds his glowing hand above the cover. The tome opens in the middle, and the pages begin to flicker rapidly, stopping suddenly at a random spot. “There. I believe this is what you need to block Phoenix from your head for good.”

      He returns the book to my bed and then heads for the door. With his hand on the knob, he turns back to me. “Good luck, Daisy.”

      It’s not until he’s gone and the door is locked that I can breathe easily again. I’m still shaking from Bryce’s kiss as I run back to the book to see what he marked for me. Is this an apology for everything he’s done, or is he still playing his wicked games?

      I read the text quickly. The solution is described in only one paragraph; it would’ve taken me weeks to find it. It’s quite simple but not easy to achieve: I need to wear a vial of Phoenix’s blood around my neck. Idols don’t bleed that easily. I still have the lightning-glass dagger, but how in the world am I going to get close enough to Phoenix to cut him?
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      Seeing the book Daisy had in her room jolted a long-forgotten memory. I remember catching a glimpse of a similar tome in my mother’s home office, and now I’m itching to find out if it’s the same book or if what Daisy has is a copy. My bet’s on the former.

      I need a break from the school grounds and all the rotten Idols inside, so as soon as school’s done on Friday, I drive up to my parents’ estate in the most prestigious neighborhood in Saturn’s Bay. A beachfront property, it offers a view of the most beautiful sunsets and draws the envy of many people I know.

      However, the beautiful mansion is not a happy home.

      The day I moved into my dorm room at Gifted Academy felt like I’d been liberated from years of oppression. Sure, my mother was already the principal then, but not living under the same roof as my parents made a significant change in my life. No more daily brainwashing sessions about our duties as Idols. No more harsh criticism and glances of disappointment from my father.

      The gate to the property grounds opens automatically as I approach. At the end of the driveway, the great white mansion with its Greco-style columns and opulent water fountain in front looms like a great beast waiting to devour my soul. Shivers run down my spine, and I clutch the steering wheel tighter, my knuckles turning white.

      I hate coming here.

      I park my car at the back of the building, not wanting my parents to be aware of my presence in case they’re home.

      No one’s around when I enter the house through the kitchen door. Not that my parents’ employees care. They’re trained to be invisible, so even if I bumped into someone, they wouldn’t address me.

      The urgency to get out of here is immense, so I make a beeline for my mother’s office, where I saw the book last. Halfway there, I hear loud voices coming from the closed door.

      Shit. My parents are home, and they’re having an argument. I’m about to whirl around and get out before I hear my father mention Daisy.

      My curiosity is piqued.

      Last Sunday, he made it no secret how he abhorred the idea of a Norm studying with us. But today, the argument seems specific. Walking softly, I approach the closed door and listen carefully.

      “I had nothing to do with Daisy Woods’s admission at Gifted Academy,” my mother replies.

      I snort in my head. I wonder if she was ever truthful in her life.

      “Cut the bullshit, Jodie. You’ve always had an unhealthy fascination with Norms, something you’ve sadly passed on to Bryce.”

      My spine goes taut. I’ve never had a fascination with Norms, per se. My interest was on the origins of the Idols’ hatred toward beings who are weaker than them. The only Norm who truly captivates me is Daisy, and I don’t know why.

      “Bryce loathes Norms, just like you taught him to.” My mother’s tone is bitter.

      “You sound angry about that. I thought you put that part of your tainted past behind you, Jodie.”

      “My tainted past?” My mother laughs in a derisive manner.

      Something crashes loudly inside—furniture shattering is my guess. Tense, I make a motion to burst into the room, but my mother’s voice keeps me in place.

      “Go ahead. Destroy all the furniture. I don’t care.”

      “I should’ve never agreed to marry you. You were a Norm-loving whore then, and you’re a Norm-loving whore now.”

      What is he saying? Was my mother involved with a Norm before she met my father?

      “It kills you, doesn’t it? That I loved a Norm man, that he was the first to touch my body.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself, Jodie. I never gave a fuck about you. Our marriage was purely business, plain and simply. I won’t deny that killing your lover gave me great satisfaction, though.”

      “Bastard!” she yells, and the sound of more furniture being destroyed echoes through the hallway.

      “Oh, so touchy.” My father laughs.

      “Get out of my sight,” my mother grits out.

      “Gladly, sweetheart. But one more thing. If you care even the slightest about the safety of that Norm girl you forced upon our sons, you’ll revoke her scholarship immediately. I don’t know how you managed to get the school council on board with your sham of a scholarship, but there are many concerned parents who are ready to go to extremes to get rid of her.”

      “Contrary to what you believe, I had no involvement in her admission.”

      Why is she so adamant in denying her involvement in Daisy’s scholarship? She had no qualms about admitting the truth to me.

      “So I guess you won’t care if the Norm vermin has a fatal accident, then. They’re so fragile, after all.” My father chuckles, an odious sound that makes me hate him even more.

      I know what he’s implying. Daisy isn’t safe. She never was. Dropping a Norm among a bunch of Idol students was like delivering a gazelle to a pride of hungry lions. The only reason she’s survived until now is thanks to Rufio and Phoenix’s bet. Now that those idiots are gung ho on destroying her at all costs, they declared open season on Daisy.

      Not while I’m around, though.

      I retrace my steps and hide inside a bathroom in the hallway just in time to avoid being caught my father. I hear the door to my mother’s office open, then his loud footsteps on the marble floor.

      Straining my ears, I catch the sound of him leaving the house. I open the door to my hiding place a sliver and peer outside. My mother’s office door is ajar, and from my viewpoint, I can see the chaos.

      She’s pacing back and forth with her cell phone glued to her ear, ignoring the pieces of furniture scattered across the floor.

      “Xavier? It’s me,” she says. “I have to see you.”

      There’s a pause, and then she continues. “I know it’s dangerous, but this is important.”

      Who the hell is Xavier? My mother’s lover? I wouldn’t be surprised if she was cheating on my father. He said it himself, their marriage is a sham, a business deal.

      “I’ll meet you there. I’m leaving now.” She ends the call and turns toward the door.

      I hide again and don’t move from my spot until I know she’s gone. Then I run to my car. Finding the book I came for will have to wait. I have to know what secrets my mother is keeping, especially when I know they’re related to Daisy.

      It’s hard to follow Mom without giving away that I’m doing so. She would recognize my car in an instant, so I keep several vehicles between us, which results in me almost losing her a few times. But when she veers into a familiar neighborhood, I have a hunch about where she’s going.

      She parks around the back of Unearthly Desires, and the pieces of the puzzle begin to make sense. The guy on the phone was called Xavier—Mr. X, the owner of the infamous strip club.

      It can’t be a coincidence that Daisy worked here one evening and then suddenly showed up at Gifted Academy.

      But what’s the connection between the three of them?

      Unfortunately, I can’t bust in and demand answers. My mother won’t reveal anything until she wants to, so I wait outside. My best bet is to get Mr. X alone. He’s an Idol, but he’s not as strong as me. I can get him to talk.

      My mother doesn’t stay inside long. Half an hour later, she leaves with hurried steps. Whatever she discussed with Mr. X, it clearly didn’t comfort her; her expression is hard and her brow is furrowed as she slips inside her car.

      Mr. X doesn’t leave the club until hours later. Looking at the time on my dashboard, I see it’s already past one in the morning. My ass is numb from sitting without moving for too long. The bouncer who was manning the door during opening hours is already gone. The parking lot behind the club is deserted.

      Time to make my move.

      I get out of my car and cross the street fast. Mr. X seems distracted and doesn’t sense my approach until I’m almost right on top of him.

      He whirls on the spot, ready to fight with his arms raised in front of him and his hands curled into fists. When he sees me, he relaxes his stance, but only a little.

      “Bryce Kent? What are you doing here, boy?”

      “I need to have a word with you.”

      “About what?” He arches his eyebrows.

      “What was my mother doing here? She came to talk to you.”

      “Your mother? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Cut the crap, Xavier. You and my mother are mixed up in something that involves Daisy, and I want to know what that is.”

      Mr. X glares and his lips become nothing but a thin flat line.

      “Why? So you can run and tell your daddy?”

      “I have no allegiance to my father. I’m here on my own. What do you want with Daisy?” I take a step forward, not hiding my aggressive posture anymore.

      “Why do you care? She’s just a Norm, after all.” He raises an eyebrow.

      His sarcastic remark makes me even angrier. I shouldn’t care about her, but I do. And I bet he can see my conflict as clear as day.

      “It’s not your damn business why I care!” My angry outburst is loaded with a dose of my gift as well. The lights above the back door of the building flicker in response.

      Mr. X boldly takes a step forward, invading my personal space. “I don’t know you, Bryce. You haven’t earned my trust, and I also hear you haven’t done anything to help Daisy in that shark-infested sea you call school. So no, you won’t get an answer from me.”

      “I could make you talk,” I reply through clenched teeth.

      Mr. X takes a step back, but not out fear. “I bet you could. But you won’t. The only thing you’ll get from me is this: keep Daisy safe.”

      “Why?”

      The man smirks. “I know my reason why I want her safe. Do you know yours?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My confrontation with Mr. X sends my mind spiraling out of control. Not in the mood to return to campus, I drive around without a destination in mind, replaying the events of the day. I don’t know what to think anymore. Does my mother want Daisy safe, or does she have other plans for her? More than ever, I feel like we’re all just pawns in a wicked game.

      One thing is certain: my loyalty is no longer blind. Seven years ago, I made a vow to a powerful god that I would use my gifts to purify the Earth from Norms and Fringes. Today, I know that promise was a mistake. More and more I believe the gods and demigods don’t care about the fates of anyone, be them Idols, Fringes, or Norms. All they care about is their whims, and we’re nothing but entertainment.

      Too lost in my head, I don’t notice I’m being followed until an SUV speeds ahead and swerves sharply to the right, pushing my car off the road. With a curse, I try to regain control of the vehicle, but I can’t avoid the collision with the tree ahead. My body is jolted forward, the seat belt digging into my chest as my face collides with the airbag. If I were a Norm or even a low-level Fringe, I probably would’ve broken my nose, but all the impact does is give me a nasty headache and make me dizzy for a moment.

      The window next to me shatters, and a split second later, I’m yanked from the car. The force is so great that it rips the seat belt in two as if it were made of paper.

      My attacker had the surprise advantage, but that’s all the leverage he’s getting over me. My power surges up from the pit of my stomach, violent and unbound. I send the man holding my arm flying across the highway. He vanishes out of sight.

      “Bind him already, damn it! He’s a seventeen!” someone yells in the darkness.

      A sphere of energy forms in my hand. I pull my arm back to hurl it in the direction the shout came from, but electric vines wrap around my torso and left arm, zapping my body with a high-voltage blast. I lose grip on my power for only a second, but that’s enough time for my assailants to regroup.

      My free arm gets yanked behind my back, and more vines wrap around me.

      “You fools. Do you think you can trap me?” I shout.

      I focus on my power, the swirling of energy that resides in my core. It’s there, but somehow my access to it has been blocked. What the hell?

      “You can quit struggling now. You’re not going anywhere.”

      A man approaches me, though I can only see his shape at first thanks to the glare from the headlights of a second SUV that parked behind my busted car.

      When he stops in front of me, I’m able to make out some of his appearance. His hair is long and wavy, blond. His square jaw is dusted with scruff, and he’s wearing a black muscle shirt and leather harness with the butt of a gun peeking out from a holster.

      “Let me go, or you’ll pay with your lives.”

      He drops to my eye level and clutches my chin with a gloved hand. “In due time. But first, we ought to have a little chat.”
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      Another week has gone by, and while I’m still alive, I’m not whole. There are no visible bruises on my body, but my spirit is shattered. Despite Principal Fallon’s assurance that whoever released that video would be severely punished, her words are vapor. She’s not going to do anything about it—not anything meaningful, anyway.

      She said it was best if I took the rest of the week off. She gave me a free pass, and I was weak and took it. It shouldn’t matter what a bunch of Idols think about me. I was almost a stripper. Big fucking deal. I did what I had to do. But it seems I bounce back easier from physical fights than the psychological ones. I can’t shake off the sting of this blow, of the humiliation, that fast.

      My phone vibrates on my nightstand, but I ignore it. It’s most likely Toby or Rosie, wanting to know how I am. I didn’t tell Rosie about what happened, so my conclusion is that Toby opened his big mouth. Whatever.

      I turn off the phone, then bury my head under the pillow. I just want to sleep the whole day away.

      Not much later, there’s a loud knock on my door, followed by Toby’s voice calling my name.

      “Leave me alone!” I yell from my bed.

      “Come on, Daisy. Open up. Don’t make me ask one of your neighbors to knock your door down for me.”

      Pest. He had to go and bring up those motherfuckers.

      With a huff, I get out of bed and stride across the room to throw open the door and glare at Toby.

      “What do you want?” I bark.

      Toby gives me a once-over. “Shit, Daisy. You look like crap.”

      “Thanks, jackass. If you just came by to insult me, goodbye.” I start to close the door in his face, but he holds it open.

      “No, I came by to invite you to a surfing lesson.”

      “What?”

      “A little bird told me you’ve been dying to learn but never got around to it.” Toby smiles cheekily.

      By little bird, he means my sister. Shit, they have been talking, then.

      “I’m not in the mood.”

      “Come on, Daisy. There are actually good waves today. It’s going to be fun.”

      “The beaches known for their good waves are all mixed. The last thing I want is to bump into an asshole from school.”

      “Don’t worry. Echo Cove is only known to local surfers, and none of them go here.”

      My wish was to stay in my room the entire weekend, but Toby’s offering me the opportunity to tick one item off my bucket list. If I stay, Phoenix and his hateful friends win.

      “Fine. I’ll meet you outside in five minutes.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      RUFIO

      I didn’t mean to eavesdrop on Daisy’s conversation. It just happened. It’s like I’m tuned in to the Norm girl or some shit like that, and telepathy isn’t even one of my gifts. I was in the kitchen getting a bowl of cereal when I heard her voice. It worked like a punch to my chest, kickstarting my heart.

      And now I’m getting ready to knock on her door like a lovesick fool. I haven’t been able to sleep for shit since Wednesday, when Phoenix’s master plan worked perfectly. No one’s seen Daisy since her humiliating video surfaced.

      I should be in a better mood. I got what I wanted, after all. But the truth is, the foulness in everyone’s disposition is off the charts. Even Phoenix, the brains behind the whole thing, is more irritable than I’ve ever seen him. And Bryce and Morpheus have completely shut Phoenix and me off. As matter of fact, I haven’t seen Bryce since yesterday. He must’ve gone on one of his mysterious solo trips.

      As for me, I feel rotten. And that’s why I’m going after her. Toby must be completely out of the loop, because there’s a huge barbeque at Echo Cove today and the place will be crawling with students from Gifted Academy. She needs to know.

      I’m almost out the door when a loud, pain-filled moan comes from Morpheus’s room. I stop in my tracks and head in his direction.

      After a knock, I ask, “Morpheus, are you all right?”

      “No.”

      I push the door open and enter his room, which currently feels like a sauna.

      “Why is it so hot in here?”

      Morpheus is completely hidden under the blankets. “Because I’m turning into a human popsicle.”

      “Are you sick or something?” I move closer and pull the covers off his head.

      His hair is matted and sticking to his forehead. His skin is clammy and washed out.

      “Fuck, you are sick.”

      “I’m not sick. It’s my gift. The shadows are more restless than ever, and not even the bracelets are helping today.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “I don’t know, but it’s nothing good. I haven’t felt anything remotely similar since that day on the island.”

      A sliver of dread runs down my spine. We were ten when our boat capsized thanks to a mysterious storm that hit us out of nowhere. We managed to swim to a small island nearby, and it changed our lives forever—and not for the better.

      I rub my face, torn about what to do. I need to warn Daisy, but I’m afraid to leave Morpheus alone. I’m losing my mind. I shouldn’t care about Daisy’s well-being, yet here I am. Fuck me.

      “You’re worried about something,” Morpheus points out.

      “Yes. Hold on, I gotta get Phoenix.”

      “He spent the night at his folks’, I think.”

      Morpheus hisses and closes his eyes. “Fuck.” He presses two fingers between his eyebrows. “I’m getting a vision.”

      “What is it?” I ask, both apprehension and eagerness in my tone. Morpheus hasn’t had a vision in over six months.

      “A beach. Waves. Daisy.” He opens his eyes suddenly. “We have to get to Echo Cove.”

      “What’s going to happen at Echo Cove?”

      “I don’t know, but Daisy is involved and it’s bad, Rufio. Really bad.”

      “I was on my way to stop her from going,” I confess.

      Morpheus sits up and throw his legs over the side of the bed. “Too late. She’s already gone.”
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      In the two years I’ve been living in Saturn’s Bay, this is my first time at Echo Cove. There are busses that come to the idyllic surf spot, but I kept putting it off. The truth is, I didn’t want to come watch all those people in the water when I couldn’t join. I didn’t have any money to even rent a surfboard, much less pay for lessons.

      Today, the sun is out, but the weather isn’t scorching hot. There’s definitely a nice swell, and the ocean is already peppered with surfers waiting for the perfect wave.

      “Wow, it seems everyone was craving the water after so long without decent waves.” Toby sinks his surfboard in the sand.

      Doubt sneaks in. “I’m not sure if today is a good day to learn. There are so many people.”

      “Do you see that rock formation over there?” Toby points in the distance where the beach disappears around a corner.

      “Yeah? What about it?”

      “There’s a quieter spot on the other side. Come on.”

      Toby was right, there aren’t as many people in the water in this little cove. Farther from the shoreline, I see the entrance to a small cave. Toby follows my gaze and says, “We can check the cave later. It’s pretty cool.”

      “There aren’t any animals living there, right?”

      “No. A little of bit trivia for you. This little nook in the beach and that cave are what inspired the name Echo Cove.”

      “Really? I feel like a tourist, and I’ve lived in Saturn’s Bay for two years already.”

      “Trust me, I bet there are people who were born and raised here who haven’t seen half the city.”

      I look down at my clothes. I’m wearing an old bathing suit and a T-shirt. “Is this okay?”

      “Yeah, you’re fine. Shall we?”

      I glance at the ocean once more. It’s calling me. “Sure. Let’s go before I chicken out.”
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        * * *

      

      RUFIO

      I immediately spot the crowd from Gifted Academy when Morpheus and I step out of my car. I’m too slow to avoid being seen. Drusilla turns and waves enthusiastically.

      “Rufio, over here!”

      “Fuck, I’m not in the mood for this.”

      “My, my, Rufio. You don’t want to interact with the president of your fan club?” Morpheus replies sarcastically from behind the thick woolen scarf he has wrapped around his neck, which also covers half of his face.

      An angry retort followed by “mummy-boy” is on the tip of my tongue, but I remember the last time I used that nickname. I definitely don’t want a repeat of that.

      I have every intention of ignoring Drusilla when I catch a glimpse of Phoenix surrounded by girls. He’s laughing like he’s back to his normal self.

      “I guess we don’t have to deal with his jackass attitude anymore,” I say.

      Morpheus snorts. “Pot, meet kettle.”

      We stayed idle for too long and now Drusilla is running to meet us.

      “Oh, fuck,” I mumble. “I’ll get rid of her so we can find Daisy.”

      “Something isn’t right with Phoenix.”

      Squinting, I pay closer attention to Phoenix. He seems normal, which means, Morpheus can sense something beyond the naked eye. Great. Before I can ask, Morpheus is already heading to the beach. He ignores Drusilla when he passes her. She gives him a judgmental glance before she continues on her way to me.

      “Hi, Rufio. I was beginning to think you wouldn’t show up.”

      “I’m not staying long.” I purposely don’t make eye contact with her. Instead, I look over her shoulder, trying to find Daisy or the ginger.

      She steps closer to me and touches my chest. “That’s too bad. I was looking forward to spending some time alone with you.”

      I knew hooking up with her last year would be a mistake. Drusilla thinks that because she’s the queen bee, she has to date one of us. I was the fool who slept with her first, and now she won’t fucking leave me alone.

      I grab her wrist and pull her hand away. “Sorry, Drusilla. I never go for seconds.”

      She gasps and her eyes go as round as saucers. I walk around her, not wanting to hear the onslaught of angry words that’s sure to come. I had fun stringing her along for a while, but now she just irritates me.

      I finally reach Morpheus and Phoenix in time to hear the tail end of their argument.

      “For fuck’s sake, Morpheus. I already said I’m fine. Now piss off.”

      Phoenix shoves Morpheus out of his way and stomps away. His new pet, Cherise, is quick to follow him. Can’t she sense he’s about to explode? Dumb Fringe.

      “What was that all about?” I ask.

      “Phoenix being an ass, as usual. Something isn’t right with him, but he won’t talk.”

      “Is his problem linked to your vision about Daisy?”

      Morpheus shakes his head. “No.”

      “Okay, let’s worry about him later. Now, let’s find Daisy and the ginger.”

      “Didn’t you say they were going surfing?” he asks.

      “Yeah.” I catch sight of Phoenix disappearing behind a cluster of rocks at the end of the beach. “Isn’t Echo Cove that way?”

      “I think so. Let’s go.”

      Sand pours into my sneakers, only serving to further aggravate my already sour mood. I should’ve taken my shoes off.

      “What are you groaning about?” Morpheus gives me a side glance.

      “I hate the beach.”

      “Is it the beach you hate or the sandy mess?”

      “Shut up, Morpheus. You look ridiculous, by the way.”

      “I can’t help it if it feels like I’m in fucking Siberia, okay? But you could’ve worn flip-flops, at least.”

      I save my rebuff for another time. We just rounded the corner to find Phoenix with his gaze fixed on the ocean. Cherise is also looking in the same direction, but based on her expression, she’s not happy about the view. I follow their line of sight and find Daisy and Toby in the water. She’s on the surfboard, trying to break through the waves with Toby’s help. Ugly jealousy spears my chest. That ginger boy is way too close to her.

      I sense someone’s presence behind us. Looking over my shoulder, I discover that Drusilla and one of her minions have followed us too. Fucking great.

      “Is that the stripper?” Drusilla asks.

      Phoenix and Cherise glance our way. Phoenix’s eyes spark with anger. I’m not sure who he’s aiming his wrath toward, though.

      “I thought she’d learned her lesson.” Cherise sneers.

      “The beach is public,” Morpheus replies.

      His comment makes her even more irate. She’s not an Idol, but she’s a powerful Fringe, and I’ve seen some of them cause a lot of headache, especially when motivated.

      “But the ocean is so unpredictable,” Drusilla replies conspiratorially.

      I cut her a warning glance, but she purposely averts her eyes and pretends she doesn’t see me.

      “Son of a bitch,” Morpheus mumbles, and my attention returns to the sea.

      The waters are rough now, and the waves have tripled in size.

      Without a second thought, I stalk toward Cherise. She’s a water elemental, and I’m positive she’s responsible for the change in the ocean. I grab her arm and yank her violently toward me. “Cut it out.”

      “I’m not doing anything.” She attempts to break free, but I hold her firmly.

      “What the hell, Rufio? Let Cherise go,” Drusilla says.

      “Not until she stops with her petty little game.”

      “Do you honestly think I’m responsible for those waves?” Cherise scoffs. “I’m not that powerful.”

      “Rufio, let her go. Now!” Drusilla’s voice has changed. I can sense the power. She’s trying to use her compulsion gift on me.

      Big mistake, bitch.

      I let go of Cherise only to turn and grab Drusilla by her neck. My power crackles over my skin, and the veins in my hand and arm turn dark. She tries to break free from my hold as her eyes bulge.

      “Rufio, are you crazy? Stop it!” Morpheus yells.

      But I’m already lost in the bloodlust. I don’t want to stop.

      An invisible push knocks me to the side, making me lose my grip on Drusilla. She drops to her knees, gasping for air and eyeing me with murderous intent.

      I don’t need to look to know Phoenix saved her ass.

      “Holy shit. What the hell is going on?” Cherise is pointing at the sky.

      A large, ominous storm cloud has formed just above the spot where we last saw Daisy. Lightning lights up the sky, followed by the sound of thunder. It’s a concentrated maelstrom, and the guys and I have all seen it before.

      That’s not a natural storm.

      That’s the sign of a god.
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      Things change quickly. One moment I’m submerged, bypassing a wave, and in the next I’m met by my worst nightmare. A violent, dark sky looms above me, matching the savagery of the sea. I’m not fast enough to avoid a wave triple the size of the one I just cleared and it hits me head-on, sending me spiraling to the bottom of the ocean.

      The surfboard is pushed in a different direction, and the leash is pulled taut as it yanks my leg. Shit. I have to ditch the board or risk losing my leg. It’s difficult, but I’m able to curl my body forward enough that I can reach my ankle.

      I’m finally free, but I’m also running out of air. Bubbles have surrounded me, and beyond them is nothing but darkness.

      Fuck. Where’s the surface?

      Picking a random direction, I kick my legs as hard as I can, hoping I’m not swimming toward the bottom instead of the top.

      With my lungs burning, I break the surface, gasping for air. I only have the chance to inhale oxygen once before another wave sends me to the pit of the sea again.

      Damn it. I have to get out of here.

      I’m not sure where Toby is, which just adds another notch of fear to my heart.

      At least I’m not as disoriented as I was before, so I manage to reach the surface easier this time.

      I take a deep breath before starting to search my surroundings. “Toby!”

      A bright flash illuminates an otherwise dark sky for a second. The booming sound of thunder follows. A great roar at my back makes me turn.

      “Motherfucker.”

      A sixty-foot wave is speeding toward me, and by the way the crest is curling up, it’s going to crash exactly where I am. I can’t swim fast enough to escape it. What should I do? I glance toward the shore, and then at the massive wave. Shit. Propelled by crazy desperation, I head toward it. It curls completely and begins to fold over on itself. I take a deep breath and dive. Even so, I still get caught in the whirlpool from the impact. Like a rag doll, my boneless body spirals and turns until my head bangs against something hard and everything goes dark.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      PHOENIX

      Morpheus turns to Rufio and me, his eyes practically popping out of his skull. “What are you waiting for? Get Daisy out of there!” He points at the raging sea.

      In a split second, Rufio grabs the back of his shirt and peels it off. His sneakers vanish next.

      “What is he doing? Is he crazy?” Cherise asks. “She’s just a Norm.”

      No, she’s more than just a Norm.

      As much as I tried to hate her, to destroy her, I can’t get her out of my mind. Humiliating her brought me nothing but disgust at myself. And after the hellish evening I spent with my father, I need to do something to cleanse my soul.

      I run after Rufio, but he’s already disappearing under a massive wave. From the corner of my eye, I catch a splash of red hair in the water. Toby, Daisy’s friend, has made it to shore. I’m not surprised. If the power that caused this storm is the same one we encountered seven years ago, then the Fringe kid isn’t the target. Daisy is. And according to the vow we made so long ago, we’re supposed to stand back and do nothing.

      But against all logic, we all seem inclined to risk everything, to disobey the most powerful being we’ve ever met in order to save the defiant Norm girl.

      I dive in, ignoring the cold bite of the water. Using my telekinesis, I create a current behind me, which propels me forward much faster. Unfortunately, it doesn’t grant me the ability to breath underwater, so eventually I have to come up for air.

      When I do, the sea is even more turbulent than before, and there’s no sign of Daisy.

      Rufio swims closer to me. “Have you seen her?”

      “No.”

      “She must be underwater.”

      He takes another deep breath and vanishes. I follow him closely but soon lose him to the depths of the sea.

      Damn it, Daisy, where are you?

      I stay under for as long as I can. It’s only when my lungs are about to give out that I aim for the surface and break through. Breathing out in spurts, I look around me. The waves keep crashing and the sky is raging. When lightning strikes, I see the god’s face in the clouds. Harsh, powerful, terrifying. He seems to be laughing, but the vision vanishes too quickly. Maybe I just imagined it.

      Rufio’s head finally pops up above the water, and it takes me a second to see he’s got her. He’s found Daisy.

      “Is she alive?” I ask.

      “I don’t know. I don’t think she’s breathing.”

      He begins to swim back to the shore, but he’ll never make in time to help Daisy, even with his Idol speed.

      “Hold on tight. I’m going to send you over,” I yell over the roar of the waves and wind.

      Understanding dawns in Rufio’s eyes, and he wraps both arms around Daisy. “I’m ready.”

      I throw my arm forward and send Rufio and Daisy flying in the air. It takes them less than three seconds to reach the shore. I rein in the power as they descend and Rufio lands softly on the sand with Daisy cradled in his arms. It’s the last thing I see before I giant wave buries me alive in a tomb made of water.
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      RUFIO

      I lay Daisy on the soft white sand as I try to control my breathing. She’s as pale as a ghost, and her lips are purple.

      Toby rushes to my side. “Is she breathing?”

      “She’s not breathing, Rufio. You have to perform mouth-to-mouth,” Morpheus says from behind me.

      “I know.”

      “I can do it.” Toby kneels next to Daisy.

      “Get away from her, Fringe.” I push him hard enough that he falls back.

      I ignore the idiot and the crowd of Gifted Academy students that’s gathered as I pump Daisy’s chest and then blow air into her mouth.

      “Come on, Norm. Don’t you dare die on me,” I whisper.

      I repeat the process over and over again, losing track of how long I’ve been going at it when Daisy finally begins to cough up water. I roll her to her side to help her get rid of it as relief washes over me. I’ve never been more relieved to hear the sound of someone heaving.

      A sweater appears in front of me; Morpheus has given up one of his many layers of clothing. I wrap it around Daisy’s shoulders, and then, propelled by a foreign impulse, I pull strands of wet, sandy hair off her face.

      “Daisy, are you okay?” Toby comes too close to her again. I’m ready to knock him back down when a hand on my shoulder stops me.

      “Not now,” Morpheus murmurs.

      “Where’s Phoenix?” Cherise asks in a shrilly voice.

      I face the sea. The waters are calming down now, and the dark clouds are dissipating. Phoenix’s head appears from under a wave, which pushes him toward the shore as if he can no longer swim on his own. He stands up and staggers forward until he’s out of the waves’ reach. He then falls onto his knees, breathing hard.

      He lifts his head and asks, “Is she okay?”

      “I’m fine,” Daisy answers, already sitting up.

      With a groan, Phoenix collapses completely, lying on his back with his arm covering his eyes.

      Cherise hovers close, but she at least has the sense to leave some space between her and Phoenix. I take in the crowd, and my eyes connect with Drusilla’s. If she could kill with a simple glance, I’d be dead. She switches her attention to Daisy, and her lips curl into a hateful grin.

      She won’t take her revenge on me. I’m too strong for her.

      Daisy, on the other hand, is easy prey.
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      The shadows receded when Rufio brought Daisy back from the brink of death. The skies cleared and the ocean calmed. The freezing cold that had wrapped around my body and seeped into my bones relented. I don’t know why I was given that premonition or why it made me so ill, but I thought the worst was over.

      It’s not until early Monday morning, before sunup, that the shadows act up again. They’re stronger this time, and the bracelets I wear can’t contain them. My body’s temperature drops suddenly, making me shake so hard that my teeth rattle. Pins and needles seem to prickle my entire body from head to toe.

      My mind is blank, no vision or premonition, which leaves me completely in the dark as to why the shadows are manifesting. Suddenly, the lightning mark on my back stings as if it’s been touched by an ice-cold blade.

      My head feels like it’s going to split in two. With a groan, I clutch my skull with my hands and close my eyes.

      “You went against my wishes. You defied me. Now you must pay.”

      The voice sounds like a thousand people are screaming in my head at once. It’s the voice of the god we encountered when we found ourselves on that island of horrors. After twenty-four hours battling the most awful creatures from our worst nightmares, the deity appeared before us. He said we’d passed his trials and were worth bearing the gifts he had bestowed upon us at birth. Then he gave us the lightning mark after we promised to exterminate Norms and Fringes from the face of the Earth.

      “Get out of my head!” I shout, not knowing where I found the strength to do so.

      The shadows curl around my wrists and travel up my arms. I lose sensation in my limbs. Motherfucker. He’s going to freeze me to death.

      The door to my room bursts open and Rufio comes running in, followed by Phoenix.

      “Morpheus! What’s going on?” Rufio asks.

      “Rufio, check his hands and arms. They’re covered in shadows.” Phoenix points at them.

      “He’s… punishing me.” I manage to get the words out with great effort.

      “Who?” Rufio and Phoenix ask at the same time.

      “Him! The god who marked us.”

      I close my eyes again when unbearable pain spreads across my chest.

      “Fuck. What can we do?” Phoenix asks.

      “Take me to my mother,” I say, just before a scream rips from my mouth. I’ve never felt such excruciating pain before. Damn it. Death right now would be a mercy.

      The god laughs in my head.

      He’s not the merciful kind.
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        * * *

      

      DAISY

      I spent the rest of the weekend recovering from my ordeal, but now it’s Monday and I can’t hide in my room anymore. The grace period is over. Principal Fallon doesn’t care that I almost drowned in the ocean. Nor do my teachers.

      Toby told me that Rufio and Phoenix braved the raging sea to save me, which is baffling. Why would they risk their lives for me? Idol power or not, they could’ve drowned.

      Sitting on the edge of my bed, I take deep breaths to garner my courage. I don’t need to be a genius to know it’s going to be a jungle out there. I’ve never felt more vulnerable in my entire life, not even when I was on the run all those years ago.

      You don’t need to feel this way, Daisy. You have a weapon.

      I haven’t looked at the lightning-glass dagger since it mysteriously appeared in my room. If anyone discovered that I possess a weapon that can kill Idols, my life would be forfeited, and Rosie’s too, by extension. But if the students here are trying to kill me, then why am I going to make it easier for them?

      Before I change my mind, I leap out of bed and lift my mattress. I hid the dagger in the same spot as I did my father’s diary. When I curl my fingers around its handle, a surge of empowerment runs through my body. If only every single Norm had such a weapon in their hands, maybe the Idols would think twice before messing with us.

      My father was right. Idols are the minority. Why must we bow to them?

      The school is buzzing with gossip. By now, the entire student body knows Rufio and Phoenix risked their lives to save me. Everyone stares as I walk toward math class. At least they’re not talking about my disgraceful performance at Unearthly Desires anymore.

      I’m not sure yet how I’m going to react when I see my saviors face-to-face again. I have to thank them for sure.

      But none of them come to math class. It feels strange not having Phoenix at my back or needing to withstand Rufio’s intense stares. What’s more puzzling to me is Morpheus’s absenteeism. He’s been so determined to improve his grades, after all.

      He can’t be sick, can he? I never really had much interaction with Idols before joining Gifted Academy, so in my mind, I’d always assumed they were immune to maladies that plague Norms and Fringes.

      In the absence of the powerful trio, Cherise doesn’t rein in her hatred. She throws not-so-veiled insults at me throughout the entire class, but she’s careful to keep her voice down so Mr. Atkins doesn’t hear.

      I try my best to ignore the stupid Fringe, but my nerves are fried considering everything I went through in a matter of days. As a result, I can barely concentrate during class, and my note-taking is pathetic. I didn’t even fill one page of my notebook.

      When the bell rings indicating the end of class, I bolt out of my chair, but there’s nowhere to run. The hallway is filled with more Idols who want me gone. For the first time since I got here, I feel their animosity at full blast. I knew it would be bad, and yet I’m surprised by how hard it is to withstand it. It’s almost like they were holding back before. But I can’t skip another day of class. It would be cowardly, and I’m not a coward.

      The lightning-glass dagger I wrapped in cloth and tucked in my skirt’s waistband feels hot against my skin. I feel a little better that I decided to bring it with me, but I can’t wield it unless it’s a situation of kill or be killed.

      I keep my head down as I stride toward my next class. People bump into me on purpose; others call me names. Suddenly, I’m shoved from behind, but when I whirl around, there’s no one there. Some idiot with telekinesis must’ve done that. I search for Phoenix in the crowd, but there’s no sign of the beautiful, hateful Idol.

      I’m almost running when I take the stairs to the third floor, where my next class is. When I reach the landing, I find my way blocked by Drusilla and her friends Cherise and Renata.

      “Where do you think you’re going, Norm?” Drusilla asks, venom dripping from her voice.

      Cherise and Renata are both wearing the ugliest grins on their faces, and the small crowd lining the hallway is watching the entire scene with similar cruel expressions.

      “Take a wild guess,” I reply sarcastically.

      Drusilla’s expression twists into a scowl. “I don’t like your tone, filthy whore. It seems you haven’t learned your lesson yet.”

      Fuck. She’s going to make me do something horrible with her compulsion powers. My entire body is tense. I switch my attention to the security cameras mounted strategically high on the walls. Drusilla notices my stare and laughs.

      “If you’re waiting for the cavalry to arrive and save you, you can think again. I took extra precautions. Principal Fallon isn’t coming to save you. Kneel!”

      I reach for my dagger, pulling it out from my waistband just in time before Drusilla uses her gift on me. Her command is too strong, and I can’t fight the compulsion. My knees fold and I drop to the floor. Trapped like that, I push the dagger up my sleeve, keeping it hidden there.

      “Now, what should I have you do first?” She places her index finger against her lips and pretends to ponder.

      “Make her strip naked,” a guy says from my right. His comment is followed by whistles and shouts of agreement.

      Drusilla glares at him. “I’m not here to cater to your disgusting tastes.”

      “Dru, let me play with her for a little bit. Payback for getting me in trouble with Principal Fallon,” Cherise says.

      “You got there all on your own, stupid bitch,” I retort.

      Drusilla turns to me with ire shooting from her eyes. “Shut up, filthy Norm.” She snaps her fingers and my lips shut, as if they were sealed by her powers. I can’t speak, which means I can’t yell for help.

      Nice going, Daisy. Well, at least I still have my dagger and the ability to move my arms.

      “Fine,” Drusilla replies to her friend’s request.

      Cherise’s smirk blossoms into a wicked, chilling smile. She moves toward the nearest water fountain, and with a swishing movement of her arms, she creates a water spout and aims the jet toward me. All I’m able to do is widen my eyes before a sphere of water envelopes my head, cutting off my oxygen supply. Bubbles form in my vision as I slowly drown in front of all these people.

      I can hear the crowd laughing and cheering despite the water around my head distorting the sound. So this is how I’m going to go. Death by drowning on dry land.

      Suddenly, someone lets out an enraged battle cry. Toby comes running down the hallway and tackles Cherise to the ground before anyone can stop him. The water helmet breaks and I tumble forward, bracing my left hand against the wet floor as I gasp for air.

      “Get off me, asshole.” Cherise struggles under Toby’s weight.

      Drusilla whirls toward her friend, and the compulsion keeping me glued to the floor vanishes. I stagger back to my feet, pulling the dagger from its hiding spot. Cherise tried to kill me once. I’m not letting it happen again.

      Renata, the second minion, yanks Toby off her friend. He lets out a cry of pain. The girl’s hold on his arm is so viciously tight that his legs buckle. A second later, there’s the sound of bone snapping, and Toby cries out louder than before. The bitch just broke my friend’s arm.

      She drops a tear-streaked Toby to the ground as if he were a broken toy. The scene snaps the last bands of constraint I had left. Filled with rage, I charge, dagger poised to strike. Renata turns to me as my arm descends in an arc, aimed at her fucking dead heart. But before the pointy end connects with her, I’m hurled in the opposite direction by a force equal to a hurricane. I crash against the metal lockers at the end of the hallway with a loud bang, and drop to the ground without the dagger. My head is throbbing from the impact, and my vision is fuzzy for a second.

      When my sight clears, I see that the Idol responsible for my unwanted flight was not a student but a teacher. With his arms raised, he walks toward me. I don’t know his name, but I’ve seen him before with Principal Fallon.

      Using his gift, he lifts me off the ground. “You’ve caused enough trouble, Norm. It’s time for you to say goodbye.”

      In the blink of an eye, he sends me flying out of the window. Shards of broken glass pierce my skin, but the pain doesn’t compare to when I hit the ground. Every single bone in my body seems to be broken, and the pain is so excruciating that I can’t even bring myself to scream.

      The bitter copper taste of blood fills my mouth.

      I hear someone call my name, but the loud buzzing in my ears makes it impossible to recognize the voice. Maybe I imagined it.

      Staring at the blue sky, I know the end is near when dark spots appear in my line of vision. I think about Rosie, how devastated she’ll be when she learns about my death. She’s the only regret I have in this miserable life, the only reason tears roll down my bloodied face.

      I’m so sorry, Rosie.
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      My kidnappers brought me to a small room with concrete walls on all sides. No windows, only one door. The bright lightbulb dangling from the ceiling is the only source of illumination. I’m strapped to a chair with my hands bound behind my back. I don’t know what kind of material they used to bind me, but I can’t break free, nor can I tap into my powers. Which begs the question: Who are these people?

      They’re Idols, that much I could tell. And their leader was a powerful one. Level fourteen or fifteen for sure. A fact that pisses me off even more. I could obliterate those assholes easily if it weren’t for these damn vines. I’ve never heard of anything on this Earth that could strip an Idol of their powers like this.

      I have no idea how long I’ve been held captive, but if the numbness in my hands and legs is any indication, definitely more than twenty-four hours. I had to piss in my pants since no one came to let me use the bathroom. They’ve only come in once to deliver water and a granola bar, which they fed me like I was a baby. The fucking snack made me think about Daisy, and the yearning hit me hard.

      Finally, the door opens and in comes the long-haired guy, the leader of this operation. He steps into the halo formed by the light, and I can see his face clearly now. The scruff on his jaw is gone. Sharp and intelligent silver eyes stare at me. He’s dressed in a three-piece suit instead of the all-black ensemble from before, and his long hair is in a ponytail.

      “How are you doing this morning, Bryce Kent?” he asks.

      “Fucking wonderful,” I spit back. “Who are you, and what do you want with me?”

      The guy begins to pace in front of me with his hands linked behind his back. “That depends.”

      “On what?”

      “On whether I believe you can be of assistance to our cause.”

      “And what cause is that?”

      He whirls around with a smirk on his lips. The light reflects on the metal pin on the lapel of his jacket. I see it then, the insignia of the Knights—a knight mounted on his horse, carrying a spear. I should’ve guessed sooner.

      I let out a derisive laugh. “You want me to become a Knight? Do you know who I am?”

      The guy’s smile broadens. “Of course we know who you are, who your parents are. And most importantly, we know of your involvement with Daisy Rodale.”

      “Rodale? I thought her last name was Woods.”

      “Yes, she’s going by that name now.”

      What could the Knights possibly want with Daisy? I fear they don’t have the best intentions in regards to her, and that makes my chest incredibly heavy with worry. I strain against my bindings, ignoring the bite of the vines against my skin.

      “Struggling is futile. You’re only getting out of that chair when I decide it’s time.”

      “People will be looking for me.”

      “You’ve been gone for over forty-eight hours already and no one has noticed your absence.” The guy shrugs.

      Fuck. My idiotic brother and my roommates wouldn’t think much of my disappearance until I didn’t come to class.

      “But don’t worry, we don’t plan to keep you for much longer.”

      “I’m not going to join your group of traitors if that’s what you’re hoping to gain.”

      The man makes a tsking sound as he shakes his head. “We’re not offering membership, at least not right now. Let’s see how things go first.”

      “What things? What the fuck do you want from me?”

      Frustration is making my blood boil, and being trapped like a useless Norm isn’t helping my case.

      The Knight narrows his eyes and clamps his jaw shut. He doesn’t speak for several beats, no doubt only to torture me.

      “There were certain things that needed to be put in motion, and your presence would compromise those events,” he finally replies.

      “What events?” I ask through clenched teeth.

      “You’ll find out soon enough. But you’d better hurry, kid, or your precious Norm will meet a fate she won’t be able to escape from.”

      He whirls around and exits the room, but he leaves the door wide open. A minute later, the bindings keeping me trapped slacken and then drop to the floor. I bolt out of my chair, but because I’ve been in the same position for so long, I can only stagger forward, unable to control my legs. I lean against the wall while tiny needles prickle my skin as the sensation returns, but I only rest for a couple of seconds before I leave my prison. I’m at the end of a hallway and there’s only one way to go, toward the streaming light.

      It leads to freedom. I find myself in the middle of a forest; the place I was held captive was a cabin. There’s no sign of the Knight or his accomplices, but my SUV is parked right out front. There’s a dent on the front bumper, but the damage seems minimal.

      I run toward it while the Knight’s final words to me keep replaying in my head. If Daisy’s in danger, I have to return to campus right away.

      Behind the steering wheel, I let out a relieved sigh when the engine roars to life. I put the pedal to the metal and drive off on the dirt road, ignoring the damage I’m doing to my car. My phone is where I left it, and by some miracle, it still has a little bit of battery life.

      I see all the missed calls from Rufio and Phoenix and panic. Shit. They were all from earlier this morning, between four and six. What the hell happened?

      I call Rufio back, and on the fourth ring, he answers.

      “Bryce, where the fuck were you? We’ve been calling nonstop.”

      “I can’t explain right now. What’s going on? Where’s Daisy?”

      There’s a long pause before my brother finally answers. “Shit, man. A lot’s happened. You picked the wrong weekend to disappear.”

      “Just answer the question already. Is Daisy all right?”

      “I don’t know. But listen, Bryce. You have to get back to school as soon as you can. Shit happened last Saturday, and Daisy isn’t safe.”

      My stomach coils tightly. “Why aren’t you in school?”

      “Morpheus got really sick, and we had to bring him to his mother.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “We still don’t know. But don’t worry about Morpheus. Phoenix and I got this. You need to check on Daisy.”

      There’s desperation in Rufio’s voice, which means he’s not joking. He’s also extremely worried about a girl who, not too long ago, he was keen on destroying.

      The call gets caught off suddenly. The black screen tells me my phone just died. Great. Fucking great.

      I turn onto the main road in the next second, getting my bearings. This is the spot I got cut off by the Knights. That means I’m only ten minutes away from school. I press down on the gas pedal. I can make it back in five.

      The entire world outside becomes a blur. I pass cars on the road like a maniac. The dashboard tells me I’m already going as fast as my car allows, but it’s still not fast enough. Some terrible feeling has taken hold of me, a great sense of doom.

      Energy coils around my arms and hands, spreading over the steering wheel and then vanishing through the dashboard. The engine roars louder than before. The speed monitor shows the SUV is going faster than possible. Somehow, I’m giving more juice to the machine.

      The gate to Gifted Academy finally looms on the horizon. With a flick of my hand, I force it open. It’s either that or crash through it. I drive straight to the main building where classes are held. But before I reach the main doors, I catch someone flying out of the third-floor window on the north side.

      Daisy.

      I press on the brakes and the car screeches to a halt. The smell of burnt rubber reaches my nose as I jump out of the car.

      “Daisy!” I yell.

      No, no, no. I’m too late.

      I run at breakneck speed and reach her only a few seconds after she crashed against solid ground. Her body is completely mangled. Her right leg is twisted at an odd angle, the bone exposed. Shards of glass have cut her arms, torso, legs, and face.

      I drop to my knees, afraid to touch her. “Daisy, talk to me.”

      “Bryce. It hurts… so… much.” She shudders and her eyelids partially close. “Make it stop,” she whispers in a tiny voice.

      My heart breaks, shattering completely, and something strange happens to my eyes. They start to burn, and then moisture runs down my cheeks. I’m crying.

      I cup her cheek with care, afraid to hurt her more. “I’m sorry, Daisy. I should’ve stopped them.”

      She closes her eyes. Her breathing stops.

      “No! You can’t die!”

      Not knowing what else to do, I begin to pump her chest and breathe into her mouth. Desperation mingles with my powers. White-hot energy swirls inside of my core and then expands until it covers not only my body but hers. A ball of light envelopes us both. I didn’t consciously summon it, but I’m too busy to worry about it. I have to save Daisy.

      I hear a sharp intake of breath from her and then feel the touch of her hand on my arm. I pull back from her mouth and see that, even with all the brightness around us, her eyes are open. Not only that, the cuts on her faces have healed completely, leaving not even the faintest scar behind.

      My eyes run down the rest of her body. She’s healed. One hundred percent healed. I never knew I could do that.

      “Bryce? What happened?”

      Too overwhelmed to answer, I do the first thing that crosses my mind—I capture Daisy’s face in my hands and kiss her passionately without reservations, without ulterior motives. She told me to never touch her again, but to hell with that. She returns the kiss with just as much eagerness, increasing my hunger for her. She tastes like the sweetest nectar, like the force of life. My heart is beating as if it were a deranged machine, loud and chaotic.

      I pull her into my arms, cradling her body close to my chest. She’s so small and fragile, but she’s the strongest person I know. I can’t believe it took me this long to realize how important she was to me.

      I ease off the kiss to look into her eyes. “I’ll never let anyone hurt you again, Daisy. I promise.”

      Her eyes shine brighter as they search for the truth in my gaze. After a moment, she cups my cheek and then brings her lips to mine again. I lose track of time as I savor her lips like I want to drown in her. It’s not until I hear voices in the background that I break the kiss and look over my shoulder.

      A small gathering of spectators has formed near us, and my mother is at the front of it. Our stares lock, and for a split second, I see the glint of satisfaction shining in her eyes. The knowledge doesn’t comfort me. On the contrary, it fills my soul with dread. Somehow, I did exactly what she wanted, and I don’t need Morpheus’s gift to know it won’t bode well for anyone close to me, especially Daisy.

      I hold Daisy tighter. I meant what I said to her. I won’t let anyone hurt her again, even if that person is my own mother.

      

      
        
        * To Be Continued in RUTHLESS IDOLS *

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Ruthless Idols

          

          Gifted Academy Book 2

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Rufio

          

        

      

    

    
      Morpheus’s parents live in Everdale, which is an hour away from school. I made the trip in thirty minutes. By the time I pulled in front of their two-story home, Morpheus was almost completely frozen. He had stopped screaming, but his silence was more worrisome. 

      Morpheus’s mother took him into a room as soon as she laid eyes on him and only came out to answer the door for two Idols dressed in elaborate robes. We’ve been waiting for nearly six hours for an update.

      “This is crazy. What the hell are they doing there?” Phoenix asks, sounding as anxious as I feel.

      Shoulders hunched forward and leaning my elbows on my knees, I stare at my phone. I’ve been calling Bryce since four in the morning and nothing. He’s never gone off the grid so long before.

      “Still no word from your brother?” Phoenix continues.

      “No.”

      I’m about to call him again when the door at the end of the hallway finally opens and the two Idols who had come in earlier exit Morpheus’s room. Both Phoenix and I jump to our feet.

      The men walk silently toward the exit, but hell if I’m going let them leave without giving us an update.

      With long strides, I cut across the room and block their way. “How is he?”

      Both men just stare at me, blankly. It takes me a few seconds to realize they’re blind. But are they deaf too?

      “Hello? My friend asked you a question.” Phoenix applies pressure.

      “We did what we could. Now we must wait.”

      “Wait for what?” I ask, my voice rising.

      In that precise moment, my phone begins to ring. I glance down and see it’s Bryce calling. Finally.

      “For Morpheus to take back what the shadows stole,” the second man replies.

      “What kind of bullshit is that?” Phoenix asks, amplifying his Idol power. It doesn’t change their neutral expressions at all.

      Fuck. We're not getting anything from these guys.

      I whirl around and answer Bryce’s call before it goes to voice mail.

      “Bryce, where the fuck were you? We’ve been calling nonstop,” I say.

      “I can’t explain right now. What’s going on? Where’s Daisy?” He sounds agitated.

      I run my hand through my hair as I look at Phoenix. The mysterious Idols are gone. Great.

      “Shit, man. A lot’s happened. You picked the wrong weekend to disappear,” I reply finally.

      “Just answer the question already. Is Daisy all right?” he snaps, putting me on high alert. Why is he so worried about Daisy? Does he know what happened at the beach?

      “I don’t know. But listen, Bryce. You have to get back to school as soon as you can. Shit happened last Saturday, and Daisy isn’t safe.”

      “Why aren’t you in school?” he asks.

      “Morpheus got really sick, and we had to bring him to his mother.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “We still don’t know. But don’t worry about Morpheus. Phoenix and I got this. You need to check on Daisy.” I put extra emphasis on the latter. I’m fucking worried about both Morpheus and Daisy, but Bryce doesn’t need to be. I want him focused on Daisy’s safety for reasons still unknown to me.

      You’re so full of shit, Rufio. You know very well why. I stomp on my pesky thoughts, refusing to believe my motives have anything to do with feelings I abhor.

      The call goes silent all of a sudden.

      “Bryce? Are you still there?” I ask, getting no response.

      “Call dropped?” Phoenix approaches.

      “Yeah. Fuck. Today is turning out to be hell.”

      I call my brother again, only to get his voice mail instead. “Son of a bitch. I think his phone died.”

      Phoenix rubs his chin and focuses on nothing in particular. “We messed up, Rufio. We were supposed to let Daisy drown.”

      There’s no conviction in Phoenix’s tone, but I get angry all the same. “I’m not done with her.”

      Phoenix peers over his shoulder, brow furrowed. “Cut the bullshit, Rufio. You don’t want to kill her or even hurt her anymore.”

      I open my mouth to offer a retort, but I can’t. I just begged Bryce to protect Daisy. I could say I’m protecting her from others because I’m the one who wants to torture her, but what would be the point? It’d be a lie.

      “If it makes you feel better, I don’t want to hurt her either,” Phoenix continues.

      I clamp my jaw shut. What am I supposed to say to that? In the past few days, Phoenix was the one thirstier for revenge.

      “How is that going to make me feel better?” I reply. “She’s a Norm who, somehow, has managed to whip both of us.”

      Phoenix’s eyes flash with anger. “I’m not whipped.”

      Whatever. With a shake of my head, I veer toward the hallway. I’m done waiting for Mrs. Malek to give us an update.

      “Where are you going?” Phoenix asks.

      “To get answers.”

      At least some answers. Figuring out why Daisy has a hold on Phoenix, Bryce, and me will have to come later.

      Halfway down the corridor, the door to Morpheus’s room opens and his mother steps out. She looks distraught as she fixes her gaze on me.

      “How is he?” I ask.

      “I did what I could. The bracelets have been reinforced, but now it’s up to Morpheus to regain control of his powers.”

      “What about the god who was punishing him?”

      There’s no need to get into details with Mrs. Malek. She’s the only adult who knows about what happened on that island of horrors. She’s the one who found us, after all.

      A spark of fear shines in the woman’s eyes for a fleeting moment. “He’s gone for now.”

      “We all disobeyed him. Why was he only punishing Morpheus?” Phoenix asks.

      Mrs. Malek averts her gaze. “Morpheus wants to talk to you. I’m going to brew some tea.”

      With quick steps, she walks around us and disappears through a set of double doors.

      “For fuck’s sake. What’s up with everyone’s cloak-and-dagger attitude? Can’t they just give us as a straight answer?” Phoenix asks.

      I snort. “Please. Since when do fucking parents make it easy for us? If we want answers, we gotta get them ourselves.”

      I enter Morpheus’s childhood room, finding it as warm as a sauna. The curtains are open, revealing a room that hasn’t changed much since a young Morpheus occupied it. The shelves on the wall opposite his single bed are still filled with toys and children’s books.

      Morpheus is sitting up on his bed, propped against a couple of pillows. Several blankets are on top of him, including the bedspread depicting a cartoon superhero. He’s also wearing a wool beanie.

      “Hey, guys,” he croaks.

      “Dude, you look like hell,” Phoenix points out.

      “Thanks for that useless observation, jackass.” Morpheus takes a sip of the steamy beverage in his hand.

      I notice the shadows are still swirling around his wrists, but I can’t tell if they’re covering his entire arms like before.

      “Your mother told us the god is gone,” I say.

      Morpheus flinches a little. “Yeah. The Zions were able to kick him out of my head.”

      “Zions? I thought those dudes were priests or some shit like that.” Phoenix rubs the back of his neck.

      “Same crap, different name,” Morpheus replies.

      “Did he tell you why he was punishing you and not us?” I ask.

      Morpheus gives me a droll stare. “Do you think that asshole would give us any explanation for his actions? He’s a fucking god.”

      “But you’re good now?” Phoenix moves closer to the bed.

      Morpheus sets the mug on the nightstand and glances at his wrists. He pulls a sleeve of his sweater up, revealing the shadows are only concentrated around his bracelets.

      “The Scions—” Phoenix starts.

      “Zions,” Morpheus corrects him.

      “Yeah, yeah.” Phoenix waves his hand dismissively. “They said you had to take back what the shadows stole. What did they mean by that?”

      Morpheus shrugs. “I have no clue. My dignity?” He drops his chin, crossing his arms over his chest. “I hate this.”

      “Why can’t you control the shadows?” I ask bluntly. “You’re as powerful as Phoenix and me, but you need those bracelets to contain them. I don’t get it.”

      Morpheus’s dark gaze pierces me, leveling me with the weight of his hard stare. “Damn, Rufio. If I knew the answer to that, I wouldn’t be sipping hot chocolate in my old bedroom at my parents’ house.”

      He pushes the blankets away and throws his legs over the side of the bed. “Let’s get out of here. The last thing I want is to bump into my father.”

      “He wasn’t around when we brought you in,” I say.

      “That doesn’t surprise me.” Morpheus stands, wincing as he does.

      “Need help there, buddy?” Phoenix makes a motion to grab his arm, but Morpheus hisses.

      “If you touch me, you’ll lose a limb.”

      Phoenix takes a step back, lifting his hands in a sign of backing down. “Jeez, I was just trying to help.”

      “Spare me.”

      “All right, then. Let’s go.” I veer for the door.

      Morpheus is not completely recovered, that much is obvious, but I won’t convince him to wait a little more. He’s a big boy, and most importantly, the urgency to return to campus is overwhelming.

      I need to know if Daisy is okay, as much as the thought dismays me.

      “You’re not getting any more warnings about the Norm, are you, Morpheus?” Phoenix asks when we’re out in the hallway.

      “Nothing as specific as to when I did last Saturday, but it doesn’t mean shit. My gift is linked to these damn shadows, and now that the bracelets have been reinforced, I doubt I’ll get a premonition any time soon.”

      A blanket of silence descends on our group. Too much has happened in only a few days, life-altering events, and I, for once, am clueless of what my role in this new reality is. I’m an Idol, taught to hate Norms, and sworn to destroy the weak. But when the call came, I ignored it.

      We all should have listened to Morpheus when he said Daisy was bad news. There’s no doubt now that he was right, and yet I don’t care. The yearning and raw need I felt when I didn’t know who she was at Unearthly Desires has only grown. There’s a fine line between hating and wanting someone, and I’ve crossed that line with the Norm. It’s like there was a vital piece of me missing all these years, and Daisy is it. The brutal truth is that if she’s meant to be our destruction, I want her to wreck me.
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      We’re surrounded by several people, a mix of faculty and students. But the teacher who tossed me out of the window is not among the crowd, mercifully. Principal Fallon breaks away from the group and approaches us. Bryce holds me tighter, angling his body so he’s protecting me.

      “Miss Woods, are you okay?” she asks.

      “She’s fine now, but no thanks to you,” Bryce snaps.

      His harsh tone matches the energy I sense surrounding his body. Strangely, the sensation is different than when I felt his power before. It’s more acute.

      “I’m okay,” I say.

      Bryce turns to me, his eyes filled with savage intensity. I prefer the passion from before.

      “Who threw you out the window?” he asks in a voice that’s low and dangerous.

      “I don’t know his name. It was a teacher.”

      His nostrils flare and his eyes narrow. My body begins to shake, but it takes me a second to realize it’s not me who’s trembling. Bryce is.

      “I’m going to kill him,” he grits out.

      “Mr. Rogers has been detained, and he’ll be dealt with by the authorities,” Principal Fallon says.

      “We’ll see about that.” Bryce stares Principal Fallon straight in her eyes, and even though he’s in a lower position, he still feels more threatening than her.

      As for me, I’m confused as hell. I’m pretty sure I died, but somehow Bryce was able to heal all my injuries. That he could do that was a surprise, but not as astonishing as the fact that he wanted to save me. The earth-shattering kiss that followed was just the cherry on top.

      Bryce slides his arms under my body and stands up. It feels amazing to be cradled against his chest like this, but I don’t want to appear weak.

      “Bryce, you can put me down now. I can walk.”

      He watches me closely for a moment, his eyebrows furrowed together. I reach for his cheek, something I’d never thought I would do to an Idol ever.

      “Seriously. I’m okay.” I smile a little to make my point.

      The tension on his face eases a tad, but it’s not enough for me. I get that he’s worried, and the notion fills my heart with a powerful emotion that makes me giddy. Feeling bold, I brush my thumb over his lips. They part as he takes in a sharp breath. He brings his mouth closer to mine, but a throat-clearing halts his progress.

      “Bryce, Daisy needs to see the nurse immediately,” Principal Fallon says.

      With a sigh, Bryce puts me down, but he doesn’t let go of me. Circling his arm around my waist, he pulls me flush against his side.

      The contact feels incendiary, but despite my crazy hormones, a new emotion takes hold of me.

      Fear.

      “What happened to Toby?” I ask Principal Fallon.

      “He’s in the infirmary. Broken arm.”

      “Let’s go, then.” I take a step forward, but it’s hard to move when I have an over-six-foot guy attached to my hip. But Bryce seems hesitant to let go of me.

      As one, we head for the main building, trailing after Principal Fallon. She warns the students to return to class, but people seem disinclined to heed her words. Everyone is too occupied with staring at me.

      As I walk near some students, I hear one say, “How can she not have a scratch?”

      “Maybe Bryce caught her before she crashed,” someone answers.

      The murmurs continue, but it’s easy to push them to the background. They can gossip all they want. I have bigger concerns. A teacher tried to kill me. I’ve always thought the most dangerous individuals at Gifted Academy were the students, Bryce included. I was wrong.

      When we move away from the crowd, I quicken my steps to walk side by side with the principal. “What’s going to happen to Drusilla, Cherise, and Renata?”

      Before Principal Fallon can reply, Bryce cuts in. “What did they do?”

      Ah shit. Bryce is still riding his rage. Maybe I shouldn’t have mentioned the dreadful trio in front of him. I don’t want him to get in trouble on my account.

      “They, uh, were picking on me just before Mr. Rogers decided to throw me out the window,” I explain.

      “Did they use their powers against you?” he asks.

      “Yes.”

      There’s no point in lying about it. There were plenty of witnesses, and I’m sure Bryce could find out the truth quickly.

      “Those bitches,” he says under his breath.

      “Don’t even think about going on a revenge spree, Bryce. Those girls will be disciplined by me,” Principal Fallon interjects.

      Bryce makes a strange sound in the back of his throat, almost a roar. “What did they do to you, Daisy?”

      I nibble on my lower lip. Bryce is a level seventeen. He could easily do some real damage to Dreadzilla and her friends. They deserve punishment, but I don’t want him to be the one doling it out. They attacked me. I should be the one putting them in their place, but that’s not likely to happen in this lifetime.

      “Doesn’t matter what they did to me. Renata broke Toby’s arm though. Would that warrant her expulsion?” I ask Principal Fallon.

      She doesn’t answer until we’re inside the building. Just like outside, the students here stare as we walk down the hallway. I wonder how many of them are disappointed I’m not dead.

      “As I said, those girls will be punished, but that’s not something you should worry about,” she finally replies.

      Her dismissive answer clues me in on one thing: whatever punishment they receive will be mild. And that knowledge pisses me off.

      “With all due respect, Principal Fallon, those Idols tortured me and attacked my best friend. I’d say that makes it my concern.”

      I sense Bryce’s stare, so I turn to him. “You disagree?” I ask him.

      The corners of his lips twitch up. “No, not at all.”

      Principal Fallon, however, doesn’t offer a retort. I want to ask again what she plans to do with those bullies, but we enter the infirmary next, and Drusilla and her posse are pushed to a corner of my mind for the moment.

      The nurse is not at her desk but behind a curtain, which I can only assume is the treatment area. She’s talking to Toby, and unaware that she has company, she continues the conversation.

      “You’re very lucky she didn’t pulverize the entire bone, Toby. What were you thinking, charging an Idol like that?”

      “I had to do something. Cherise was drowning Daisy.”

      Bryce presses his fingers deeper into my waist while his body becomes tenser.

      “Ellen, how is Toby?” Principal Fallon asks.

      The curtain is pulled to the side, and a tall woman with short, curly brown hair appears. Her expression is grave as she pulls off her rubber gloves.

      “One broken bone. I suppose it could be worse, considering who inflicted the pain.”

      Her gaze switches from Principal Fallon to me. She gives me a quick once-over, and then she says, “I thought you fell from the third floor. How come you’re standing there without a scratch?”

      Bryce steps aside, letting go of my waist. I miss his proximity immediately and berate myself for it. Since when do I depend on anyone for comfort? I can’t deny I’ve developed unfamiliar feelings for him, but whether I’m falling for the guy or not, it’s no excuse for my weakness.

      “I healed Daisy,” he says.

      The nurse arches her eyebrows. “I didn’t know you could that, Bryce. It’s a handy gift. Need a job?”

      I can’t tell if the woman is joking or not.

      Toby joins us in the small reception area, his arm in a cast. Now he and Rosie match.

      Son of a bitch. I hate bullies. An ugly feeling brews in the pit of my stomach. I want those bitches to pay for hurting him. Maybe I should let Bryce do whatever he wants to them since I can’t.

      “Daisy. You’re alive.” Toby breaches the distance between us and hugs me with one arm. “I can’t believe it.”

      “Me neither.” I’m careful not to hurt Toby further. After a moment, I ease off the embrace and turn to Bryce.

      He’s looking at Toby in a funny way. I hope he’s not jealous.

      “If you’re done with Toby, I’d like you to check Daisy,” Principal Fallon says.

      “Of course.” The nurse turns to Toby. “Take the medication I gave you if the pain is too much.”

      “No problem, Ellen.” He shakes the plastic bottle with pills inside.

      “Toby, we called your parents. They should be here shortly,” Principal Fallon says.

      “Why?” His voice rises to a shrill. “I’m fine.”

      “It’s school policy.”

      He pinches the bridge of his nose, closing his eyes. “They’re going to pull me out of Gifted Academy.”

      “Let’s not worry about that now.” Principal Fallon pats his shoulder, then steers him out the door.

      Boy, that lady is cold.

      Once he’s gone, the nurse says, “What’s up with you crazy Norm kids challenging Idols like that? Do you like to live dangerously, is that it?”

      “Maybe we’re just tired of being treated like dirt,” I retort angrily. “Besides, I’m the only crazy Norm here. Toby is a Fringe.”

      “Where did you get that notion from?” The nurse’s eyes turn rounder as if my statement is news to her.

      “Wait? Are you saying Toby is not a Fringe?” Bryce asks before I can.

      “No. Toby is a Norm,” Principal Fallon replies, then turns to me. “Didn’t I mention there was another Norm student on a scholarship here?”

      “Yeah, but I didn’t know it was him,” I say, leaving out the fact that Toby has been pretending to be a Fringe this whole time.

      I face Bryce, meeting his eyes. He’s just as surprised as I am. I hope he can read in my gaze that I want to keep Toby’s deception on the down low. If the other students find out Toby deceived them, it won’t end well for him.

      Please, Bryce, don’t say anything.

      He nods a fraction as if he actually heard my thoughts. If he did, it’s not the first time. One more thing for me to worry about. If he can read my mind, what else does he know about me?

      Heading for the small examination room, Nurse Ellen says, “Shall we, Daisy?”
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      As much as I want to stay close to Daisy, when my mother stepped out of the infirmary to make a call, I followed her. As soon as she puts the phone away, I grab her arm and turn her around. I’m done playing the respectful son.

      “Mr. Rogers was one of the most levelheaded teachers in the entire school. Why would he try to kill Daisy all of a sudden?”

      Mom looks left and right in a cagey manner. There are a few students roaming about, and they’re throwing long, curious glances in our direction. I’m only feeding the gossip mill, but I’m way past caring.

      “Now is not the time to talk about Daisy’s attempted murder,” Mom replies in a low tone.

      I laugh without humor. “At least you’re calling it for what it was.”

      “You think I’m the worst for what I did to Daisy, but one day you’ll understand my reasons.”

      “Right. We all have a role to play on the game board of the gods. Such a load of crap.”

      “You know what’s a load of crap? You. You stink. Where have you been?”

      Shit. With all that happened, my ordeal at the hands of the Knights got pushed far back in my mind.

      “Nowhere.” I let go of her arm and step back.

      “Go take a shower. And before you open your mouth to argue with me, I assure you Daisy won’t be left alone.”

      “What, you’re going to babysit her now?”

      Mom lets out a heavy sigh. “I’ll ask Ellen to escort Daisy back to her room once the examination is over. Does that mollify you?”

      Not in the least. But now that she brought my attention to my stench, it’s all I can smell. And I was all over Daisy, drenched in Eau de piss. Fucking great.

      “Fine. But you and I aren’t done yet. There’s much to discuss.”

      I turn around and stride in the opposite direction. When I pass by a group of gossiping idiots who are dumb enough to point their camera phones in my direction, I fry their devices with a snap of my fingers. Asides from yelps, I don’t hear a peep. Good. They still remember who’s at the top of the food chain in this school.

      I continue on toward the dorm building, but with each step I take, my muscles become heavier. A great sense of lethargy begins to take hold of me.

      What the fuck. I’m never fatigued.

      You were never held captive for over twenty-hours unable to tap into your powers either, you idiot. Maybe everything that happened this weekend is taking a toll on me.

      After taking twice as long to reach my apartment, I push the door open and stumble toward my room. I yank my clothes off as if I’m drunk and head for the shower. I don’t wait for the water to warm up, stepping under the freezing-cold jet stream. The cold water should jolt me awake, but it has no effect on the bone-tiredness that’s swept over me.

      It’s not until I begin to see double that I realize this is not merely a case of exhaustion. I’m light-headed, on the verge of passing out. I lean against the wall with my eyes closed, breathing through my mouth and nose. It’s no use. My legs give out from under me, and I fall on the wet tiled floor with a loud thud.

      What the hell is wrong with me?
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      DAISY

      “I can’t believe it.” Nurse Ellen stares at me wide-eyed after she looked at me from all angles. “No broken bones, no signs of internal bleeding. Not even a scratch mark.”

      I’m down to my underwear, and to say I’m feeling exposed is an understatement. Never mind that the only thing providing privacy is a flimsy green curtain. Anyone can yank it open. I’m surprised Principal Fallon waited outside, though she has seen me wearing less.

      Crossing my arms in front of my chest, I shrink into myself. “How can you tell? You only looked at me. Where’s the X-ray machine?”

      Shaking her head, she laughs. “Oh, child. I don’t need machines to examine my patients. All I need is this.” She points at her eyes.

      “You have supervision? Like you can see through stuff?” I ask, not hiding my astonishment. 

      “Yup. That’s why I wanted to be a nurse. It was either that or becoming a bank robber. There’s no safe in this world that I can’t breakthrough.” She gives me a crooked smile. 

      “Why not become a doctor?” I ask.

      Her smile is replaced by a scowl. “Doctors don’t care about their patients. They’re too concerned about beating the competition. It might be different among Norm doctors, but in my world, doctors are assholes.”

      “I’m surprised Idols need doctors,” I say. “Aren’t you guys indestructible?”

      She snorts. “Nope. We get sick and hurt as often as Norms and Fringes. The only difference is that our diseases are a thousand times more devastating than yours. It’s a good thing you’re immune to most of them.”

      I can’t believe she’s telling me all this. Not even Dad’s diary had so much information about Idols’ illnesses. I erroneously assumed they didn’t get sick.

      “How about Fringes?”

      “What about them?” She turns to the small desk in the corner of the room and retrieves a tablet device from it.

      “Well, they aren’t as strong as Idols, but they have godly powers in them. Are they immune to diseases that affect Norms too?”

      “Unfortunately, no. And depending on their level, some of our diseases are fatal to Fringes. Their bodies simply can’t handle them.”

      I bite my lower lip, thinking about Toby. He wants to become a doctor, but the best med schools are run by Idols.

      “What’s with that frown?” Ellen asks.

      “Are there different paths in med school?”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “I mean, do Norm and Idol students learn different things?”

      “In some institutions, yes. But the best med schools in the country have a unified curriculum. Why do you ask? Do you want to become a doctor?”

      “No, not me. Toby does. He wants to attend Prism City University. I heard it’s a top school.”

      “Oh yeah. And very competitive. It’s harder for Norms to be accepted, but not impossible. Since Toby attends Gifted Academy, he has a better chance than other Norm kids.”

      I wonder if that’s why Toby lied about being a Fringe, not because he was afraid of being bullied but because he wanted to increase his chances of being accepted at his dream school.

      “Well, I’m done here,” Nurse Ellen tells me. “If you don’t have any other questions, you’re free to go.”

      I jump off the examination table and get dressed. My uniform is torn in places and stained with blood. Considering I no longer have the injuries to match, it looks like a Halloween costume now.

      Principal Fallon stands up when Ellen heads for her desk.

      “So, is she completely healed?” she asks.

      “Yes, Jodie. Your son did a terrific job.”

      Wait a minute. Son? 

      The nurse sits behind her desk and begins to type away on her laptop. I turn to the principal with mouth agape.

      “Bryce is your son?” My voice rises to a shrill.

      The woman raises an eyebrow. “Yes, Daisy. Rufio too, if you’re wondering.”

      Oh my God. Of all the things to find out, this revelation has me speechless. My brain is going at a hundred miles an hour. 

      Principal Fallon glances over my shoulder. “Ellen, I promised Bryce I wouldn’t leave Daisy alone, but I have to handle the fallout of what happened to her. Would you mind escorting her back to her room?”

      “Sure. I can do that. Let’s hope no one else decides to toss a student out the window.” The nurse winks at me.

      Was that supposed to be funny? I’d be dead if it weren’t for Bryce.

      “I don’t need a bodyguard,” I grumble.

      Now both women are staring at me like I’m crazy. Right. Two people have tried to kill me today, and one almost succeeded.

      “You won’t need one after I’m done with the culprits, but for now, indulge me,” Principal Fallon says.

      “Fine,” I reply resignedly, but at the same time annoyed. I sound just like Rosie when she doesn’t want to do something.

      Shit. I hope Toby doesn’t tell Rosie about what happened today. I can’t have her worrying about me, not after I promised her I’d be safe here. Keeping information from my sister makes me guilty as hell, but I can’t quit school now. Not because this is the opportunity of a lifetime, but because I sense a significant shift is about to occur in our world, and it will start here, at Gifted Academy.
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      “You looked shocked to learn Bryce and Rufio Kent are Jodie’s sons,” Ellen says.

      We already left the main school building, and there’s no around to eavesdrop on our conversation.

      “No one bothered to tell me.”

      “I don’t think the boys want to broadcast to the world that their mother is the principal. You know, they’d lose a few cool points if they did.” The woman chuckles.

      “Well, she should have told me.”

      We enter the dorm room building, but before we take the stairs to my floor, the nurse’s phone rings. 

      “Nurse Carstairs speaking.” There’s a pause, followed by a frown. “All right. I’ll see you in five minutes.”

      She puts the phone away and turns to me. “I have to get back to the infirmary. It seems today kids have decided to act extra stupid. Are you going to be all right on your own?”

      “Yeah. I’ll be fine.”

      With a nod, she heads out. I veer for the stairs. It’s strange that, despite what happened, I’m not feeling jittery or anxious. I was attacked for crying out loud. Shouldn’t I be suffering from PTSD or something?

      I sprint up the stairs, though. There’s no reason I should risk getting caught alone by a vengeful Idol.

      As I approach my room, my eyes scan ahead, landing on the guys’ apartment door. It’s ajar. My stomach coils as apprehension sneaks into my heart. I’m feeling nothing about being almost killed, but the prospect of seeing Rufio, Phoenix, and Morpheus puts me on edge? That’s insane.

      Despite that, I tiptoe toward their apartment and look inside. It seems empty. 

      “Bryce?” I call out.

      No answer. I should leave, but something tugs in my chest, almost as if there’s an invisible line pulling me in.

      I enter and then veer toward the direction I think his bedroom is. There are two doors. One is closed, but the second is open. The sound of a shower running warns me someone is home. 

      “Bryce, are you in there?” I walk in.

      A queen-size bed takes most of the room, which makes the space a little cramped. The desk pushed against the window is covered with books and loose sheets of paper. On the floor, a trail of discarded clothes leads to the bathroom. The door is cracked open, but the pool of water leaking from under it makes me worried.

      Without a second thought, I stride toward it and push the door in all the way. The bathroom is filled with steam, but I can still make out Bryce’s legs sticking out from the shower stall.

      “Bryce!” I yank the shower curtain open and drop to my knees.

      His head is hanging low, and his long bangs are covering his face. I push them off and lift his chin. 

      “Bryce! Wake up.” I shake him.

      A moan escapes from his lips, but his eyes remain closed.

      “Damn it.” I rise again to turn off the shower. Now we’re both drenched, but at least he’s naked, unlike me.

      I grab him by the shoulders and shake him harder. “Come on, Bryce. Wake up. You’re scaring me.”

      His eyelids peel open, but only halfway. “Daisy? Is that you?”

      “Yes, it’s me. Come on. I have to get you out of here.”

      Crouching next to him, I drape his arm over my shoulder and try to lift him off the floor. But I have two problems: Bryce is as slick as butter, and he weighs a ton. Damn all those muscles.

      “Bryce, please. You gotta help me here.”

      “I’m so tired.”

      “Well, can you crawl on your knees, then? Because I can’t lift you and drag you out.”

      He rubs his face and then hits his cheek for good measure. “Okay, okay. Try to lift me again.”

      “All right, on the count of three. One, two, three.”

      I pump my legs up, straining my muscles to the max. Now that Bryce isn’t a total deadweight, we manage to stand and get out of the wet stall. Slowly, I steer him to his bed. I have every intention to let go of him as he falls, but he pulls me with him, and I end up on top.

      He chuckles. “I’m glad you found me.” 

      He brings his lips to mine before I can reply, kissing me lazily as if he has all the time in the world—or doesn’t have the energy to do more than that. Regardless, my body melts against his, and soon I discover Bryce is not that tired. His cock is very much awake, pressing against my pelvis.

      With difficulty, I lean back, ending the kiss. “Bryce, I didn’t come here to make out with you. You passed out. Shouldn’t we call Ellen?” 

      Bryce reaches for my face and cups my cheek. “Nah. I’m beginning to feel better.”

      And I don’t think he’s lying. His eyes are way more alert than they were before. His lids drop to half-mast as his gaze focuses on my mouth.

      “How did you get in?” he asks in a husky voice.

      “You left the door wide open.”

      He lifts his eyes to mine. “Is it still wide open?”

      “Yeah. Why?”

      He answers with a crooked grin before his bedroom door closes and locks by itself.

      “Bryce, what do you think you’re—” 

      He brings his lips to mine once more, and this kiss is anything but lazy. The hand cupping my cheek slides to the back of my head, keeping me in place as Bryce devours my mouth. He runs his other fingers down my arm before he sprawls them on my hip, digging in a little as he rotates under me. The movement moves his erection closer to my already throbbing clit, eliciting a moan from me.

      “Bryce,” I say between feverish kisses. “We shouldn’t be doing this.”

      He stops suddenly, and I pull back completely, now straddling him, which only increases the friction between our bodies.

      “Are you in pain or feeling ill?”

      “No. Nothing like that. Ellen said I’m healed completely.”

      He grabs my hips, and then, with an expression that tells me he’s up to no good, he slides his hands down until they reach the bottom of my skirt. I let out a gasp as my heart lurches forward. Without breaking eye contact, he slides his hands underneath my skirt, and with a smoldering caress, he skims back up until his fingers curl around the sides of my underwear.

      “Bryce, what are you doing?” I breathe out.

      “I want to make sure Ellen’s assessment was correct.”

      Without releasing his grip on my panties, Bryce drops his eyes to the front of my wet shirt. It must be completely see-through now. Slowly, the buttons pop open. If breathing was difficult before, now it’s almost impossible. The fabric gets pushed down my arms by an invisible force until the shirt is gone. Bryce repeats the process with my simple cotton bra. He unclasps the back and peels the wet material off my body using his telekinesis while staring at me with the hunger of a starving man. 

      My breasts are now free, and immediately my nipples turn into small pebbles.

      “Fuck. You’re more breathtaking than I imagined.”

      I’m almost naked in front of him, and yet I don’t feel exposed. I’m utterly enjoying his appreciative stare. I’m the meek Norm who can make Bryce, one of the strongest Idols I’ve ever met, go crazy with desire. It makes me feel powerful, invincible.

      “Touch me,” I say, surprising myself with my boldness. 

      I’m not a blushing virgin, but all my previous experiences were the garden-variety type. Nothing remarkable. But the fire burning bright in my core tells me that what I’m about to do will be more than extraordinary. It will be unforgettable.

      When Bryce doesn’t move fast enough, I grab his hand and bring it to one of my boobs. A hiss escapes his lips and his cock twitches. To torture him more—and also myself—I rotate my hips just a little.

      Fast as a cobra, Bryce sits up and kisses me. As his tongue goes on a wild exploration, he tears my panties with one hard yank. I don’t have the chance to protest before he flips us around. Now I’m the one at his mercy, trapped underneath his herculean frame.

      “I don’t want to just touch you, Daisy. I want to taste you. Here.” He kisses the corner of my mouth. “Here.” Then my chin. “And here.” His mouth is on my neck now.

      Holding his arms, I arch my back. His lips move to my breasts, and the kisses become wetter and hotter. Making lazy movements with the tip of his tongue, Bryce teases the area around my right nipple before sucking the nub in. Fuck. My toes curl inside my shoes, and the sound that comes from the back of my throat is hoarse and needy.

      Bryce lets go of my nipple with a wet pop to continue his progress south. The closer he gets to where I so desperately need him to be, the greater the desire for him becomes.

      When he reaches my skirt’s waistband, he says, “This needs to go now.”

      Using both hands, he tears the fabric in two.

      “Bryce! What am I going to wear now?” I ask, trying to sound indignant, but I’m too horny for that.

      His lips curl into a lopsided grin. “Me. But first….” He parts my legs gently and brings his mouth to my pussy.

      One swipe of his tongue against my clit sends an electric current down my legs that turns my blood into liquid fire.

      “So fucking delicious,” he says before having another taste.

      With each stroke, he unravels me. I run my fingers through his hair, then yank the long strands by the roots. My hips buckle, a knee-jerk reaction when he inserts two fingers inside of me. 

      “Easy there.” He chuckles, fanning hot air against my oversensitive skin.

      Forming coherent words is impossible when I’m trying my hardest not to lose myself completely too soon. I can only answer with a moan, which seems to motivate Bryce even more. He sucks my clit into his mouth as he begins to pump his fingers faster. With my free hand, I curl my fingers around the comforter, trying to hold on. But the feeling that I’m soaring through the sky doesn’t disappear. 

      “Oh my God, Bryce. Please don’t stop.”

      “I don’t plan to, darling.”

      He returns to his torture, and not even a minute later, a jolt goes through me, and I cry out, arching my back. Bryce continues licking and sucking until I’m boneless and dizzy. Then he eases off me, places a kiss on the inside of my thigh, and jumps out of bed.

      Leaning on my elbows, I’m about to ask what he’s doing when I catch him with a condom wrapper in his hand. Sensing my stare, he sits on the edge of the bed, twisting his body to mine. 

      “I want this to happen between us, but if you’re not sure or rea—”

      “I’m ready!” I shout like a sex-deprived woman.

      Bryce smiles from ear to ear. “Thank heavens.”

      He brings the foil package to his mouth and tears it open with his teeth. He looks so normal doing that, it’s almost possible to pretend he’s not an Idol with extraordinary powers. That notion flies straight out of my head when his eyes become brighter, almost molten gold.

      Condom in place, Bryce cages me in with his arms and body. He’s kneeling, hovering above me as he stares into my eyes. 

      “I’ve been craving you since I saw you wearing that microskirt and red cowboy boots.”

      “I can wear it for you again, I mean, if you want me to.” Sudden insecurity rears its ugly head in my heart. This could very well be nothing but a onetime thing.

      He lowers his body, bringing the head of his cock to my entrance. With a featherlight touch, he pushes strands of hair off my forehead. “Daisy, this is not a hookup. Now that I’ve tasted you, you’re not getting rid of me that easily.”

      He slides in slowly, filling me in a delicious way. I close my eyes and clutch Bryce’s back. He sears my lips with a torching kiss as he pushes all the way in. In a thoughtless action, I bring my knees up and cross my ankles together. Bryce groans in response, increasing the tempo of his thrusts. In this new angle, I can tell it won’t take much for me to climax again.

      But Bryce isn’t satisfied; he hooks his arm under my knees and props my leg over his shoulder. Damn it. It feels even better now.

      There is no need for words; the song of our bodies together is enough. Bryce’s face is red as we lock gazes. His breathing is erratic when he rises to his knees, lifting me with him. With a firm grip on my hips, he doesn’t miss a beat. The muscles on his neck and arms strain, and then Bryce becomes the epitome of the God of Sex.

      The lights in his room start to flicker as light emanates from his body. It envelopes us both, right before he throws his head back and cries out. Closing my eyes, I follow suit a split second later, this orgasm even more intense than the previous one. It seems to last forever and not long enough.

      A moment later, when the light begins to fade, Bryce lowers my body before he collapses next to me. I keep my eyes closed as I attempt to control my breathing. 

      He laces his hand with mine and says, “I think I should be rescued more often. This was amazing.”

      Opening my eyes, I turn to him. “I loved the outcome, but I’d prefer if you didn’t scare me just so you can have sex.”

      He leans on his side and looks at me with a cheeky smile on his gorgeous face. God, he’s even more beautiful all sexed up like this. 

      “Aw, you were worried about me. You’re cute.”

      I hit his chest with the back of my hand. “Jerk. I learned today that Idols get sick too. So yeah, I got worried.”

      He scooches closer, bringing his face to mine. “I’m sorry that I scared you, but I like that you care.”

      His sinful mouth captures mine again, and by the way my body immediately catches fire, I know a second round is coming.

      Until the sound of Rufio’s voice calling out Bryce’s name just outside the room douses the fire in the blink of an eye.

      Shit. The fun is over.
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      “Bryce?” I head for my brother’s room.

      On the way here, our phones were blowing up with news of the incident involving Daisy, which only made me drive faster back to campus. The problem with gossip is that nothing is accurate—each message we received told a different story—but the bottom line is someone tried to kill Daisy and nearly succeeded.

      “Are you home?” I try the door, but it’s locked. 

      “Yeah. One second,” he replies.

      I hear the sound of sheets being tossed and then a loud thump followed by a curse from Bryce. 

      “What the hell is going on in there?” I frown at the door.

      “What? Is his door locked?” Phoenix stops next to me.

      “Yup.”

      “Want me to unlock it?” Phoenix asks.

      The door opens, but not completely, and Bryce sticks his head out. “What is it?”

      His hair is a mess, and his skin is flushed and covered in sweat. One deep breath tells me exactly what Bryce was doing locked in his room.

      “Who’s in there with you?” I take a step forward, bracing my hand against his door.

      “Not your damn business. Now tell me what you want or leave.”

      I watch Bryce closely. He never gave a fuck about protecting his hookups’ identities before. A nagging suspicion makes itself known.

      “Is Daisy in there with you?” I ask, my voice cold and hard.

      Bryce’s expression matches my tone. A muscle in his jaw twitches before he replies, “What do you want?”

      Fine. He wants to be an ass about it, so be it. Summoning the dark power that lives underneath my skin to the palm of my hand, I turn Bryce’s door into nothing but a pile of dust.

      “You fucker.” Bryce takes a step forward, ready to unleash his fury on me when Daisy slips past him and gets in between us.

      And she’s wearing nothing but Bryce’s sheet around her body. Son of a bitch.

      “Enough already,” she says.

      “What are you doing here? Didn’t you almost die?” Phoenix asks with the tactfulness of a blunt knife. 

      She flinches before she turns to him, but her attention switches to Morpheus, who’s hanging back. “You don’t look well.”

      He shrugs. “I’m better now.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Morpheus is fine. But did you sleep with Bryce?” Phoenix’s tone of incredulity matches his astonished expression.

      “How is that your business?” She levels him with a glare, clutching her makeshift coverall tighter.

      Even if she weren’t naked underneath that wrap, I’d be able to tell. I can smell sex all over her. I wait for jealousy to spear my chest, but all I feel right now is a crazy desire to pull that sheet off Daisy’s body. As if sensing where my thoughts have wandered, she looks at me. No guilt in her eyes. She fucked my brother only days after we fooled around, and she’s not sorry she got caught. Strangely, that makes her even more alluring in my eyes.

      “You’re right. It’s not, and I don’t give a damn.” Phoenix stalks away like a petulant child and plops on the couch. “Oh, by the way. A thank-you would have been nice,” he says as an afterthought.

      A hint of blush spreads through Daisy’s cheeks; the first time I’ve ever caught that reaction on her.

      “Why would Daisy need to thank you?” Bryce arches his eyebrows.

      “Phoenix and Rufio saved me from drowning last Saturday,” she replies.

      “What happened?” Bryce looks at me.

      “The weather turned bad, and Daisy got caught in the middle of it.” I purposely give a vague answer. Just because Daisy has slept with my brother doesn’t earn her the right to know everything about us.

      “And you volunteered to save her?” Bryce asks.

      “Can’t make Daisy’s life miserable if she’s not around.” I give the girl my best wicked smile.

      With a shake of her head, she says, “You’re such an ass.”

      “I’m still waiting for my thank-you,” Phoenix pipes in.

      Embarrassment returns to her eyes, mixing with the contempt. “Thank you for saving my life, despite the motives.”

      “You’re welcome.” Phoenix and I say at the same time. My answer is followed by a smirk.

      “Ugh. I’m leaving.” Daisy heads for the door.

      “Are you walking out like that?” I ask.

      She pauses with her hand on the doorknob and looks over her shoulder. “I have no choice. Bryce ripped the clothes right off my body.”

      With a grin, she slips out, leaving me staring at the door with my mouth agape. What the actual fuck. 

      Phoenix whistles. “Damn. Postcoital Daisy is even sassier.” 

      The comment is meant to be a joke, but Phoenix’s tone is off. He’s trying to hide his true feelings on the matter. We didn’t discuss in depth what our actions in the last forty hours meant.

      Bryce stares at the gap where his door used to be, then turns a murderous glare in my direction. “You’re fixing this, asshole.”

      “Now that Daisy is gone, can we talk without trading insults?” Morpheus approaches, still wearing more clothes than the weather asks for.

      “Fine. Tell me exactly what happened on Saturday,” Bryce replies.

      “You’d better put your clothes on and have a seat. It’s a long story.” Morpheus heads for the couch.
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      An hour later, we realize our problems are bigger than we thought. I told the guys everything that happened to me since I disappeared. Well, almost everything. I didn’t get into the details of the conversation between my parents. I don’t think Rufio is ready to learn the whole truth about our mother. All he knows now is that she’s the one who pushed for Daisy’s scholarship.

      The most troublesome part is the fact that the Knights were able to not only kidnap me but keep me captive for the entire weekend.

      Between Mom’s shady agenda and the Knights, there’s Daisy—sexy and sassy Daisy—who proved to be a surprise in more ways than one. Just thinking about her makes my cock twitch. I push thoughts about sex to the side and focus on the other aspect of her that, for now, I’m keeping to myself as well. Her last name. Why would she use a fake one? What is she trying to hide?

      Morpheus rubs his face. “I don’t know what to think anymore. Why would Mr. Rogers try to kill Daisy like that? It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “You’re worried about him? What about the Knights’ interest in Daisy? What do you they want with her?” Rufio replies.

      “Let’s not forget your mother playing ‘good cop, bad cop’ with you two.” Phoenix scoffs.

      I don’t want to focus on my mother’s shenanigans, so I ask, “Did you really see the god’s face in the sky?”

      “I thought that maybe I was imagining things, but after what the bastard did to Morpheus, I’m sure.” Phoenix leans on his elbows and stares me straight in the eyes. “But, man, you can heal people? That’s huge.”

      “I suppose.” I shrug.

      “I can’t believe you boned her before Rufio or I could. That’s a plot twist I didn’t see coming.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Phoenix. Can you take your mind out of the gutter for one second?” Rufio snaps.

      “What’s with you? Are you jealous?” he asks.

      “You know the god who wants Daisy dead won’t stop, right?” Morpheus chimes in. “What are we going to do about that? She clearly has a big part to play in whatever’s happening to our world.”

      I become tense in an instant. They might have saved Daisy at the beach, but they were dead set on destroying her before.

      “I’m sorry you took the brunt of his wrath, but I want to make one thing very clear. No one is touching Daisy,” I say.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Rufio lifts his gaze to mine.

      “It means if you’re still thinking about continuing your wicked games, think again.”

      I stand up, feeling bone-tired all of a sudden. Not the same lethargy that knocked me down earlier, but it’s enough to make me want to lie down and not wake up until tomorrow. Unfortunately, rest will have to wait.

      “Jeez, Bryce. Since when do you care about the chicks you fuck?” Phoenix asks.

      I don’t answer because I don’t want to tell them. I never truly cared about anyone besides my brother, and even so, I had a hard time showing it. Emotion is not something I master well.

      “You’re not in love with her, are you?” Phoenix’s expression turns somber, and when I look around the room, he’s not the only one sporting a frown.

      “Don’t be an idiot. Of course not,” I reply.

      “I could have fucked her, you know?” Rufio says. His comment is sharp, meant to cut.

      My brother is cruel, but never without reason. His remark only serves one purpose: to tell me he feels more for Daisy than he wants to acknowledge.

      Phoenix turns to him. “When?”

      “On the evening Bryce was hanging out with her.” My brother leans against the couch, sprawling his arms over the backrest.

      His smug smile is supposed to irritate me, and it’s working. I left Daisy in a hurry to protect her from Rufio’s anger, but all I did was leave her alone with him.

      “She was high, easy prey. So tell me, brother, why didn’t you?” I ask.

      The smile vanishes from his face, replaced by a glare.

      “Because I wanted her to remember when I do fuck her into oblivion. I did make her scream, though. It turns out she’s quite sensitive around her nipples.”

      Watching Rufio through slits, I count to ten in my head to avoid doing something I’ll regret.

      Phoenix jumps off the couch in a hurry. “You know what? Fuck you two. Now I have a boner and am in desperate need of a cold shower.” He stalks out of the living room, banging his door so hard that it rattles the picture frame on the wall.

      “Son of a bitch.” Morpheus rests his head in his hands. “I’m surrounded by idiots.”

      Ignoring Morpheus, Rufio stands from the couch as well. “I have zero interest in torturing Daisy now, so don’t go getting premature wrinkles on your forehead, brother.”

      “Oh yeah? You’re simply going to let go of all your hatred toward Norms?”

      Rufio smiles ruefully. “No. I still believe Norms are vermin. But Daisy—” He pauses to lick his lower lip. “—is not a regular Norm. The Knights want her alive, and the god we’re sworn to wants her dead. She may be a pawn, but I’m betting she’s a queen, and I always fuck the queen.”

      With that statement, he walks out.

      “It seems you got competition,” Morpheus points out.

      Narrowing my gaze, I reply, “Who says I’m playing?”
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      Alone in my room, I allow myself to freak out completely. I can’t believe Bryce and I got caught by those three. It was a herculean effort not to let Rufio know how guilty I felt. And the worst of all is that I don’t have any reason to feel guilty. He’s nothing to me, a blip in my life at Gifted Academy that I wish I could forget.

      The thought that I was somehow betraying Rufio when I was in bed with Bryce didn’t even enter my mind. So then why the hell do I feel dirty now?

      Suddenly, my room seems confining. The walls are caging me in. I head for the bathroom and take the quickest shower known to man. Then, once I can no longer smell Bryce on my skin, I get dressed in a simple pair of jeans and a T-shirt. I’m heading out.

      I stick my head out in the hallway first to make sure the coast is clear, then sprint toward the stairs and out of the building. On my way to the bus stop just outside of the campus gates, I call Toby. He was freaking out about his parents’ visit, and I want to make sure everything is okay.

      The call goes straight to voice mail. Crap. I hope he’s okay.

      I call Rosie next, but she doesn’t answer. I remember then that she should still be in school. I park my butt on the bus stop bench and look out in the distance, thinking how my life has done a one-eighty on me.

      A moment later, the sound of an approaching vehicle calls my attention to the road. A black SUV is approaching. The windows are tinted black, and I can’t see who is inside. The car slows down when it passes in front of the bus stop, and I have the eerie impression that the driver is staring at me. I clutch my backpack tighter against my chest, using it as a shield.

      The SUV speeds up again before stopping at the gates of Gifted Academy. In that precise moment, my bus arrives.

      I pay for my ticket and veer for the closest set of empty seats near the front. I don’t feel safe sitting in the back of the bus; more often than not, that’s where bullying occurs. The bus is almost empty, and the few passengers are all adults. None of them bat an eye toward me.

      The drive from Gifted Academy to the Saturn’s Bay city center takes a little over an hour. During that time, I look out the window and take time to reflect on my predicament. A teacher tried to kill me, and I don’t know why. I slept with Bryce, and it was the most exhilarating experience of life, which still doesn’t diminish my attraction for his brother. Oh, and I also lost my lightning-glass dagger.

      I nibble on my lower lip. That part worries me the most. Who found it? And whoever did, will they know what it is? I pull the thick tome the librarian lent me from my backpack. I haven’t lost the place Bryce marked, the one where it explains what I must do to keep Phoenix from messing with my head. It turns out acting on it will be more difficult than finding the solution itself.

      But I think maybe I should read the whole thing from start to finish. Bryce seemed very interested in the book when he saw it. What other important information about the Idols does it contain?

      The lettering on the cover is faded, but even so, I angle my body so I’m concealing most of the book from the woman sitting across the aisle. I can’t take any chances. By the time the bus approaches my stop, I’ve read roughly 10 percent of the book and found nothing that really jumped out. It doesn’t matter. I’ll keep reading until I’m done.

      I stick the book back into my backpack and hop off the bus. It’s warmer here than it is at Gifted Academy, probably because of the traffic, and soon sweat begins to trickle down my back and between my breasts. I walk fast, sticking to the side of the curb that’s under the building’s shade. Looking at my phone’s clock, I see Rosie’s school will be out in ten minutes. My former high school is just around the corner. I should be able to catch her before she takes the bus home.

      When I round the corner onto the school’s street, the first thing I see parked in front of the building is Toby’s car—Purple Delight. As I get nearer, I catch sight of Toby’s bright red hair. He’s leaning against the car, facing the building. Students are already milling out. Before I can get to him, Rosie walks out. She lets out a squeak and runs into Toby’s arms.

      Whoa. When did they move from awkward side glances to that?

      I slow my pace so I can observe them without being spotted. Rosie’s chin dips. She must be looking at Toby’s cast. She lifts her face a moment later and cups his cheek. I freeze, not wanting to be the older sister who interrupts a tender moment. Rosie rises on her tiptoes and kisses Toby on his lips. I don’t know if that’s their first time or not, but their lip-locking gets intense pretty quickly. Okay, now’s the time to interrupt them.

      With quick strides, I reach the side of Toby’s car, but they’re too engrossed in each other and oblivious to my presence. I clear my throat.

      Rosie steps down and turns toward me with her face flushed. Her eyes become as round as saucers when she sees me there.

      “Daisy, what are you doing here?”

      If it’s possible, Rosie’s cheeks are now redder than a tomato. Toby’s face is not doing much better either.

      “I had to get out for a while. So… when did this happen?” I wave my index finger between them.

      Toby scratches the back of his neck and glances down.

      Rosie pouts. “Just now, if you must know. Thanks for ruining the moment, by the way.”

      I shake my head. “Yes, it was totally on purpose.” I turn to Toby. “I called you to ask how things went with your parents. It went straight to voice mail.”

      Toby pinches his lips, furrowing his brow. “I didn’t feel like talking to anyone.”

      “Anyone besides my sister, you mean?”

      Rosie slides closer to Toby and links her hand with his. “It’s what good boyfriends do.”

      The frown disappears from Toby’s face as he gazes at my sister. “I’m your boyfriend?”

      “Well, aren’t you?”

      “Well, I-I guess so. That is, if you want me to be your boyfriend.”

      I turn my gaze skyward. “Boy, you’re dense.”

      “More so than ever. I’m leaving Gifted Academy,” he says.

      “What?” Rosie and I say at the same time.

      “Why? They didn’t expel you, did they?” I take a step forward.

      “Why would Toby be expelled?” Rosie looks from me to him.

      Pinching the bridge of his nose, Toby says, “Can we go somewhere to talk? I don’t feel like having this conversation standing in the middle of the street.”

      We slide into Purple Delight. Rosie takes the shotgun, naturally. It feels strange that my baby sister now has a boyfriend. But a sense of unease is growing in my chest. I’ve come to care deeply for Toby in the few weeks we’ve known each other, but I still don’t know anything about him, only that he pretended to be a Fringe for two years. How did he even pull it off?

      “Where should we go?” Rosie asks.

      “Anywhere but Poppy’s Joint,” I reply quickly. I can’t deal with Poppy or Felicity right now. I’m still trying to process everything that happened.

      Rosie turns around in her seat. “I never got to ask you how your surfing lesson went. Toby told me he took you to Echo Cove on Saturday.”

      “Uh, I…. “I search for Toby’s gaze in the rearview mirror. I can’t believe he didn’t tell Rosie what happened at the beach.

      “It was a disaster,” I finally reply. “I don’t think I’m meant to be a surfer.”

      “Really? You’re quitting after one lesson?” Rosie chuckles. “Did you expect to be a pro from the get-go?”

      “No, it’s not that. It just didn’t live up to my expectations. I thought I was going to enjoy it more. It’s not a big deal. At least I’ve done it. Besides, it’s not like I’d have the time to practice.”

      Rosie turns to Toby. “Are you going to tell me how you broke your arm or not?”

      “I got into a fight with an Idol.”

      “Toby! Are you crazy?” Rosie’s voice rises to a shrill. “Why?”

      “To defend me,” I say. I don’t want Toby to lie to Rosie on my account. “Some bullies were seriously hurting me.”

      Rosie’s turns to me again, her blue eye blazing with fury. “I told you Gifted Academy would be dangerous.”

      “Oh, Rosie, we’re Norms. Anywhere is dangerous to our kind,” I reply.

      “Not only Norms. Look what those bastards did to Toby.” Rosie’s gaze drops to his cast.

      “Uh, Rosie, I actually need to tell you something,” Toby says meekly.

      “What is it?” Her voice becomes tight.

      “I’m not a Fringe.” Toby keeps his eyes glued on the road ahead.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I’m a Norm, just like you and Daisy. I’ve been pretending to be a low-level Fringe for two years. Since I was accepted at Gifted Academy, to be exact.”

      “Why?”

      Toby lets out a heavy exhale and spares a quick glance at Rosie. “For two reasons. One, I knew that being the only Norm student in a school filled with Idols and high-level Fringes would be a nightmare. And two, my dream is to attend the top medical school in the country. Do you want to know how many Norm students they accept each year?”

      “I guess not many,” Rosie replies in a small voice.

      “Zero. There hasn’t been a Norm student at Prism City University in over ten years. Ten fucking years!” Toby hits the steering wheel hard.

      Both Rosie and I wince at his outburst. I’ve never seen him lose control like that.

      He shakes his head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.” He glances at Rosie apologetically. “It’s just so damn frustrating that because we’re Norms, we don’t get the same chances as Idols and Fringes.”

      Rosie reaches over and covers Toby’s hand with hers. “You don’t need to apologize. We know more than anyone how unfair life is. I wish all Idols would be blown off the face of the Earth. I hate them like I’ve never hated anything in my life.”

      Rosie’s confession is not new to me. I used to feel the same way. But she sounds way harsher now, as if her hatred for Idols has grown exponentially in the last year.

      “You aren’t mad that I didn’t tell you the truth sooner?” Toby asks.

      Rosie pulls her hand back. “A little, but you told me now.”

      “How did you manage to convince those Idols you weren’t a Norm?” I ask. “They can sense our lack of powers.”

      “Science. The biggest challenge was masking the fact that I didn’t possess any gift. I told you that my father works for one of the Idols who isn’t hateful, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Anyway, I asked him how he could tell the difference between Fringes and Norms. It’s all in the energy surrounding the person. When you meet an Idol, the first thing they do is scan you. It’s the same way for us. We know when we’re in the presence of an Idol because their energy is too powerful to be ignored. Norms can’t easily sense Fringes, especially if they’re low levels.”

      “So, did you build an energetic field around yourself?” I ask.

      “Sort of.”

      We stop at a red light, and Toby lets go of the steering wheel to pull a necklace from under his shirt. “This pendant is actually a magnetic field generator. It emits waves that mimic the energy a low-level Fringe exudes.”

      “Wow, ingenious,” Rosie says.

      “And they never wondered what your gift was?” I ask.

      “I knew that at some point, I’d have to demonstrate what I could do. So I picked the time and place where there would be enough students around.”

      “What did you do?” Rosie asks.

      “I made some drinks explode in the cafeteria. I placed special cups among the regular ones. They had a fake bottom, and inside I hid a mechanism that would pump pressured air against the liquid via remote control.”

      “That’s impressive. I wish I could’ve seen it,” I say, bitterly remembering when Drusilla dumped orange juice over my head in the cafeteria.

      I wonder what’s going to happen to the odious girl and her friends. In a perfect world, they’d be kicked out of school, but there’s no such a thing if you’re an Idol.

      Distracted by the conversation, I don’t realize where Toby is going until he turns on a familiar street. Rosie looks out the window and says, “Oh, I thought you wanted to do something.”

      “I can’t. I’m sorry. I wasn’t supposed to go anywhere. My parents are freaking out about what happened to me. Well, mostly my mother, but she’s the loudest. It’s the reason I’m not returning to school.”

      “Wait, are they pulling you out? How is that fair?” I ask.

      “It’s not, but my mother doesn’t think a diploma from Gifted Academy is worth losing my life, and my father doesn’t have the cojones to go against her wishes. He’s whipped.”

      “Where are you going to go now? Maybe you can enroll in my school?” Rosie’s tone becomes hopeful.

      Toby parks the car in front of our house and lets out a heavy sigh. “I wish. Unfortunately, I live outside your school zone.”

      “That’s too bad.”

      Toby unbuckles his seat belt and leans over to Rosie’s side. She does the same and they meet in the middle for, damn, more kissing.

      “My eyes, my eyes! Could you please wait until I’m out of the car?”

      I slide out in a hurry and veer for the front door. My landlord opens it before I can fish my key out of my bag.

      “Daisy. What a surprise.” The woman hugs me tightly, making me tense in an instant. She’s never done that to me before, and only on a few occasions with Rosie. What gives?

      “Hi, Mrs. Wilmot. How are you?”

      “I’m well, child.” Her gaze travels past my shoulder. “Is that Rosie?”

      “Yeah, she’ll come in a minute.”

      Mrs. Wilmot is now sporting a frown as she stares at Purple Delight.

      “So, what’s new?” I ask her.

      “Same old. Oh, I almost forgot, a package was delivered for you earlier today.”

      She turns on her heels and walks in. On the small desk by the entry hall, there’s a courier envelope waiting for me. Strange. Who would send me anything?

      I immediately scan the sender’s address. My blood runs cold. It’s a PO Box address from Hawk City.

      “Aren’t you going to open it?” Mrs. Wilmot hoovers too close to me.

      “Yeah, later.” I stick the package in my backpack, not missing the glint of disappointment in her eyes.

      Rosie comes in then, all flushed.

      “Did Toby leave?” I look out the door. Shit. He’s gone. I wanted to talk to him more without Rosie around.

      “Yeah, he said he had things to do, like sort out his academic stuff.”

      Rosie heads for our bedroom, and I follow her.

      “Can I get you girls anything to eat?” Mrs. Wilmot offers. “You must be starving.”

      We both turn to find her right behind us. What’s up with her today?

      “Uh, no. We’re good,” I reply.

      The woman just hangs in the hallway with the look of a dog that just lost her bone. I shut the door, but I know she’ll hang around to eavesdrop.

      “Has Mrs. Wilmot been acting weirdly lately, or is it just today?” I ask.

      Rosie sits on the bed, resting her back against the headboard. “She’s been nicer to me, for sure, but I just assumed it was because you were gone.”

      I bite my lower lip. If she had started acting friendlier a few weeks ago, I wouldn’t have thought much about it. But now, after everything that’s happened to me, I can’t help the worry that fills my heart. Mrs. Wilmot is a Norm, but that doesn’t mean she can be trusted.
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      It doesn’t take long for me to discover who Daisy is. All I have to do is type in ‘Hawk City’ and ‘Rodale’ in the search engine. The first article that pops up is about the murder of her parents, Paul and Anna Rodale. Paul was the editor of the Hawk City Gazette, a newspaper known for controversial articles. They weren’t afraid to poke the powerful Idols in Hawk City.

      I click on the link, which is surprisingly not from the newspaper he used to work for. It’s from a more traditional publication, Hawk City News. It says Daisy’s parents died in a tragic fire in their apartment, along with their children, Daisy and Rose. I lean back against my chair, rubbing my chin.

      Daisy didn’t want me to know anything about her past. It was Rosie who told us her parents had been murdered. It happened seven years ago, which begs the question: Where did Daisy and her sister go after those events? I get the impression that she doesn’t have any other family, but again, she could be withholding that information as well.

      Despite her deceit, I can’t bring myself to be angry at her. No, the feeling that’s swirling in my chest is the opposite of anger. I won’t dare give a name to it yet, but just thinking about her makes me want to see her again. Damn it. Weren’t cravings supposed to stop once you got what you wanted?

      There’s a knock on my doorframe. “Can I talk to you?” Morpheus asks.

      I close my laptop and swivel my chair around. “Sure.”

      A quick once-over tells me Morpheus is not back in top shape yet. His skin is too pale, and there are dark circles under his eyes. He’s shed some of the layers of clothing, but he’s still wearing a cashmere sweater and woolen beanie.

      Morpheus closes the door and shoves his hands into his jeans pockets. “It’s about Daisy.”

      My spine becomes rigid in an instant. Of all the subjects I want to avoid, Daisy is at the top of the list.

      “If you’re here to give me a sermon about how foolish I was for hooking up with the Norm, you’d better—”

      “It’s not about that,” Morpheus cuts me off. “It’s about what I saw while that asshole was in my head, torturing me.”

      “You had another vision?” I lean forward, eager all of a sudden.

      “Yeah. I didn’t realize at the time it was a vision. I was in too much pain to pay attention. But once that motherfucker got out of my head, my thoughts became clearer.”

      “What did you see?”

      “Daisy and you next to her. You were in a white void of sorts, and there was a line of power linking each of you to other people.”

      “Other people? Who?” I narrow my eyes to slits.

      “I don’t know. I couldn’t get a clear visual of them. They were blurry and see-through, almost like ghosts.” Morpheus shakes his head. “I honestly have no clue what it means. The sense I got is that you were separated from those ghosts by a great space, time maybe.”

      I lean my elbows on my knees and let my head dip between my shoulders. “Were Daisy and I linked in any other way in your vision?”

      Morpheus makes a disgruntled noise in the back of his throat, prompting me to meet his gaze again. “What?”

      “There was an infinity band circling your wrists.”

      I inhale sharply. Son of a bitch. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah.”

      Running my fingers through my hair, I straighten up in my chair. The infinity band is the ultimate vow two Idols can make to each other. It’s like marriage on steroids. Unbreakable.

      “Daisy isn’t an Idol. Even if I was crazy enough to even consider it, we could never form an infinity band. She’d be killed in an instant.”

      “You’re concerned about that?” Morpheus’s eyes widen. “How about the fact that you were bonded by an eternal vow in my vision? An infinity band doesn’t only link you in one lifetime. It’s forever.”

      “I know that. Jeez, Morpheus. Chill out. I’m not worried about it because it’s never going to happen, and not because Daisy is a Norm. I’d never do something stupid like that.”

      “Fine. Whatever. But we still need to figure who you two were connected to in my vision. If it’s someone from the past, you should start with your bloodlines. Daisy’s will be trickier. Do we even know where she’s from originally?”

      “Hawk City,” I reply.

      “Damn. There must be thousands of Woods in that metropolis.” 

      “Her last name isn’t Woods.” I turn to my laptop, opening it once more. There’s no sense hiding what I learned from Morpheus, not after what he told me. “Her last name is Rodale, and her parents died in a fire seven years ago. Her father was the editor of the Hawk City Gazette.”

      “Shit. Isn’t that newspaper known for inflammatory articles?” Morpheus moves closer to my screen.

      “Yeah.”

      “Wait, her father was the infamous Paul Rodale?” Morpheus’s tone rises in pitch.

      “What about him?”

      “Dude, he stirred a lot of feathers in the Idol community prior to his death. He wrote a controversial article stating that Idols were initially created to protect the weak, but instead we turned into tyrants who terrorize the people we were supposed to protect.”

      I snort. “So, the guy was a wacko.”

      “Pretty much. And it doesn’t stop there. He ended the piece by saying that if Idols couldn’t be bothered to uphold their purpose, then what does the world need them for?”

      “So, basically he was calling for our destruction,” I say.

      Morpheus nods. “I’m not surprised he was killed.”

      Pieces of the puzzle are slowly becoming clearer. I just don’t know how they fit together yet. My mother doesn’t hate Norms, but what happened to her in the past that made her hate her own kind? What if she’s part of the Knights? I can’t believe that possibility never occurred to me until now.

      “What’s on your mind?” Morpheus asks.

      Meeting his gaze, I say, “If word gets out that Daisy is his daughter, she’s as good as dead.”

      Morpheus turns his back to me and begins to pace. “What if Daisy shares her father’s ideas about Idols?”

      His suspicion makes my blood run cold. What if I allowed myself to care about someone who wanted me dead all along? No. I don’t believe Daisy is duplicitous like that.

      “I don’t think she does.”

      Morpheus whirls around. “How can you be so sure?”

      “I’m not sure. But what if she does share the same ideas as her father? She’s a Norm, Morpheus. Powerless. She can’t kill us by just wishing us dead.”

      “But she could be working for the Knights, and they aren’t powerless.”

      I run a hand through my hair. They could have easily killed me, but they didn’t.

      “My own mother could be a Knight, which is way more troubling than Daisy’s possible connection to them,” I say, but my words are empty. They lack conviction. Morpheus’s argument has filled me with doubt.

      He stares at me without blinking for a moment. “Do you seriously believe that?”

      “It would explain a lot.”

      He shakes his head. “But it doesn’t explain why that powerful god would want Daisy gone.”  

      “Maybe it has to do with your vision. Maybe Daisy isn’t the problem, but her lineage is.”

      His expression twists into a frown, making me wary.

      “You don’t think we should obey his wishes, do you?” I ask.

      He glances away. “If you’d asked me this a few weeks ago, I’d say fuck yes. But now, I don’t know.”

      “So why did you spend the last minute trying to convince me Daisy is the bad guy?” I snap.

      Morpheus meets my gaze once more with arched eyebrows. “That’s not what I was doing. But we can’t simply ignore her past.”

      “You hated her from the very beginning,” I point out.

      “I didn’t hate her like Rufio did. I knew she was dangerous. I still believe she is, but now I’m not so sure if the danger she presents is to us or to the god with the leash around our necks.”

      “If she can somehow help us get rid of him, that’s one more reason to keep her safe.”

      “I know.”

      “So what’s up with the scowl?” I ask. Seriously, I can’t guess what he’s thinking.

      “We need a specialist in Idol bloodlines and history to dig further into your past and Daisy’s, someone we can trust.”

      “I see. I’m sure we can find someone who qualifies.”

      “That’s not the problem. I already have someone in mind.”

      “Who?”

      “My father.”
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      Away from the guys, I can finally let the rage coiled tight in the pit of my stomach loose. It spreads through my body like wildfire, tinting my vision red. School is still in session—a murder attempt on a Norm wouldn’t be enough reason to cancel classes.

      The students I encounter on my way to the principal’s office recoil away from me. I’m projecting my destructive nature to the max, and they can sense it.

      I barge into the office’s reception area like I own the place. My mother’s assistant lifts her gaze from the computer and opens her mouth, but I ignore the old hag completely and march straight into my mother’s office.

      “I’d like to have a—”

      My statement is cut short when I see she has company. Her visitors—two suits, a man and a woman—turn around when I enter. My mother stares hard in my direction.

      “Rufio, what’s the meaning of this?” she demands.

      “I came to talk. Didn’t know you had company.”

      “These are Agents Sylvia Hawthorne and Greg Bauer. They came to ask a few questions about Mr. Rogers.”

      “You called the cops on him?” I ask in disbelief.

      Sure, Bryce told me Mom was the one who got Daisy a scholarship and that she doesn’t hate Norms like she’d led us to believe, but I’m still shocked.

      “Of course I called the cops. What Mr. Rogers did was inexcusable.”

      Agent Hawthorne chuckles. “You don’t need to keep up the pretenses around us, Principal Fallon.”

      “What’s going to happen to him?” I ask.

      “Well, he’s detained for questioning, and then, well, who knows?” The second agent shrugs. “Wait for trial—that is, if he’s indicted.”

      I can’t remember the last time an Idol was charged for attempting to kill a Norm, or even succeeding in killing one, but the agent’s answer doesn’t sit well with me. The fury hovering above my skin increases tenfold.

      “Are you saying he can go free?” I ask through clenched teeth.

      Both agents regard me with surprise.

      “I think I’ve answered all your questions, agents,” Mom chimes in. “I’d like to be informed when Mr. Rogers is released. He’s banned from the school grounds, of course, but without knowing his motives for attacking Daisy Woods, I can’t rule out that he’ll try again.”

      I don’t know if Mom’s statement was meant to get a reaction from me or not, but my stomach clenches painfully. If Mr. Rogers gets near Daisy, I’ll kill him. The thought should alarm me; after all, I’m vowing to kill an Idol over a puny Norm.

      Understanding Mom is dismissing them, the agents stand up and shake her hand.

      “We’ll inform you, naturally. We understand this situation is less than ideal for you and this institution’s reputation,” Agent Bauer says, “but perhaps it can also serve as a lesson.”

      “A lesson?” she asks with a frown.

      “Norms have their place in society, and it’s not among Idols.”

      My mother narrows her eyes. She grabs a random item from her desk, a dark stone paperweight in the shape of a pyramid, and runs her thumb over the sharp edge.

      “Are you trying to teach me how to do my job?” she asks in a hard, dangerous tone.

      The window behind her desk bursts open and a gust of wind comes through. Mom is a level fifteen Idol, and her gift is elemental—air, to be exact. She can summon the nastiest storms. I saw her do it once when I was very young, maybe five. She was having an argument with my father then, but I can’t remember what it was about.

      “No, not at all,” Agent Hawthorne amends quickly. “Forgive my partner.”

      Both suits hastily make their way out of my mother’s office, leaving the door wide open. With an annoyed grunt, Mom flicks her finger, and the door closes. She drops to her seat and massages her temple.

      “Morons.”

      “I don’t know why you called the cops. You know their investigation won’t go anywhere,” I say.

      “I didn’t call them. Mr. Amaro did. Now we’ll just have to deal with them.” She stares me straight in the eye. “What do you want? If it’s to bitch about something, I’m not in the mood.”

      I grapple with my emotions, which are bouncing all over the place. Anger is dominant, but the reasons for it are the problem. They contradict. I’m angry that Mom made me her puppet, angry at Bryce for sleeping with Daisy, and furious at myself for caring.

      “You lied to me,” I say.

      “About what?” she asks like she doesn’t know.

      “Cut the bullshit, Mother. Two weeks ago you called me here to make sure Daisy wouldn’t last a week at Gifted Academy, but you were the one behind her admission. I want to know what kind of game you’re playing.”

      “I’m going to say the same thing I told your brother. I did what was necessary.”

      “Necessary for what?” I raise my voice. “What’s so special about Daisy?”

      Mom narrows her eyes. “Don’t tell me you don’t know. I gave you one simple task: unleash your worst on the girl. But you couldn’t do it, could you? You held back, and when she was in mortal danger, you chose to save her. Why is that, Rufio?”

      I yank my hair at the roots. “Fuck! I don’t know. If I did, I wouldn’t be here.”

      “The world is in constant motion, and there’s a big shift coming our way. You either embrace the change or you perish,” she says.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Our kind has been dominant for centuries, but it hasn’t always been this way. The universe works in cycles, and we’re on the verge of an era where Idols are no longer at the top.”

      “You mean Norms are going to take over, and you’re planning on siding with them?”

      I can’t believe this. It’s one thing for me to crave Daisy knowing she’s not ordinary. Quite another to completely betray my kind in favor of beings I’ve been taught to despise my entire life.

      Mom leans against her chair and stares at me intensely, still clutching the paperweight. “I don’t know if that’s going to happen, but make no mistake, Rufio. Change is coming.”

      I approach her desk and sprawl my hands over it as I lean forward. “Do you think I buy this load of crap? You’re hiding something, and I will find out.”

      Before she can spew more half-baked stories, I leave her office, but the desire to unleash my fury and level this building to the ground is immense. By a miracle, I manage to keep my power bottled in. But I can’t return to my apartment and be that close to Daisy.

      I head for the treehouse where we keep our stash of Silver-voltage. Tomorrow, I’ll figure out my next move. Tonight, only oblivion will do.
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      I had hoped that I would feel better after I saw Rosie, but I’m feeling more wretched than before thanks to the conversation I had with Toby. It’s horrible that his parents are pulling him out of Gifted Academy because he defended me. It’s not fair.

      My heart is heavy, and my mind is whirling as I take the bus back to campus. The mysterious package from Hawk City is burning a hole through my backpack, but I won’t open it until I’m in my room. Not knowing who sent it or what it contains, it would be a bad idea to find out in public. 

      About fifteen minutes away from my stop, the bus’s engine begins to sputter. The vehicle loses speed until the driver pulls off the highway.

      “What’s going on?” a woman sitting across the aisle asks.

      Grumbling, the driver heads out to check the bus’s motor. A few minutes later, he returns, fuming and cursing.

      “All right, folks. This bus is not going anywhere. You all have to wait for the next one.”

      Distressed murmurs erupt among the passengers. I look out the window and curse in my head. The next bus won’t come for another hour. I’ll get back to school faster if I walk.

      One by one, the passengers file out of the bus. I hoist my backpack over my shoulder and follow them. Together, we head toward the next bus stop, which is half a mile from where we are. They all stay there, but I continue on. The afternoon sun is hot on my back, but the walk is not unbearable. I’m glad I’m wearing my comfortable sneakers.

      About thirty minutes up the road, I hear the sound of a car approach. Without changing my pace, I glance over my shoulder. An old station wagon slows down until it stops next to me. I’m wary in an instant, even if the occupants of the vehicle are an old couple.

      “Hello there,” the woman says with a smile. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      “Where are you headed in this heat? Do you need a ride somewhere?” the man asks.

      I shake my head. As tempting as it is not to have to walk all the way to campus, I know better than to accept rides from strangers, no matter how friendly they seem.

      “It’s okay. I’m not too far from my destination.”

      “It’s no big deal, sweetheart. We’re headed in that direction anyway,” the woman insists.

      “No, really. I’m okay.” I begin to walk faster.

      “Nonsense. We can’t simply let you walk all by yourself. It’s not safe. I’d feel horrible if we just left you behind.”

      They’re too pushy. I don’t sense power coming from them, which means they’re Norms, but even so, that doesn’t mean I can trust them. Norms can be bad too. Maybe I should run back to the bus stop and wait for the next bus to come.

      “No offense, but I don’t know you, and I was taught to never get into a car with strangers,” I say, ready to bolt.

      The smile wilts from the woman’s face. “I understand. But I must insist.”

      Something strange happens to me. My mind becomes foggy, and I start to see the friendly couple in an entirely different light. I can’t remember now why I shouldn’t accept their offer.

      “Okay,” I reply.

      “Good girl. Hop in, Daisy. We’ll get you back to Gifted Academy in no time.”

      I open the back door and slide into their car. They know my name and where I’m going, but that doesn’t alarm me at all. 

      “You’re so lucky we saw you on the side of the road. It’s not safe for a pretty girl like you to be walking by yourself in the middle of nowhere,” the old man says.

      “Yes, I’m very fortunate. Thank you,” I reply.

      In less than five minutes, the gates of Gifted Academy loom on the horizon, but instead of heading straight for it, the driver stops the car just before the campus entrance.

      “Why are we stopping here?” I ask.

      “Oh, honey, it wouldn’t be convenient for us to be caught on your school’s security camera,” the woman replies.

      “Why not?” I ask.

      “Trust us on that, sweetheart. Before you go, can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.”

      “Do you like cake?” She turns in her seat, holding a pink box.

      “Who doesn’t?”

      “Oh, goodie. Here, take this. I’m an enthusiastic baker, and I always end up baking more cake than my husband and I can eat.”

      “Thanks.” I grab the box. “What kind of cake is it?”

      “Vanilla with a surprise filling. You’ll love it,” the man replies.

      Still bewildered by this strange couple and my reaction to them, I exit their car. They drive off before I get to the gate. It’s not until I return to my room that the strange fog lifts from my brain. 

      Holy shit. I don’t know who those people were, but they scrambled my thoughts. Which means they weren’t Norms like I thought they were. Suddenly, the pink box feels like a ticking bomb. What the hell is inside? Placing it on my desk, I open the lid slowly. Relief washes over me when I see it’s indeed a round cake with vanilla frosting. But the guy said something about the filling.

      Afraid to stick my fingers in the cake, I grab a pencil from my desk and push it through the top. Halfway in, I feel resistance. There’s something hard inside. My heart is pounding hard as I destroy the top layer of the cake. I suck in a breath when I discover the surprise inside.

      Another lightning-glass dagger.

      I take a step back, trembling. My chest feels tight as panic sets in. Seeing a replica of the weapon I lost earlier works as a gate opener. The emotions I should have felt earlier, the fear that gripped me when I fell out the window, finally come forth. Like an avalanche, it runs me over, burying me alive. 

      I sit at the edge of my bed with my head in my hands and cry. Sobs rack my body, coming out loud and pitiful. Even when the tears are gone, I continue to shake. I get up and head for the bathroom to wash my face when I see my backpack discarded by the foot of the bed and remember the mysterious package from Hawk City.

      After finding the dagger in the cake, I’m even more cautious about opening it, but I can’t simply ignore it. I’m already a mess anyway; whatever it is, it can’t make me feel worse. I yank the cardboard envelop out and rip it open. Inside, I find a single sheet of paper. A black-and-white photograph, to be precise, of my father when he was a teen standing between two men and a woman. One of the men I don’t recognize, but the other two people I do. 

      It’s Mr. X and Principal Fallon. 

      Son of a bitch.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      MORPHEUS

      I try to rest because I know I’m not entirely recovered from my ordeal, but I only manage to catch an hour of restless sleep before my eyes fly open. An acute pain spears my chest. I’m not shivering, and a quick glance at my wrist tells me the shadows aren’t too blame for the crushing weight threatening to cave in my rib cage.

      With a gasp, I sit up. As fast as the pain came, it goes away, but my breathing is still erratic. What the hell was that?

      I get out of bed and head for the kitchen. The apartment is quiet. A soft glow coming from Bryce’s room tells me he must still be glued to his laptop. Knowing how strained my relationship is with my father, he’s going to do as much research about his bloodline as possible before I turn to the man who loathes me.

      I’m on my way to the fridge when some strange tug draws my attention to the front door. I’ve never felt a hunch before that didn’t involve my shadows wreaking havoc, but maybe, thanks to the bracelets’ reinforcements, the shadows can’t manifest. 

      Ignoring the pull is not only unwise but not something I can do. I stride out of the apartment and, surprise, surprise, the strange tug leads me to Daisy’s door. What am I supposed to do now? I place my sprawled fingers against the hard surface and wait for… I don’t know what. A sign that I should knock? Fuck, where is this bout of uncertainty coming from?

      I wait for several beats until I realize I’m acting like a fool. I curl my hand into a fist, ready to knock when Daisy opens the door. Her eyes are red and puffy. Worry immediately hits me.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      “No. What are you doing here?”

      A rush of embarrassment goes through me. “I… well, I came to check on you. How did you know there was someone at your door?”

      She bites her lower lip and fidgets where she stands. “I don’t know.”

      I sense the lie, so I ask, “You didn’t ask Principal Fallon to give you access to the security camera feed, did you?”

      Daisy snorts. “Right. Like that would help me much. If any of you wanted to break in, a security camera wouldn’t stop you.”

      “Actually, we couldn’t break in,” I say.

      “Come on. A door wouldn’t deter any of you.”

      “I guess Principal Fallon forgot to tell you that all dorm doors are reinforced. No amount of Idol power could break through them.”

      Daisy’s eyebrows arch. “No, she didn’t tell me.”

      “Why were you crying?” I blurt out, unable to stop myself.

      She lowers her gaze. “I guess the shock from my ordeal has finally worn off. I got hit by all the emotions at once.”

      “I’m sorry.” 

      It’s a heartfelt statement, and it catches me by surprise. I am sorry about what Daisy went through, not only today but also at the beach. Talk about a flip.

      Daisy lifts her chin to meet my gaze. “Because you almost lost your tutor.”

      “No, that’s not the reason.”

      She frowns but thankfully doesn’t question me further on that. “Well, as you can see, I’m a mess. You can report that back to your buddies. I’m sure Rufio and Phoenix will be ecstatic to know.”

      I could remind her that they risked their lives to save her, but in all honesty, I don’t know their true feelings concerning Daisy. Hell, I don’t know my own feelings toward the Norm. 

      “So, will I see you tomorrow at school?” I ask.

      “We don’t have any classes together tomorrow.”

      “Right, but I missed math class today, and, well….”

      Daisy crosses her arms over her chest. “Are you trying to ask me if we can resume tutoring tomorrow? Is that it?”

      I honestly don’t give a fuck about math right now. I’m more interested in finding out everything I can about the girl before I talk to my father.

      “Yes,” I lie.

      She lets out a resigned sigh. “Yes, Morpheus. We can resume your lessons tomorrow. I’m going to bed now, and you should do the same. You still look like crap.”

      I smile despite myself. “See you tomorrow, Daisy.”

      She closes the door softly, and I find myself frozen, staring at it like a fool with a stupid grin on my face. 
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      I’m out of bed bright and early, before sunrise, ready to face the day. I cried myself to sleep, especially after seeing the old photograph with my Dad in it. When I ran away with Rosie, I brought nothing with me, no memento to remember my parents. Whoever the person who sent the picture to me is, I thank them, despite their shady motives.

      So my father, Mr. X, and Principal Fallon knew each other when they were younger. It explains why the duo took an interest in me, but it doesn’t begin to reveal the mystery of their connection.

      Silly as it may be, I hid the photograph inside my pillowcase and pretended Dad was watching me sleep like he used to when I was little. But the time for crying is over. I need to get ready for battle. I’m healed, but that doesn’t mean the Idols here will stop gunning for me. I have to maintain my stamina.

      I change quickly into jogging clothes, but today I’m heading out with an extra accessory. The dagger. I wrap it in a piece of cloth and tuck it behind my shorts’ waistband. I’m never going anywhere without it now.

      After a quick stretch, I head for my usual course around campus. My muscles strain more than usual in the beginning since I’ve been neglecting my morning jogs, but I push through the pain, knowing it will get better eventually.

      It takes me longer to complete my run, but I still have plenty of time to get ready for school. I can’t wait to see the looks of surprise on my hateful classmates’ faces. I bet they don’t think I’ll stick around after a teacher tried to kill me.

      I have a big smile on my face when I round the corner. This is the final stretch before the dorm building. But then, all of a sudden, I feel a tug pulling me off the path. It’s the same strange sensation I felt when I discovered Bryce passed out in his bathroom and when I found Morpheus planted in front of my door. A punch of worry hits me. Did Bryce do something to me other than healing?

      Curious to see where this pull will take me, I veer off onto a dirt track that leads to a thicker part of the woods surrounding the campus. I didn’t have the chance to explore the area before. The farther I go in, the faster my heart beats. If someone were to ambush me, no one would hear my cries for help. To be safe, I pull my dagger out.

      After a minute or so, I reach a clearing. On the other side is a massive tree with a treehouse on top. My jaw drops of its own accord. Why would anyone build a treehouse on school property? The impulse to check it out is immense. I should head back, but in this moment, it seems common sense has vacated my brain.

      I cross the remaining distance on soft feet, not wanting to alert anyone of my approach. Standing under the tree, I tuck the dagger behind my waistband again so I can climb up the ladder. The steps creak loudly as I put my weight on them. So much for being inconspicuous. At the top of the ladder is a hatch door that’s already open. Slowly, I stick my head inside. The place is cozy, a perfect hideout. The floor is covered with a plush carpet, and there are beanbags and blankets spread about.

      And one of them is occupied by Rufio.

      He’s sprawled across it as if he passed out like that. I should run in the opposite direction, but instead I go in. The wooden boards groan, but Rufio doesn’t even flinch. On light feet, I approach him. He must have spent the night here. He’s clutching something in his hand, a small glass bottle. Alcohol, maybe? Although, drinking from a miniature bottle would have no effect on him. Not even Norms can get drunk on such a small amount of booze.

      I crouch next to him and take a moment to appreciate the beauty of his face. It should be illegal for a guy to have those high cheekbones and full lips. I still remember what his lips taste like, even though I was high at the time.

      His long bangs are covering his right eye, and like an idiot, I push them off. Rufio stirs in his sleep and then blinks his eyes open. Shit. I try to jump back up but end up falling on my butt.

      “Daisy? What are you doing here?” He sits straighter on the beanbag.

      “I, uh, found this place by accident.”

      Rufio doesn’t reply to my statement for a couple of beats, just keeps staring at me with an unreadable expression. Finally, he stands up and offers me his hand. I make the second mistake of the day and accept it.

      When he pulls me up, he also makes sure I’m flush against his body. A shiver of anticipation runs down my spine. I keep my eyes glued to the hollow of his throat while I try to calm the fuck down. I can’t allow him to trap me in his blue gaze.

      “You were running. Would you like something to drink?” His voice is low and smooth, like whiskey poured over ice. It sends more tingles down my back.

      I let go of his hand and take a step back. “No, I’m fine.”

      Rufio clamps his jaw tight and frowns. “Ugh. My mouth tastes like ashes.” He tosses the small glass bottle on the beanbag and pulls a pack of gum from his jeans pocket. “Want some?” He extends his hand with the offer.

      I shake my head, unable to form words. What’s going on here? Why is Rufio acting like we aren’t mortal enemies?

      He sticks one piece of gum into his mouth, then whirls around. Wary, I keep watching him. I don’t understand why I don’t just leave. Why can’t I force my legs to move? He veers for a mini fridge that was tucked into a corner and pulls a can of soda from it.

      “I’d better go,” I finally say. With effort, I turn toward the trapdoor, but I don’t make it two steps before Rufio reaches me and wraps his arms around my waist.

      Tension spreads through my body like wildfire, sending my already agitated heart into overdrive.

      “Don’t,” he whispers. Then he rests his chin on my shoulder and takes a deep breath. In an instant, I become pudding, puny in his arms. Shit. I’m a moron.

      “What’s this?” Rufio’s voice changes. I’m too slow to understand the meaning of his question. Damn stupid hormones. Then Rufio pulls the dagger from my waistband, and just like that, my desire changes into fear.

      I pivot around and stare wide-eyed at the lightning-glass dagger in his hand. My throat is unbearably dry now, and my tongue is stuck in my mouth. I’m shaking, but the longer it takes me to answer his question, the more suspicious he’ll become.

      “Protection,” I say. “Give it back.”

      “This is a strange dagger. What is it made of?” Rufio runs his hand over the smooth surface of the blade.

      “I don’t know,” I lie.

      It seems he doesn’t know about lightning glass. The Idol I killed didn’t recognize the material either.

      Rufio finally lifts his face to meet my eyes. “Do you think you’re still in danger?”

      I was expecting anger and distrust in his gaze, not the worry I see shining there. His change of attitude toward me is making my head spin.

      “I’m not stupid. I don’t think. I know,” I reply.

      I’m actually pretty stupid. I should have run back to my room the moment I saw Rufio was in here.

      Instead of returning my dagger, he sets it on the small table near him. “You don’t need to walk around campus armed.”

      “Oh yeah. Why is that? Are you offering me your bodyguard services?” I hug my middle, a gesture I know shows weakness, but I can’t help myself. I am afraid of so many things right now. But mostly I’m terrified of the desire that’s slowly returning. Rufio should only ignite fear in me, not this absurd craving.

      He steps closer. “Maybe I am.”

      “What?” I squeak like a silly girl while my heart decides to take Rufio’s statement at face value. It’s now doing the cha-cha in my chest. Traitor.

      Rufio invades my space and reaches for my arms. Slowly, he uncrosses them without breaking eye contact. My breathing is coming out in bursts now, and an enormous lump gets stuck in my throat.

      “What are you doing?” I whisper.

      Without answering my question, he drops his gaze to my chest. I’m only wearing a sports bra, no T-shirt. Rufio leans forward and places a kiss right between my breasts. My skin immediately breaks out in goose bumps. He moves lower, bypassing my girls to place another kiss in the middle of my belly. I close my eyes because I’m getting dizzy already.

      Rufio reaches my waistband, but instead of kissing under my belly button, he bites the fabric and tugs it down a little, exposing my cotton panties. With a gasp, I reach for his shoulder, trying to remain standing. My legs soon won’t be able to support me, for they’ve turned into jelly.

      He lets go of my arms to run his fingers down the backs of my legs. I open my eyes and glance down. The protest on the tip of my tongue is forgotten when Rufio’s intense gaze connects with mine. Pure lust shines in his blue eyes.

      “You’re shaking. Do I frighten you, Daisy?”

      “No,” I croak. I’m so full of shit.

      He rewards me with a knowing smile before he begins to pull my shorts down slowly. A moment of clarity hits me finally. What the hell am I doing? I grab his hands, halting his progress before I step back.

      “I didn’t come here for this,” I say.

      Rufio unfurls from his crouch as his expression darkens. “Why did you come here, then?”

      Not having an answer, I simply turn on my heels and head for the trapdoor. But it’s wishful thinking on my part to believe Rufio would simply let me go. His strong arms wrap around my middle, and my back connects with his front. I let a yelp, my heart thundering in my chest.

      He brings his mouth close to my ear and whispers, “You didn’t answer my question.”

      I struggle against his hold, which only makes him squeeze me tighter. “Let me go.”

      “Is that what you really want, Daisy?” My name rolls off his tongue like honey, and his warm breath fanning against my neck only serves to make me melt in his arms.

      “Yes,” I breathe out.

      “You’re such a bad liar.” He kisses me softly just below my ear, a gentle action that’s at complete odds with his dark nature.

      A moan escapes my lips, which prompts Rufio to run his tongue down my neck. Desire shoots down my spine, curling around its base. A mild throbbing between my legs is the warning that if I don’t escape soon, it’ll be too late.

      He runs his right hand down my belly and then cups my sex. Game over. My legs buckle beneath me. If it weren’t for Rufio holding me tight, I would have collapsed.

      “We have unfinished business, Daisy.” He strokes my clit through the layers of clothing, sending a zing of pleasure down my limbs.

      “That night was a mistake,” I say without conviction.

      “The only mistake about that night is that I didn’t fuck you.”

      There’s a hint of anger in his reply, which excites me more than makes me scared. But it also makes me suspect that he’s pissed I slept with Bryce.

      “Because that means your brother got there first?”

      With a groan, Rufio twists me around, and before I can react, he crushes his lips against mine. The kiss is savage and angry, but it’s also electrifying. I try to fight him off for a hot second, a lost cause. I’m powerless to stop him. A heated frenzy takes over both us. It’s like we’ve been secretly lusting after one another despite all the hatred, and now the dam has broken loose.

      We only break apart to remove the pieces of clothing separating our bodies. Rufio peels my sports bra off first, tossing it to the side. His hungry gaze drops to my breasts, but before he can bring his lips to them, I reach for the bottom of his T-shirt. With impatient hands, I yank it off, messing up his hair in a sexy way.

      Rufio is on me in the next second, capturing a nipple with his eager mouth. He sucks it hard until it hurts, but the pain only intensifies the pleasure. Clutching his hair by the roots, I arch my back. My mind is spinning out of control, so it’s no surprise that I don’t notice the moment we change positions until I open my eyes and am staring at the ceiling. Rufio’s lips are on the move, going down until he finds my shorts. They vanish in the next moment, along with my panties. Then he’s between my legs, licking and sucking while he fucks me with his fingers.

      Oh my God. What’s up with the Kent brothers and their tongues?

      I’m moaning and panting like a cat in heat. It’s not a shocker when Rufio sends me over the edge faster than I could have imagined, and I cry out as my hips buckle. Rufio sprawls his fingers over my belly, keeping me still while he mercilessly teases my clit until the tremors running through my body cease.

      I keep my eyes closed while my breathing comes out in spurts. Time has no meaning anymore. But if I thought Rufio was done with me, it was a mistake. I hear the sound of a wrapper being torn just before he rolls me over on my belly. He then pins me to the floor with his body. The tip of his cock is at my entrance, and his mouth is at my ear again.

      “You’re mine now, Daisy.”

      “No I’m not,” I say through clenched teeth. “I belong to no one.”

      “I beg to differ.” With a precise thrust, he sheaths himself inside of me.

      He feels too good. And he’s right. In this moment, he owns me completely. Rufio covers my hands with his, linking our fingers together while he fucks me hard from behind. A delicious pressure begins to build again between my legs, and it feels like my body is operating at a hundred degrees.

      “Damn it, Daisy. Your pussy is so tight,” he grunts in my ear.

      My body starts to tingle, and I’m so hot, I know I have a fever. My thoughts are all scrambled as though I’m high. As crazy as it may sound, I want—no, I need Rufio to punish me, to give me his worst. It’s like he brings out the dark side of me.

      “Harder. Fuck me harder,” I urge.

      With a groan, he increases the tempo, but it’s not enough. As if he’s reading my mind, Rufio bites my shoulder hard enough to inflict just the right amount of pain to send me over the edge.

      We both cry out at the same time. A strange energy surrounds our bodies, leaving traces of heat and ice over my skin. Such nonsense. I must have lost my mind to orgasmic bliss. I keep my eyes shut because the room is spinning.

      Rufio gives one final, shuddering thrust, and then he collapses next to me. And that’s the last thing I remember before oblivion takes over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            11

          

          
            Rufio

          

        

      

    

    
      It takes a couple of minutes for my breathing to return to normal. Hot damn. That was the most intense fuck I’ve had in my life. I shouldn’t be surprised that sleeping with Daisy would be an experience, but I had no idea it would be like that. Shit, I’m not giving this up.

      I told Drusilla I never go for seconds, but hell, I’m breaking my own rule. And I’m doing it for a Norm. I rub my face. If someone had told me this would happen to me, I’d laugh my ass off.

      I turn to Daisy. She hasn’t moved since I slipped out of her. Does she regret giving in so easily? Is she thinking about Bryce? A sharp pain spears my chest. Then anger takes its place. Is this what jealousy feels like? I’ve never cared about any girl before, so the feeling is unknown to me.

      I prop myself on my elbow and push her long hair off her face. “Daisy?”

      No answer. What the hell. Did she fall asleep?

      I shake her shoulder. “Hey, Daisy. Wake up.”

      Nothing. Not even a moan. Fuck. Did I accidentally kill her? I’m gripped by panic for a second, then realize she’s not cold. On the contrary, she’s burning up. I roll her over so she’s lying on her back. Her eyes are closed, but she’s breathing, albeit a little shallowly. Her hair is matted against her clammy forehead.

      I shake her harder. “Daisy. What the fuck? Wake up!”

      She’s out cold. Shit. This is not normal.

      I jump back to my feet and go in search of my cell. I don’t think twice before calling my brother. I’m not even doing it on purpose to rub it in his face that I fucked his darling. He’s just my go-to person when the shit hits the fan, no matter how hard we fight.

      He answers on the second ring. “What?”

      “Bryce, I have a problem.” I run a hand through my hair.

      “What did you do?” His tone is harsh, and it rubs me the wrong way. He always assumes the worst about me.

      “I’m not sure. It’s Daisy.”

      There’s a pause. “Rufio, I swear if you hurt Daisy in any way, I’ll forget you’re my brother.”

      Considering the tone of his voice has gone ten degrees cooler, I believe him.

      “I didn’t hurt her. Could you please come to the treehouse ASAP?”

      “What is she doing there with you?”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose and begin to pace. “She got here on her own.”

      I hear the sound of Phoenix’s voice in the background, then Morpheus’s. Great. Now they’re all gonna tag along.

      “I’ll be there in a minute,” Bryce replies before the line goes silent.

      I toss my phone on the nearest beanbag and search for Daisy’s discarded clothes. I don’t want them to find her naked like that. Considering how fast Bryce and the others can run, I know they’ll be here in less than a minute, so I forgo Daisy’s panties and just put her running shorts back on. The sports bra is a little trickier.

      Ah, fuck it. I can already sense my brother. Running out of time, I simply cover Daisy’s torso with my shirt. A second later, Bryce is coming up the ladder. Morpheus and Phoenix join him, all in partial states of dressing. They literally dropped everything they were doing to check on Daisy.

      Bryce spares me one fleeting glance before he runs to the girl lying on the floor. He pulls her tangled hair off her face and cups her cheek.

      “Daisy, sweetheart. Wake up.”

      Sweetheart? What the hell? When did he start calling her by cute nicknames?

      “What did you do to her?” Morpheus watches me through slitted eyes.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Phoenix interjects. “He fucked her.”

      Bryce looks over his shoulder, eyes spitting fire. “If you forced her—”

      “Don’t you dare finish that sentence.” I point at him. “I’d never do that to anyone.”

      “But you guys hooked up,” Morpheus replies.

      “Obviously. Look at the evidence.” Phoenix points at the used condom I didn’t have the chance to toss in the trash.

      “Yeah, we fucked, but she wanted it as much as I did. I didn’t ask you here to grill me about what went down between Daisy and me.” I switch my attention to her. She’s in Bryce’s arms now, and he has his hand pressed against her forehead. “What are you doing?”

      “She has a fucking fever, and she’s unresponsive. What do you think I’m doing?” he snaps.

      “Are you healing her?” Phoenix asks.

      “I’m trying. Now everyone shut up.” He glances at her again. His hand begins to glow and the light spreads throughout her body next, enveloping her whole.

      I squint, raising my arm to shield my eyes. When the light fades, I have to blink a couple of times.

      “Daisy?” Bryce calls softly.

      She moans before opening her eyes partially. A wash of relief runs through me.

      “What’s going on?” she croaks, then hisses. “Everything hurts.”

      “Damn it, Bryce. I thought you had healing powers.” Phoenix takes a step forward, his face scrunched up in worry.

      “I haven’t gotten the hang of it yet. I just discovered I have it.”

      “Is she still running a fever?” Morpheus asks.

      Bryce nods. “Yes.”

      With a swift movement, he’s back on his feet.

      “Where are you taking her?” My voice rises, laced with worry.

      “Back to her room. Then I’m calling Ellen.”

      Before I can say anything, Bryce heads for the window and jumps with Daisy in his arms, disappearing from view. If Bryce is willing to involve the school nurse, then he’s truly freaked out about Daisy.

      In truth, so I am.
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      BRYCE

      Ellen uses her hands to scan Daisy’s feverish body, and I don’t like the frown she’s sporting now one bit. I rub my face, then rip at my hair. Fuck. I wonder if I didn’t truly heal Daisy but only delayed the inevitable.

      Once the nurse finishes her perusal, she sighs loudly and then turns to Rufio, who’s standing off in a corner in Daisy’s room. At first, Ellen wanted to kick all of us out, but seeing how adamant we were on staying, she decided it wasn’t worth the waste of time and went to work on Daisy right away.

      “I don’t understand. There’s nothing wrong with her besides this high fever. I saw no traces of infection or flu,” she says.

      “So, my healing is not reversing?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “No. All her bones are intact, and there’s no internal bleeding either.”

      “You don’t think too much sex could do that to a Norm, do you?” Phoenix asks earnestly.

      We all turn to gawk at him.

      “You’re serious,” Morpheus finally replies.

      He shrugs. “What? I’ve never hung out with Norms after I fu—I mean, after I slept with them.”

      Ellen stands back from Daisy’s bed and pulls a plastic bottle with pills inside from her bag. “There’s nothing for us to do besides wait for her fever to run its course. Just make sure it doesn’t go over 100 degrees.”

      The nurse gives a couple of pills to Daisy, who is completely out of it. She at least manages to swallow the medication with a little water.

      “Do you want us to check on her?” Rufio asks.

      She turns to him with an eyebrow raised. “You’re her neighbors, and you asked me not tell the principal the details of what happened to Daisy prior to the fever, so yeah, I’m asking you to keep an eye on her.”

      Rufio shuts his pie hole, glancing away.

      “I can stay with her,” Morpheus offers.

      “You’re going to ditch class for her? Why?” I ask, narrowing my eyes.

      “Because I’m the only one who hasn’t or doesn’t want to bone her.” Morpheus switches his attention to the nurse. “Sorry, Ellen.”

      The woman simply shakes her head. “Don’t worry about my ears, kid. I’ve heard worse.” She hoists her bag over her shoulder. “I’ll come back later to check on her.”

      Once the woman leaves, Daisy makes a disgruntled sound in the back of her throat.

      “Morpheus, you can’t skip class on my account,” she croaks, trying to sit up.

      “Hey, what are you doing there, girlie? Lay back down.” Phoenix motions to her bed, stopping halfway as if he realizes something.

      “I’ll stay with you,” I offer before Rufio or Phoenix decides to volunteer.

      From the corner of my eye, I catch Rufio open his mouth, but Daisy replies before he can.

      “Okay.” She sinks farther into her pillow and closes her eyes.

      My brother’s stare is practically burning a hole through my face. I turn to him. “What?”

      “Nothing,” he grumbles.

      “Go on, then. You’re already late.”

      Rufio strides out of Daisy’s room with angry steps, followed by Phoenix and Morpheus. Morpheus stops by the door and looks over his shoulder. “Text me if she gets worse.”

      He finally steps out, closing the door with a soft click. I pull the desk chair closer to Daisy’s bed and stare at her. Her eyebrows are slightly furrowed, and her facial muscles are tense. I believe she’s sleeping now, but she’s in discomfort. I wish there was something I could do, but it seems I can’t summon my healing powers at will yet.

      Daisy starts to mumble incoherent words. I lean closer, trying to make out what she’s saying. She’s repeating the same thing over and over again, and after a moment, I can make it out.

      “Repellam te.”

      It sounds like Latin, but why would she be dreaming about a phrase in Latin? Morpheus’s vision comes to the forefront of my mind again. I won’t deny I’ve been obsessing about it since he told me. I care about Daisy more than I ever have about anyone in my life, but the infinity band is forever. I can’t imagine what would propel me to make that kind of commitment to anyone, no matter how much I loved them.

      He also said Daisy was linked to someone from the past. I sit up straighter in my chair and glance around. I’m in her room, and she’s out cold. There won’t be a better opportunity to look for clues about her past, since, thanks to the protection on all dorm room doors, we can’t break in.

      I’m gripped by a momentary feeling of guilt, but it vanishes quickly. The stakes are too high for such sentimentalities. Too many powerful players want something from Daisy. I have to find out what.
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      Going to class is pointless. I can’t pay attention, so now I not only have to worry about math but everything else too. Fucking great. My brain can only latch on to one thing, my vision of Daisy and Bryce. What the hell does it mean?

      I skip lunch and head to the library. I need a word with Mrs. Wilkins. Maybe she has a book that explains the line I saw connecting Daisy and Bryce to the ghost figures. I couldn’t find anything online, but growing up in a scholar’s house taught me that a lot of important knowledge never made to the web. I believe that’s thanks to the snobbish nature of people like my father. The man isn’t even an Idol, but he has the ego to match one.

      I’m on Mrs. Wilkins’s shit list after the stunt I pulled in the library, which proves that I’m at the end of my rope. I wouldn’t seek her help if I had any other choice. Well, I have another choice, but facing her is easier than the alternative.

      The library is not empty. Gifted Academy houses a lot of nerds, and the library is their natural habitat. Several heads turn my way when I push through the double doors. The girl manning the front desk looks startled by my presence. I don’t know who she is, but she knows who I am, hence the deer-caught-in-headlights expression she’s sporting now.

      “Is Mrs. Wilkins in?” I ask.

      “Yeah, she’s in her office.” The girl points in the right direction, like I don’t know where it is.

      “Thanks.”

      The door to the office is closed but not the blinds on her window, which faces the library floor. She’s at her desk, eating a salad for lunch. I knock, and then I wave at her.

      She scrunches her eyebrows and pinches her lips together. Great. She’s already annoyed. Her expression doesn’t improve when she opens the door.

      “Is there a problem, Mr. Malek?” she asks.

      “I’d like to ask you a question.”

      “I’m taking my lunch break now. Come back later.” She begins to close the door in my face, but I press my hand against it, holding it open.

      “Please, Mrs. Wilkins. This is important.” I put extra emphasis in my tone as I let my power ebb freely from my frame. The shadows, which have been fairly quiet since my ordeal, become agitated. They lick my wrists, turning the skin around my bracelets cold.

      Her gaze narrows as she focuses on the shadows peeking from underneath my jacket. I’m sure she can also sense my power since I’m not doing anything to reel it in.

      Students are forbidden to use their powers against teachers and school personnel. But she also knows I’m dangerous and unhinged with a penchant for bad temper. Finally, with a sigh, she relents and lets me in.

      Walking back to her seat, she asks, “What do you want to know? Better make it quick.” She sinks her fork in her salad.

      “I want to know if you have any books here on past lives.”

      She pauses with her fork halfway to her mouth. “Past lives as in reincarnation?”

      I shove my hands in my pockets and shrug. “Something like that.”

      I honestly have no clue what I’m looking for. Maybe the line connecting Daisy to the other being means a link connecting her to her former self. Or it could be something completely different like what I had originally thought—the line represents her connection to a descendant. Since it’s unlikely this library has anything on the bloodlines of Norms, I’m going with the reincarnation possibility.

      I also can’t tell Mrs. Wilkins about my vision. We can’t trust anyone outside our inner circle.

      “If you want a book that covers that particular topic, it would be in the religion section.”

      I groan in my head. Whatever those books contain, it’s not something I can’t find online.

      “I was wondering if you have a rare tome on the subject. Something you wouldn’t display with the other books.”

      Mrs. Wilkins’s eyebrows arch as she stares at me intensely. “All our books are out there.” She points out the window. “Now go and let me eat my lunch in peace.”

      Clenching my jaw, I whirl around and walk out of her office. What a fucking waste of time. I should have known the bitch wouldn’t help me. I’m also an idiot. My father’s library probably has what I’m looking for, but by trying to avoid the man, I let Mrs. Wilkins know about my strange interest. I bet an arm and a leg she’ll run to tell Principal Fallon.

      Son of a bitch. Bryce will be pissed.
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      BRYCE

      I looked everywhere in Daisy’s room, but I didn’t find anything that shed a light on her past. I even checked her text messages and computer files. They were password protected, but bypassing them was child’s play. With my ability to manipulate energy, hacking is second nature.

      She’s still sleeping like the dead, but her fever is under control. It hasn’t gone down, but it hasn’t gone up either. I stand at the foot of her bed with my hands on my hips as I scan the small room. I must have missed something.

      Think, Bryce. Think. If you had to hide something, where would you? Daisy turns around, lying on her side now. The bed is the only place I didn’t look—more precisely, the mattress.

      I drop onto my back and slide under the frame. Using my phone, I illuminate the bottom of it so I can see through the rows of wood boards. Right down the middle, I find what I’m looking for: a cut in the mattress. Sticking my fingers inside, I brush against something solid, a book maybe.

      It would be easier to remove the hidden object if the mattress was flipped, but with some bending and twisting, I manage to pull a leather-bound notebook from the opening in the foam.

      Once out from under the bed, I open what looks to be a diary. The handwriting is difficult to decipher, and it definitely doesn’t match what I’ve seen from Daisy. After looking at a few pages, I realize whose diary’s this is: Paul Rodale’s, Daisy’s father.

      I sit back in my chair and begin to read from beginning to end. The further I get, the more disturbed I become, until I reach one of the last pages and my blood runs cold. I scan the page twice to make sure I’m not seeing things.

      No. I’m not.

      I rub my face. Son of a bitch. If other Norms have this information, then it’s the end of our society as we know it.

      “Bryce?” Daisy asks from her bed.

      I lift my chin, meeting her gaze. I don’t know what she sees in my eyes, but after a few seconds, she drops her stare to the diary in my hands and gasps.

      “So, this is why you wanted to come here?” I ask, my voice low and hard.

      Anger swirls in the pit of my stomach. How could I have been so blind? All this time I believed Daisy was an innocent Norm thrown in shark-infested waters. But she’s far from innocent. In hindsight, I was fucking stupid. She and her sister survived alone on the streets for seven years. She wouldn’t have accomplished that if she weren’t ruthless.

      “You don’t understand.” She throws her legs to the side of the bed and attempts to stand up. Her legs are wobbly, so she braces her hand against the wall to remain standing.

      “Oh, I understand. Your father discovered a weapon that can kill Idols, and he was killed for it. Do you want me to believe you ended up in Gifted Academy by chance?”

      “Your mother offered me a scholarship. I didn’t seek it out.”

      “My mother is an Idol-hating woman, just like you.” I spit the words out like they’re poison. And it does make me ill. The pain in my chest feels like someone stabbed me there.

      I head for the door, carrying the diary with me.

      “Bryce. Where are you going?”

      I don’t stop until I hear a thump behind me. I turn around and find Daisy sprawled on the floor. Her hair is a mess, she’s probably still feverish, and she’s looking at me with tear-filled eyes. My heart shatters completely at the sight. I want to help her, cradle her in my arms, and say everything is going to be okay. But it’s not going to be okay. She’s been lying to us since she got here. My vision becomes blurry, and I curse her. She’s going to make me cry again.

      No. I’m stronger than these fucking emotions. She won’t trick me with her pathetic weakness. Holding on to my anger, to the sense of betrayal, works in the moment. The rage keeps me in my place. I won’t let my feelings cloud my judgment again.

      “Back to my apartment. If I were you, I’d pack my shit and leave. You don’t want to be around when I show this”—I shake the diary in my hand—“to the guys.”

      “Please, I’m begging you. Let me explain.”

      Another crack and the fissure in my heart expands. Fuck. I gotta get out of here. I walk out the door without another glance back. I’m afraid if I look at Daisy’s pitiful expression again, I’ll give in.

      Damn Daisy to hell for making me fall in love with her.
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      Through the haze of the fever, I get up. There’s a tear in my heart, a pain so sharp that it makes breathing harder. But the feeling is competing with the immense fear that’s occupying the same space. I stumble around my room, searching for my backpack. My legs feel like jelly, and staying upright is a tremendous effort. There’s no time to collect all my belongings, so I focus on the things I can’t leave without: my wallet, the book I got from the library, and my phone. Bryce took my most precious possession with him, and I’ll probably never get it back.

      The dagger. What happened to the dagger that odd couple gave me? I spin around, which in hindsight wasn’t a good idea, as it almost sends me to the floor. I grip the edge of my desk and wait for the dizzy spell to pass. Then I search for the dagger, but I see nothing. Foggy memories emerge. Shit. Rufio took it from me in the treehouse, and after we slept together, I don’t remember what happened. When I came to, I was in my room.

      Damn it, Daisy. How could you have been so stupid? You lost two Idol-killing weapons in a matter of days and when you need them the most.

      I can’t believe Bryce didn’t kill me just now. He could have crushed me like a bug. But I believe him when he said Rufio and the others won’t be so merciful. I look out the window. The sky is dark thanks to the ominous clouds that are fast approaching. A storm is coming to Saturn’s Bay, and I know I won’t make it to the bus stop in time before it hits the school campus.

      Whatever. I’ll take rain anytime over facing four vengeful Idols.

      I’m only wearing a tank top and panties. I shove my legs inside the first pair of jeans I find, put on a hoodie, and grab other random clothes that I come across. With a deep, steadying breath, I amble toward the door, afraid I’ll collapse any second. Something red catches my attention in the corner of the room. Rosie’s cowboy boots. My stomach is in knots, and I don’t know if I’ll pass out or vomit first, but still I make the effort to collect them. Bryce took a part of me when he stole Dad’s diary, but hell if I’m going to leave these boots behind. I clutch them to my chest and make it to the door.

      It’s my bad luck that I hear a group of seniors about to turn the corner into my corridor. I’m in no shape to bump into anyone; one look at me and they’ll know I’m easy prey. I stride in the opposite direction as fast as I can, then take the stairs. My heart is pounding by the time I reach the building’s side exit.

      No sooner do I step outside than the booming noise of thunder sounds in the distance. Shit. It’s coming down soon. I continue on my painfully slow progress, clutching Rosie’s boots as tight as I can, hoping they’ll somehow give me the strength I need to make it to the bus stop. I’m about halfway from the school’s gate when the sky opens in a shower so thick it creates a gray curtain around me.

      Worse, my legs are about to collapse, and black dots are appearing in my vision. I can’t pass out in the middle of the sidewalk. Using the bit of strength I have left, I inch toward the cluster of trees nearby, not going much farther into the forest now that I know about Rufio’s secret hideout. I find the biggest tree nearby and lean against its trunk, sliding down until my butt hits the muddy ground.

      Hugging my knees, I rest my forehead against them and close my eyes. I could easily fall asleep here and never wake up. I must be delirious. I’ll just wait until the storm is over and then say goodbye to Gifted Academy.

      But my body doesn’t want to make things easy for me. There’s the fever, then the pain. Excruciating, white-hot pain that knocks me down to the cold ground and brings forth a yell from deep in my throat that’s mercifully muffled by the pounding of falling rain. It’s like I’m being electrocuted. I’d thrash on the ground if I could, but the agony is too great for me to move.

      It recedes after a minute, leaving me panting. My heart is hammering in my chest while I try to grasp what the hell is wrong with me. But my reprieve doesn’t last long. Another wave of torture hits me, stronger than before. It also lasts longer, making me wish for death.

      Whatever is happening to me soon becomes a pattern. The pain comes at intervals, and each time is more devastating than the last. My jaw is sore from gritting my teeth so hard. I can’t stay here like this. I need help.

      When I catch a break, I roll onto my belly and reach for my backpack. It’s completely soaked and, unfortunately, not waterproof. Fuck. I hope my phone still works.

      With trembling fingers, I fish out the device. The screen is lit, giving me hope. But when I flip the phone open, another wave of agony comes, and I drop it in the mud. This torture spell seems to last much longer than the other ones. When it finally retreats, it doesn’t do so completely.

      Breathing hard, I look for my phone. It’s almost completely buried into the ground. My heart sinks when I see the screen is black.

      No!

      Fat tears stream down my face as my heart sinks. There’s no calling for help. A great sense of doom descends over me. There’s no escaping my fate this time. I’m going to die helpless and alone.
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      I lost count of how many times during the school day I wanted to bolt out of class and run back to Daisy. I got what I wanted. I fucked her senseless, something I’d been jonesing to do since I saw her in Unearthly Desires. She more than met my expectations. If I’m being honest with myself, she blew all my other sexual encounters out of the water.

      The need to repeat what we did is messing with my head. She’s a Norm. I should hate her. But everything I’ve done recently is at odds with what I believe. Taught to believe, to be exact. She has a power over us. Phoenix and Morpheus aren’t immune either. Even after the punishment Morpheus received from the god who owns our asses, he didn’t turn against her.

      I didn’t text Bryce for updates because I don’t want him to know I’m whipped. But as soon as the last class of the day is over, I’m cruising through the hallway like a race car. I ignore the stares and gossip. From the corner of my eye, I catch sight of Drusilla and one of her minions, Renata. Cherise, the Fringe who tried to drown Daisy, was expelled, or at least that’s what the rumors are saying. Only my mother can confirm that, but I’m avoiding the bitch at all costs.

      The sky has opened up with one of the worst storms I've seen in a while. I run through the quad toward the dorm building, getting drenched in a matter of seconds. Once inside, I shake my head and push my wet bangs back. There are other students hanging out in the entrance hall, some clustering close to the vending machine. They all turn to stare at me. Fuckers.

      "What are you looking at?" I bark, tired of all the ogling. 

      I forgo the elevator, opting for the stairs. Taking two steps at a time, I reach the landing of my floor in less than a minute. My heart feels tight all of a sudden, and I can't fathom where the feeling is coming from. I stop in front of Daisy's door and knock hard. 

      "Bryce. Open up," I say.

      There's no answer. What’s he doing? I pull my phone out to call him, but before I press the button, the door to our apartment opens and Bryce appears.

      "Get in here, Rufio," he says with an expression that matches the bad weather outside.

      I keep the angry retort bottled up until I'm in our living room and the front door is closed again. "What the fuck is going on? I thought you were supposed to keep an eye on Daisy."

      Bryce opens his mouth to reply, but in that precise moment, Phoenix and Morpheus walk in.

      "Whoa, what's with the scowls? Did something happen to the Norm chick you guys are sharing?" Phoenix jokes, but I sense an underlying anger in his comment.

      "Bite me, asshole," I snap. 

      "Great, you're all here. It saves me the time of repeating the same story," Bryce grumbles.

      "You look positively wretched, Bryce." Morpheus frowns. 

      "While I was in Daisy's room, I decided to do some investigation and found this." Bryce picks up a leather notebook from the coffee table.

      "What's that?" I ask.

      "A diary from Daisy’s father." Bryce stares meaningfully at Morpheus.

      "I take it that whatever you discovered didn't comfort you," Morpheus says.

      My brother shakes his head and offers him the diary. "Read the last entries."

      I intercept the object before Morpheus can and, with eager fingers, flip to the last pages. I scan the text fast, and by the time I finish, my stomach feels as tight as a coiled spring. Son of a bitch. Daisy's father must have been one of the Norm rebels my father used to talk about at the dinner table. 

      I lift my head to meet Bryce's eyes. "You think Daisy was sent here to kill us?"

      Phoenix lets out a snort. "Come on, guys. Daisy is a fucking Norm. How could she kill us?"

      "Her father discovered a weapon that can kill Idols. If this knowledge is widespread among the Norm population, how long until we have a fucking war on our hands?" Bryce replies.

      "Even if they have a weapon, we have the power. We can obliterate them with a snap of our fingers," Phoenix retorts.

      "God, Phoenix, you're dense," Bryce snaps. "I was kidnapped by the Knights, and they were able to void my powers for hours. Combine that with a weapon that can kill us and the fact that there are way more Norms than Idols…." Bryce stops to laugh ruefully. "We're fucked."

      "Can I have the diary now?" Morpheus extends his hand to me.

      "Does the diary say what kind of weapon?" Phoenix asks.

      "No." Bryce shakes his head.

      My nostrils flare when the realization hits me. I go to my room and retrieve the dagger I got from Daisy yesterday. When I return to the living room, I catch the end of Morpheus's reply.

      "… your mother must have known about Daisy's past."

      I can't offer a response to that. Mom is too smart, and her interest in Daisy is obvious. She doesn't do anything without a purpose.

      "So what? She hates Idols," Bryce replies.

      Phoenix's eyebrows arch. "Why would she hate her own kind?"

      "Because she fell in love with a Norm, and our father killed the son of a bitch."

      Bryce's reply feels like a punch to my chest. "You're joking," I say.

      "I wish I was. I heard from Mom’s own mouth." Bryce's gaze drops to the dagger in my hand. "What's that?"

      "This, I believe, is an Idol-killing weapon. Daisy had it on her yesterday."

      Bryce takes the object from my hand with care. He inspects the handle and the peculiar blade, his eyebrows scrunched together. "I've never seen anything quite like it."

      "Where's Daisy?" Morpheus asks suddenly.

      Bryce lifts his gaze to Morpheus. "I told her to pack her shit and leave."

      "You sent her out while she was burning up with fever?" Morpheus's voice rises until he’s almost shouting. "Are you fucking crazy?"

      Bryce's expression turns into a scowl. "Why are you giving me a hard time? You've always said from the beginning she was bad news. And then you had that vision of yours."

      "What vision?" I ask.

      Bryce whirls around and walks toward the window. "Never mind."

      "That's what's eating you. You're afraid of what I saw," Morpheus replies.

      "For fuck's sake. What did you see?" Phoenix asks, clearly exasperated. I share his sentiment.

      "Daisy and Bryce standing side by side, bound by the infinity band."

      My eyes widen of their own accord while a deep-rooted pain takes hold of my heart. The infinity band is the ultimate promise an Idol can make to a lover.

      "Come on now. You guys must know that vision is bogus. Daisy is a Norm. Only Idols can be bound with an infinity band," Phoenix contests.

      "My visions have never been wrong before," Morpheus replies through clenched teeth. "Also, may I remind you that if Daisy wanted to kill either Bryce or Rufio, she had ample time to do so."

      Morpheus looks meaningfully at me and my brother. I hear exactly what he's not saying. Bryce and I slept with her; she could have easily plunged the dagger into our hearts while we were distracted.

      "When did this happen?" Phoenix asks.

      "Maybe half an hour ago." Bryce runs his hand through his hair. He seems torn.

      Phoenix pulls his phone from his pocket and places a call.

      "Who are you calling?" I ask.

      He holds a finger in front of his mouth and then speaks. "Joseph? Phoenix here. Can you tell me if Daisy Woods left the campus grounds?" A pause, and then he continues. "Are you sure?" Another pause. "Okay, thanks, man."

      He turns to us. "So yeah, Daisy hasn't left campus." 

      My eyes immediately veer toward the window and the pouring rain that's coming down so quickly it’s created a gray film, making visibility hard.

      "She must have got caught in the rain," I say.

      Morpheus takes his uniform jacket off and grabs a hoodie that was draped over a tall chair.

      "What are you doing?" Phoenix stares at our friend.

      "What does it look like? I'm going after Daisy." He doesn't wait for our reply before he strides out.

      Phoenix curses and rubs his chin. "Morpheus, wait up." He runs to catch up with him.

      Fuck. I want to look for her as well, but my ingrained hatred for her kind keeps me rooted to the floor. 

      "You're not going after her?" Bryce asks without looking at me.

      "No. I'm surprised you're not out there. You saved her from certain death, after all."

      He turns to me, crossing his arms over his chest. "I don't know what to think anymore, Rufio. What if we made a mistake by saving her? What if she played us all?" Bryce chokes up at the end.

      Son of a bitch. The impossible has happened. My brother, the coldest motherfucker I've ever known, has fallen in love.

      "What's scaring you the most, brother? The possibility that Daisy is a two-faced bitch or that you're fated to bond for all eternity with her?"

      Bryce's eyes narrow to slits. "I'm scared of both in equal measures. How about you, Rufio?"

      "What about me?" I frown.

      "Which one of those scenarios pisses you off the most?"

      I know exactly what he’s doing. Does he think I'm in the same boat as him? Lusting is a far cry from loving someone.

      "I just fucked the girl. I'm not an idiot to fall for her."

      Bryce laughs without humor. "Whatever lies make you feel better."

      I’m pissed about his implication, and naturally, I can’t have him have the last word.

      “Sick as she was, Daisy can die out there. Are you okay with that?”

      The lights in our apartment start to flicker. Bryce’s jaw twitches, but it’s the agony I see shining in his eyes that should give me a sense of satisfaction. Only it doesn’t. The jab hurt him, but I got caught in the whiplash too.

      “Damn everything to hell!” I whirl around and head for the door.

      “Where are you going?”

      “After her.”

      Outside in the hallway, I hear several pops and the shattering of glass. A second later, Bryce is by my side. I could say several things to provoke my brother now, but no comment from me would make him suffer more than he already is.

      Remorse is a bitch.
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      As soon as the first droplets of rain hit my face, I question my reasoning for coming out. Water is falling down so fast and furious that I’m drenched to the bone in a few seconds, yet here I am, looking for Daisy, a Norm who could very well be working to destroy us all. Besides lusting for her more than is normal, I’m not whipped like Bryce and Rufio are. Morpheus’s motives are still a mystery to me.

      But I know why I’m out here in the storm. If Daisy can kill an Idol, she can maybe set me free. I’d betray my entire race for that.

      Morpheus takes the path leading to the gym building, but if I were trying to get the hell away, that’s not the direction I’d go. I glance at the forest skirting the path and tap him on the shoulder, halting him.

      “Yo, maybe she decided to take cover in there.”

      Morpheus nods and wordlessly changes course. We scout the perimeter closer to the curb and leading toward the gate, but there’s no sign of Daisy.

      “Maybe she went back to the treehouse,” Morpheus says, not waiting for me to follow.

      This could possibly turn into looking for a needle in a haystack, especially with this storm. The problem with Daisy being a Norm is that she doesn’t have a gift signature. Her lack of power is working against us now.

      When we arrive in the clearing, Rufio and Bryce are coming down from our secret spot.

      “She’s not there,” Rufio states the obvious.

      “You decided to join the hunt, huh?” I smirk at him despite the grim look he’s sporting.

      “Shut up, Phoenix,” Rufio barks, then turns to his brother. “Are you sure you can’t sense her at all?”

      “Why would Bryce be able to sense her when we can’t?” I ask.

      “Maybe because he saved her life,” Morpheus replies.

      Okay, that’s a stretch and, based on Bryce’s expression, obviously not the case.

      “Damn it. She could be anywhere.” Rufio glances around. “Fuck!”

      “Why are you here?” I ask Bryce, which in hindsight wasn’t the smartest decision to make. The guy is about to blow.

      I’m proven right when he lets out a roar and releases an electric bolt, zapping a tree nearby. The smell of charred wood immediately fills my nostrils.

      “What the fuck, Bryce! Now is not the time to throw a temper tantrum,” Morpheus yells, but then he seems to freeze. His expression turns from aggravated to anxious.

      “What is it?” I ask, taking a step closer him.

      “I don’t kno—aargh!” He presses the heel of his hand against his forehead.

      “Fuck! Is the god back in your head?”

      Morpheus’s eyes fly open. “Rufio, watch out!”

      In that moment, a lightning bolt shoots from the sky, straight where Rufio was standing. Only it doesn’t hit him but Bryce instead. He must have pushed his brother out of the way. Vises of electricity wrap around his body. All his muscles go tight, his face twists into a scowl of pure agony, and his hands are curled into fists as he absorbs a helluva lot of raw energy.

      The electric current vanishes after a few seconds, sending Bryce to his knees with a loud grunt.

      “Holy shit!” I run to him, ready to help, but Rufio holds me back.

      “Don’t touch him unless you want to fry too.”

      “What?”

      Bryce lifts his face, still showing signs of pain. “This is not the first time I’ve been hit by lightning. Touching me will be like sitting in an electric chair.”

      “How long until you’re safe?” I ask.

      “A minute or two.”

      “That wasn’t ordinary lightning.” Morpheus approaches us.

      “Let me guess, our asshole god struck again,” Rufio replies.

      “No. It wasn’t him this time.”

      We all trade worried glances.

      “If it wasn’t him, then who?” Bryce slowly gets back to his feet.

      “I don’t know who, but definitely another powerful god.” Morpheus’s face is solemn.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I throw my hands up in the air. “Wasn’t dealing with one jerk deity enough?”

      “That doesn’t make any sense. The gods left this plane many millennia ago. It was already strange that we met the one on the island of horrors, but now there are two? Does that mean they’re all coming back?” Rufio poses the question that’s also on my mind.

      “If it was another god, why did it want you dead?” Bryce grits out, bracing his hands on his knees.

      Another lightning bolt lights up the sky, but at least it didn’t hit anywhere near us.

      “We really have to find Daisy. If one god wanted her dead, this one must too,” I say.

      “Let’s split up. We can cover more ground faster,” Morpheus suggests.

      We all go in different directions, and I decide to return to the area closer to the road. She was sick out of her mind the last time I saw her. She couldn’t have walked far.

      When I near a tall bush, I stop. Morpheus and I came through here, but we turned right instead of left.

      Visibility is horrible, and I see nothing but the shape of a tall tree a little ways ahead until my eyes catch something red sticking out from the mud. I walk faster toward it, and then I hear a loud scream.

      “Daisy!” I run in her direction, only to be stopped by a lightning bolt that strikes right in front of me, missing me by a hair.

      I jump back, adrenaline kicking in. Daisy continues to scream as if she’s in unbearable pain. Fuck. I need to get to her. My legs tense to run, but a succession of lightning strikes blocks the path to her. Damn it. Whoever is behind them doesn’t want me to help Daisy at all. But it also doesn’t want me near her. What’s going on?

      It doesn’t matter. I won’t let Daisy suffer alone like that.

      I prepare to make a run for her when I’m hit. I cry out while the most excruciating pain ravages my body. It seems all my nerves are frying at once. Before I can recover from the blow, a vortex of light surrounds me, making me dizzy as fuck. I’m lifted off the ground until I don’t know which way is up. I close my eyes as the spinning intensifies, then black out.
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        * * *

      

      “Phoenix, what the hell. Wake up!” someone shouts in my ear as they shake me.

      My eyelids feel like they’re glued together, but with some effort, I manage to peel them open. Morpheus is glaring at me.

      “What?” I grumble.

      “You fucking bailed on us last night.”

      I sit up, feeling light-headed. Shit. I don’t remember how I got back to my room.

      “Did you find Daisy?” I ask him.

      “No, asshole. We didn’t find her. We searched for her the entire night. Rufio and Bryce are beside themselves, and when they found you passed out in your bed, it took a miracle to keep them from kicking your ass.”

      I run a hand through my hair, finding bits of dried mud stuck in them.

      What the fuck happened to me?

      “We have another problem, Morpheus. I can’t remember how I got here,” I admit.

      “What do you mean? Did you get drunk somehow during Daisy’s search party?”

      “I don’t know.” I rip at my hair. “Shit, there’s a big black hole in my head, as if part of my memories was scrubbed.”

      Morpheus arches his eyebrows. “Scrubbed on purpose by someone?”

      “Yeah.”

      He looks away, tenser than before. “This is bad, Phoenix. Really bad. Daisy is MIA, Rufio and Bryce are both about to blow, and you can’t remember a thing.”

      “Aren’t you getting any visions?”

      “No, and you shouldn’t ask for them. Rarely do I see something that’s not disastrous.”

      I stand up and the room begins to spin. Pinching the bridge of my nose, I close my eyes for a second.

      “What time is it?” I ask.

      “A little past seven.”

      “Shit. I need to get dressed.”

      “Wait. Are you going to class?”

      I look Morpheus in the eye. “Damn straight. We looked for Daisy everywhere, right? And we couldn’t find her. That means it’s possible she made it off campus after all.”

      Doubt shines in Morpheus’s eyes, but in the end, he lets out a resigned sigh. “You’re right.”

      He heads for the door but stops in the threshold and looks over his shoulder. “Is it me or are you also feeling a heaviness in your chest like you can’t breathe right?”

      His question catches me by surprise. Morpheus has never been one to talk about personal shit.

      “Nah. I’m good.”

      A big fat lie, but no one will ever know that. I’m the master of deceit, after all. I’ve being doing it my whole life.
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      When I open my eyes, the air is dry and the sky is clear. I left my room in the afternoon, so by all accounts it should be nighttime, unless….

      Holy shit. Did I spend the night in the forest?

      I sit up fast, immediately noticing the dry mud caked all over my clothes and in my hair.

      What happened to me? I had a fever and then the relentless pain that leveled me completely. I don’t remember how long the torture lasted, but oddly enough, I’ve never felt more refreshed and full of energy than I do now.

      I spy my backpack, discarded nearby with Rosie’s cowboy boots. My heart sinks when I take in the state of the footwear. No leather can withstand so much water dumped on it. The last thing I spot is my cell phone, which is now completely useless. Cursing, I collect everything and head back toward the dorm building.

      Yesterday, Bryce scared me enough to make me want to run away, fever and all, out in the rain. Today, as strange as it sounds, there isn’t an ounce of fear left in my body. Instead, the only thing coursing through my veins is determination. I’m Daisy Rodale. I won’t allow any Idol to intimidate me.

      With chin lifted high, I enter the dorm through the main door. It’s early, maybe not even seven yet, and the common area is quiet. I don’t take the stairs this time, aiming for the elevator—just because I’m not trembling in fear doesn’t mean I want to come across anyone.

      As I near my room, I have a mind to continue on and knock on Bryce’s door to demand my father’s diary back. But I don’t want him or the others to see me in this state, so I slip into my room and head for the shower.

      I take my time under the hot jet, and the water runs brown around my feet for several minutes. I have mud in places I didn’t know could get dirty. Yuck.

      Half an hour later, I finally get out. The mirror is completely foggy. I wipe it off and stare at my reflection. There’s no visible difference in the way I look. I expected to resemble a wraith after the ordeal I went through, but no. I actually look healthy.

      Whatever. It’s time to get ready for school.

      

      ***

      

      The Daisy from before would have made sure to arrive before anyone else. Today, I spent extra time getting ready. I even blow-dried my hair and put makeup on. Garnering plenty of stares as I walk toward class, I honestly feel like I’m in a romantic comedy where the underdog character receives a makeover and her peers can’t believe she’s the same person.

      I don’t think the red lipstick I’m wearing qualifies as a makeover. And I know they aren’t staring because of that.

      That’s right, assholes. You can’t get rid of me that easily.

      Taking my time to get ready paid off. When I enter math class, Phoenix, Rufio, and Morpheus are already there, looking worse for wear. The corners of my lips twist upward. My amusement grows by leaps and bounds when they see me standing in the front of the room.

      I look each one of them in the eye, but my gaze doesn’t linger. They aren’t worth my attention. It’s like my protective shield got an upgrade.

      No sooner does my butt hit the seat than Phoenix leans forward. “Where the hell have you been? We’ve been looking for you all night.”

      “I went out.”

      “Bullshit. You didn’t leave the campus grounds,” Rufio pipes up.

      “Why do you care where I went? Didn’t Bryce tell you what he found in my room?” I keep staring straight ahead.

      “Yes, he did. We thought you had run away,” Morpheus replies.

      I’m tempted to glance back so I can level the three assholes with a glare. But the girl who sits in front of Cherise’s old chair enters the room and balks at my presence. It’s comical to witness her expression go from surprised to furious in a matter of seconds. Fuming, she strides toward me.

      Pointing an angry finger my way, she says, “What are you doing here? Haven’t you learned your lesson?”

      I open my mouth to put the bitch in her place, but Rufio beats me to it. “The question is, haven’t you learned yours? Where’s your friend Cherise?”

      The girl switches her attention to him, her face becoming paler before she juts out her chin in defiance. She swallows hard before she replies, “Are you her knight in shining armor now? I thought Bryce was the one screwing her.”

      I sense Rufio’s fury roll out in waves toward the Idol girl. I haven’t had the chance to figure out what level she is or what she can do, but she clearly thinks she can take Rufio. Or maybe she’s like Cherise and lacks in the brain department.

      Mr. Atkins enters the room in that moment, interrupting what I’m sure was going to be a showdown. Throughout class, the magnificent trio tries to get my attention, but I ignore them all. I wonder what they’re planning. No way they’re just going to brush aside the fact that my father was part of a conspiracy to get rid of all Idols.

      Aware they’ll try to corner me the moment class is over, I prepare to bolt as soon as the bell rings. Unfortunately, I had forgotten that Phoenix has telekinesis powers, so while the students file out of the room, he keeps me glued to my seat.

      “Let me go,” I say through clenched teeth.

      “Not until you tell us where you went,” Phoenix replies.

      “I don’t owe you an explanation.” I struggle against the invisible hold.

      Rufio and Morpheus walk around my desk, blocking Mr. Atkins from my view. They tower over me, each sporting a different expression. Morpheus seems curious, whereas Rufio is downright pissed, if his scowl is any indication. He crosses his arms and stares hard at me.

      “Where did you spend the night, Daisy?” His voice is low and dangerous, but all it does is send a lick of desire down my spine. Stupid hormones.

      “Fine, if you must know, I spent the night under a tree.”

      Phoenix takes the position right in front of me with eyebrows furrowed. He doesn’t say a word, just keeps staring as if he’s trying to read my mind.

      “You slept in the forest? We searched every inch of it,” Morpheus retorts.

      “Must have missed a spot,” I reply.

      He narrows his eyes and says, “You look different.”

      “I feel different. You got your answer. Can I go now?”

      “No,” Rufio says at the same time I manage to get up. Did Phoenix simply let me go?

      Mr. Atkins is still in the room, and when our gazes connect, he asks, “Is everything okay there?”

      “Yup, peachy.” I stride toward the door.

      Before I’m out of earshot, I hear Rufio say to Phoenix, “Why did you let her out?”

      “I didn’t,” he replies.

      He’s lying. He must have released his power over me or I wouldn’t have been able to move at all. I’ve witnessed firsthand what he can do.

      Thanks to their impromptu interrogation, I’m late for class. The hallways are already empty. Fucking great. I break into a run. The class is on the third floor. This feels like déjà vu. Two days ago I was also running, but at least my reason is different.

      Before I can reach the stairs, someone grabs my arm and pulls me inside the janitor’s closet. I let out a yelp and that’s quickly muffled by a large hand covering my mouth. My heart leapfrogs to my throat, getting lodged there.

      It takes me a few seconds to recognize Bryce’s scent, but the knowledge doesn’t comfort me. It makes me even more nervous. The light turns on at the same time Bryce lets go of me. I whirl around, but in the confined space, that only brings me flush against his chest.

      “What the hell, Bryce!”

      “You’re still here.”

      “Really? You almost gave me a heart attack to make that idiotic observation?” I step back, which only makes me hit my shoulder blades against the metal shelf behind me. I’m still too close to him.

      His eyes drop to my feet and then travel up my body until his stormy eyes meet mine again. “You’re in one piece.”

      “Yes, no thanks to you. But if you want to obliterate me, now’s your chance. Go ahead.”

      Bryce narrows his eyes to slits. “I was worried sick about you.”

      A bubble of crazy laughter goes up throat. “You’re something else, Bryce Kent. You’re the one who kicked me out in the pouring rain while I was running a fever!”

      Rage fills his eyes, colliding with the worry I also see there. “And look at you now, hotter than a California summer day.”

      My heart does a backflip at the compliment, even if it was said with venom. Stupid organ.

      “Something is different about you,” Bryce continues.

      I throw my hands up in the air. “Oh my God. Not you too. I’m wearing makeup. Big fucking deal.”

      He steps forward, crowding my space. “Who noticed the change?”

      “Morpheus. Now if you excuse me, I’m already late for class.” I try to push him out of my way, but it’s like trying to move a boulder. He won’t budge.

      He grabs my wrist and pulls me flush against his chest. I have to tilt my head back to glower at him.

      “You didn’t leave campus, and we searched for you everywhere. Where did you spend the night?”

      Fury crackles above my skin, making me see red. “It’s not your damn business where I spent the night. You didn’t care one bit that you sent me packing while I was sick.”

      “You lied to me!” His eyes flash gold.

      “I didn’t lie to you. Since when is it a crime to not disclose every single detail of my life to everyone?”

      “Since the information makes you a traitor to my kind.”

      “I’m not a traitor!” I pull my arm from his grasp, hitting my elbow against the metal shelf. White-hot pain shoots up my arm. “Son of a bitch.” I rub the sore spot while I maintain my scowl at Bryce.

      “How did you do that?” He frowns.

      “Do what?”

      Bryce blinks a couple of times before he replies in a tight voice, “Break free.”

      I open and shut my mouth like a fish out of water. Rufio asked the same thing just a moment ago. Finally, I reply, “You must be losing your mojo.”

      We don’t speak for several beats. Thanks to the argument, my heart is thundering in my chest and my breathing is coming out in bursts.

      “By the way, I want my father’s diary back,” I demand.

      Bryce snorts. “Fat chance of that happening.”

      “That’s the only thing I have left of him. How can you be so hateful?”

      He flinches, and the reaction catches me by surprise. I didn’t expect him to care at all about what I think of him.

      “I—” His answer is cut short when the door bursts open and the janitor appears at the entrance.

      “What are you doing here?” he asks.

      “Nothing. I was just leaving.”

      I’m finally able to push Bryce out of the way. Looking at the clock mounted on the wall, I see it’s too late for me to go to class. I don’t think anyone is expecting me anyway, so I make a beeline for the school library.
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      I miss Toby. I wish his parents would reconsider their decision to pull him out of Gifted Academy. He worked so hard for two years; it’s not fair that he doesn’t get to graduate. Growing up, I wanted to do well in school so I could have the chance to do something I loved when I finished, but I never knew exactly what I wanted to do. Toby is one of the rare teenagers who has a clear goal. No. I can’t let this injustice happen to him without trying to help.

      When my lunch break comes, I head to Principal Fallon’s office, determined to make my case with her. If she was able to convince the council to give a scholarship to me, I’m sure she can persuade Toby’s parents to reconsider their decision. However, when I arrive at her office, I find the door locked. Shit, they must be out for lunch too.

      I drag my ass to the cafeteria. I’ll just grab a juice. I’m not really hungry. Thanks to my detour, when I enter the room, it’s buzzing with loud conversation. A lot of heads turn in my direction, and now I bet I’m the current topic of gossip. Ignoring the stares, I veer toward the vending machine.

      I’m in a crouch, reaching for the dispenser at the bottom, when I sense a presence behind me. The hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Clutching the cold bottle tighter, I unbend my knees and turn around. No surprise when I come face-to-face with Drusilla and Renata.

      “You have some nerve coming back here,” Drusilla sneers.

      “Fuck off. I’m not in the mood for your antics.” I move forward to cut through the two bitches, but Drusilla pushes me back by the shoulder. I hit the vending machine with a loud bang.

      “I don’t care who your protectors are. Thanks to you, Cherise was expelled, and Renata and I got detention. You’re going to pay, bitch.”

      “I guess you’re seeking expulsion, then,” I reply.

      Drusilla throws her head back and laughs. “You’re such a stupid whore. Principal Fallon can’t touch me or Renata. Our families are too important, and we pour a lot of money in this school. You could say we own it.”

      “Well, I don’t give a fuck about your connections. Get out of my way, or I’ll show you how Norm kids handle fucktards like you.”

      I don’t know where my bravado is coming from, but it’s not a front. Before I was all bark, no bite. Now I’m not bluffing. Did the fever addle my brain?

      Renata grabs my arm and squeezes so hard, I know she’ll shatter my bones like she did with Toby. On reflex, I pull my arm back, and surprisingly I’m able to escape her clutches. Her eyes widen as if she can’t believe it either.

      I’m still staring at Renata when, from the corner of my eye, I see Drusilla’s punch coming in my direction. By a miracle, I move out of the way, and her hand smashes through the vending machine’s glass. She lets out a yell, but obviously there’s no blood on her hand. She’s a powerful Idol, so regular glass won’t cut her. Only lightning glass will, I think bitterly.

      One of the guys serving food runs in our direction. “Is everything all right here?”

      Drusilla whirls around, clutching her hand. “Mind your own business, Fringe.”

      A small crowd has gathered around us, and closer to me, there’s Morpheus, alone. Our gazes connect, and it’s almost like he’s asking if he should intervene. He’s done so before without asking for permission; why did he hold back now?

      Jeez, Daisy. Maybe because he also thinks you’re here to kill them all.

      Principal Fallon enters the cafeteria in that precise moment.

      “Drusilla and Renata. I’m not surprised,” she says. “In my office. Now!”

      Renata twists her face into a remorseful look, but Drusilla stares at the principal with a defiant rise of her chin. “As you wish, ma’am.”

      She walks off, but not before sparing me a glance that says this isn’t over.

      Since there was no blood—aka mine—the crowd disperses, but not Morpheus. He walks in my direction instead.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      “In one piece, as you can see.”

      “That was a pretty impressive move.”

      I frown, not understanding his remark. “I didn’t do anything. Drusilla hit the vending machine all on her own.”

      “The way you moved out of the way was impressive.”

      “I guess I have good reflexes.” I shrug.

      “Sure. Let’s call it that.”

      Morpheus continues to stare at me in a peculiar way.

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Sure,” he replies.

      “Why aren’t you trying to kill me?” I uncap the juice bottle and take a sip.

      “Do you want me to try?” He raises an eyebrow.

      “You almost choked me to death for simply defending your former tutor. Now you know about my father, and yet I’m not getting any murderous vibes from you, Rufio, or Phoenix. So what gives?”

      “I can’t answer for Rufio or Phoenix, but maybe I don’t want to give up my last chance of passing math. If you’re staying at Gifted Academy, I’d like to resume our tutoring sessions.”

      My mouth drops of its own accord. I sure didn’t expect this from him. There must be a catch.

      “I stunned you into silence. That’s a first.” He chuckles, showing me a glimpse of his adorable dimples. No, Daisy. Don’t be lured by them.

      “I’ve missed a lot of classes. I need to catch up,” I say.

      “You can start catching up in math and helping me in the process.”

      Something strange is happening to me. I’m getting butterflies, and Morpheus is the cause. He’s the perfect mix of cute and sexy when he’s not glaring at me.

      “Okay, fine. We can study for an hour after class. But only if you convince Bryce to give my father’s diary back.”

      The easygoing smile vanishes from his face. “Why do you want it back?”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose while letting out a loud sigh. “Jeez, maybe because my father is dead and that’s the only thing I have that belonged to him?”

      “I can’t make any promises.”

      Well, that’s better than nothing.

      “Hey, Morpheus. Are you guys into sharing now?” the guy with bright blue hair—can’t remember his name—says as he walks past us.

      “Excuse me?” Morpheus’s eyes narrow while his aura becomes darker.

      The idiot who addressed him snorts, clueless to the beast he’s about to unleash. Doesn’t he know who he’s speaking to? God, one look at Morpheus at his worst is enough to put the fear in the hearts of many.

      “You two look pretty chummy, and if I’m not mistaken, Bryce was all over the Norm a couple of days ago.” He turns to me and gives me a leery once-over, making my skin crawl.

      Morpheus steps in front of me, and I actually see a dark miasma erupt from his frame and zap into the guy. It’s different than the shadows that usually concentrate around his writs.

      The blue-haired Idol gasps as he clutches his chest. His eyes widen, and he seems to be having trouble breathing.

      “What’s the matter, Pietro?” Morpheus asks in a taunting way.

      The guy begins to wheeze as he lifts a supplicant hand toward Morpheus.

      “Morpheus, let it go. He’s not worth it,” I say.

      I can’t have another student getting in trouble on my account, even if it’s Morpheus and the likelihood he will suffer any consequence is slim. But I have been the subject of his wrath before, and it’s no picnic.

      The miasma I saw zap into Pietro comes out and evaporates into thin air. The guy bends over, resting his hands on his knees and taking deep breaths.

      Morpheus leans forward and says near the guy’s ear, “Let this be a reminder of who owns this school, asshole. If I hear you say anything about us or Daisy again, I won’t be merciful.”
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      After a quick remise, I end the match with one powerful lunge, hitting my opponent right where his heart is. With a grunt, he falls on his ass.

      He removes his mask angrily and snarls. “What the fuck, Bryce? Are you trying to kill me?”

      I pull my mask back and turn around. “If you can’t handle the play, maybe you should spar with the Fringes.”

      This is a free period, so there aren’t any teachers regulating what we do. A sudden heat comes from behind. I whirl around in the speed of light and block Nate’s fireball with my own energy missile. His ball fizzles, but not before I’m on him, holding him by his neck.

      “Do you think you can win against me, motherfucker?”

      I throw him across the room, and he’s lucky that’s all I do. He hits the wood-paneled wall with a loud crack and doesn’t get up.

      “Whoa. I thought this was the fencing room,” Morpheus proclaims from the entrance.

      I glance at him briefly before heading for the bench. “What are you doing here? Don’t you have class?”

      “It’s art class, the only subject I can afford to skip.” Morpheus fixes his gaze on Nate, then sits next to me on the bench. “I have to talk to you about Daisy.”

      “Ah fuck no.” I get up, not in the mood to talk about her. I’m frustrated that I can’t make up my mind about her. I have every reason to distrust her, and yet I want to believe her innocence.

      “I think you jumped the gun yesterday,” Morpheus continues.

      “Are you kidding me?”

      Nate moans from the floor. He’s not out, so we shouldn’t be having this conversation here. I hoist my duffel bag’s strap over my shoulder and head out. Morpheus is right behind me. In the hallway, we don’t speak. Too many people around. It’s not until we’re on the path back to the dorms that Morpheus restarts the convo.

      “I’m serious, Bryce. All I can think about is the vision I saw. You were bonded with her. She’s not out to destroy us.”

      I clench my jaw but don’t answer right away. I’ve been wrestling with the knowledge of Morpheus’s visions and what I learned about Daisy’s father all night. It didn’t help that she decided to pull a disappearing act. I helped look for her not because I wanted to make sure she was gone but because I was fucking worried. But seeing her this morning, looking like a million bucks, rubbed me the wrong way.

      “You can’t know that. Maybe she’s going to brainwash me or something.”

      “Shit. Are you listening to yourself? How could a Norm brainwash you?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe she’s working with the Knights and there are some powerful Idols among them.”

      I push the door to the building open with too much force, breaking it off its hinges. It falls with a smash of glass breaking. Fucking great. My mother will have a cow. I forgo the elevators and aim for the stairs. Once in our apartment, I’m relieved that Rufio and Phoenix aren’t around.

      “I’m seeing Daisy later,” Morpheus tells me. “She’s going to keep tutoring me.”

      “Whatever. Do what you want.” I make a beeline to my room. I’m done talking about her.

      But Morpheus seems keen on pestering me. He follows me, stopping at the threshold. My idiotic brother hasn’t fixed my door yet.

      “I want the diary.”

      I turn around. “What?”

      “You heard me. We’ve both read it from beginning to end. We don’t need it.”

      “Did she ask you to do this?”

      “What if she did?”

      I shake my head. Daisy is dangerous. I should have listened to Morpheus when he wasn’t under her spell. “Damn, Morpheus. Are you fucking her too?”

      I know it was a shitty thing to say. And it also sounds like I’m jealous. He narrows his eyes and curls his hands into fists by his sides. Shadows leak from underneath his bracelets.

      “Unlike you, Rufio, and Phoenix, I don’t think with my dick,” he replies.

      He stomps away, and now I feel like an asshole. I sit on the edge of my bed and stare into nothing. I lived all my life numb, unable to feel emotion. I thought I was missing out. But Daisy managed to break the wall around all my suppressed feelings, and now I don’t know what to do with them.

      I hate her, crave her, miss her.

      But one thing is clear. I have to make up my mind about her. I can’t keep playing this game of push and pull. Maybe I should have let her explain instead of condemning her based on her father’s sins. I promised her I would protect her at all costs, but it didn’t take much for me to go back on my word.

      Damn everything to hell.
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        * * *

      

      RUFIO

      Not in the mood to face the crowd, I blew off lunch and spent the time in the treehouse with Phoenix. We were both in need of some Silver-voltage. I know what my problem is. His is a mystery. But fuck if the first thing that popped into my head when I went through the trapdoor wasn’t my time with Daisy here. My dick gets hard just replaying the memories.

      “You’re not thinking about her, are you?” Phoenix asks, guessing what’s on my mind.

      “No,” I grumble.

      “Riiight.” He heads for the cupboard where we keep our stash of Silver-voltage and retrieves two vials.

      I adjust my pants and drop onto the beanbag, my gaze fixed on the rug in front of me. I can almost see the imprint of Daisy’s body on the soft rug. I groan out loud.

      With a shake of his head, Phoenix tosses me one of the vials and then takes a seat on the beanbag opposite mine. “I don’t know what Daisy was doing all night, but man, she looked good this morning.” He whistles.

      “Shut up.” I dump half the vial’s contents on my jacket sleeve and bring it to my nose. The strong fumes go straight to my head, and a few seconds later, the tension in my body begins to dissipate.

      We don’t speak for several minutes. Silver-voltage is actually the only thing that can make Phoenix shut his pie hole for more than a few seconds. But of course, the drug can do only so much, and he’s the one who breaks the silence first.

      “All jokes aside, didn’t Daisy seem different today?”

      I rub my face and curse Phoenix in my head. Why does he have to keep bringing her up?

      “Different how?” I ask just to be antagonistic. I also noticed a peculiar vibe coming off her.

      “I don’t know. Norms’ auras are usually dim, unremarkable. But Daisy’s was megabright today.”

      “Did you seriously just use the word aura?” I chuckle, though only to hide my discomfort.

      Shit. I shouldn’t be feeling anything but bliss right now, but I can’t ignore Phoenix’s assessment. He was dead-on. It wasn’t only Daisy’s confidence and lack of fear that caught my attention today. It was exactly what Phoenix said. She was surrounded by this strange energy that made her even more magnetic to me.

      Phoenix scoffs. “Whatever. But you know what I’m saying, right? I wonder what Morpheus makes out of it.”

      “He’s probably going to spill the same kind of nonsense you did.”

      “Jeez, what crawled up your ass today? Do you need another hit of Silver-voltage?”

      I run a hand through my hair. “I don’t want to be completely baked.”

      Aggravating techno music pierces through the peace and quiet of the woods. Phoenix lets out a curse as he stares at his phone’s screen.

      “Are you going to get that?” I ask.

      “It’s my mother. She’s been hounding me about dinner on Friday.”

      “Fucking parents. Just say you’ll come and be done with it. Then you won’t have to perform your son duties for another month or so.”

      Phoenix flinches, and I can’t understand why. Neither of us has a good home life, but it’s only fucking dinner, not the end of the world.

      Instead of answering, he sends the call to voice mail. “She’s gonna kill my buzz. I’ll deal with her later.”
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        * * *

      

      PHOENIX

      Ignoring my mother’s call didn’t work. The reminder that I’ll have to see my father in only a few days brings bile up my throat. He won’t make me ‘perform’ my son duties on Friday, not with my mother around. But I bet he’ll come calling later, demanding a vision.

      I stare at the tattoo he branded me with. I’ve searched high and low for a way to remove his damn mark from my body and haven’t found an answer. As long as the tattoo is on my skin, that bastard has control over me.

      “Bryce said the Knights were able to neutralize his powers. What do you think they used?”

      Rufio turns to me with eyes that are already glazed. “Beats me. Maybe the same material used in Daisy’s special dagger?”

      I can tell there isn’t deep thought in Rufio’s comment, but what he said makes sense. “Her father’s diary said lightning glass, whatever that is.”

      “Can we not talk about her for a second? I came here to relax.”

      I swallow my angry retort. Maybe Rufio doesn’t truly believe the dagger can kill us, but if there’s a remote chance that it’s lethal to our kind, I’ll take it. I won’t be able to strike my father myself, not while I have the tattoo, but maybe a Norm with a thirst for revenge can.
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      I’d like to believe my change in attitude is what’s keeping the sharks at bay. But I know too well the reason Gifted Academy’s student body is leaving me alone is their mortal fear of the Magnificent Four. Despite the fact that Bryce, Rufio, and Phoenix are ignoring me, it only takes one school king to take an interest in me to grant me immunity.

      Today is my second tutoring lesson with Morpheus. We’re back in the library because I will not step foot in his apartment and risk bumping into his roommates. It’s bad enough we have class together.

      After only ten minutes in his seat, he can’t stop bouncing his leg up and down while he stares at the math equation he’s working on. I decided to let him try to solve it without me butting in while I work on my own homework. We have another quiz next week, hence why Morpheus is more agitated than ever.

      With a groan, he drops his pencil on the table and yanks his long hair back. “Gah, why is this so hard?”

      “Are you done?” I peer at his paper, and then, seeing he has indeed solved the equation, I pull his notebook toward me.

      “It’s probably all wrong,” he grumbles, folding his arms.

      It takes me a few seconds to scan through his work. “No, actually, this is correct.” I lift my face to his. “You did it, Morpheus.”

      His eyes widen as he leans closer so he can look at his own work again, which brings him all over my personal space. The scent of cinnamon and oranges fills my nose. I’m not sure if it’s Morpheus’s aftershave or his shampoo, but it makes me want to take a deeper whiff of the scent.

      I clear my throat. “Uh, stop stealing my air.”

      He leans back and looks at me sheepishly. “Oops, sorry.”

      “Are you ready to tackle the next one?”

      He sucks his lower lip in while he ponders my question. My eyes stay glued to his mouth, and I wonder if his lips taste like cinnamon and oranges too. Whoa. Where did that thought come from? Isn’t it enough that I slept with Bryce and Rufio? Jeez, I never knew I was a nympho.

      I sense someone has walked up, so that forces me to peel my eyes off Morpheus and his kissable mouth. Mrs. Wilkins is standing there.

      “Miss Woods, may I have a word with you?”

      It’s strange to hear people call me by my fake last name in front of the guys now that they know my real name is Rodale.

      “Yeah, sure.”

      I leave my things, guessing this conversation won’t last long, and follow the librarian to her office. As I walk, I sense Morpheus’s stare at my back, so I glance over my shoulder. His demeanor has changed. He’s frowning now, but at least the glower isn’t aimed at me, I think. He did say Mrs. Wilkins hates his guts now.

      Once inside the woman’s office, she gets straight to the point. “Have you found the answer you were looking for in that book I lent you?”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “Good. I’d like it back.”

      My eyebrows arch. “Already? I haven’t had the chance to read everything.”

      “That book is a priceless relic. I can’t let a student keep it for an indefinite amount of time.”

      “Oh, okay. Can I keep it over the weekend at least?”

      Her forehead wrinkles. “Fine. But I expect the book back first thing Monday morning.”

      “All right, then.”

      She turns her gaze to the window, and I can guess who she’s staring at now. Our table is within her line of sight. “How is everything going with Mr. Malek? Is he behaving?”

      “Yes. I haven’t had any problems with him.”

      “Good. Let me know if he does return to his usual ways. Don’t be fooled by his good disposition. That boy is the epitome of darkness. Anything can set him off.”

      “You don’t like him very much, do you?” I cross my arms and pinch my lips.

      Mrs. Wilkins watches me closely for a moment. “Would you like a nightmare personified? You felt his power before. How was that?” She arches an eyebrow.

      A shiver runs down my spine at the memory. It was awful. Some of the worst seconds of my life. But I’m not going to give her the satisfaction.

      I’m not sure why I’m feeling all protective of Morpheus. He was horrible to me when I started here, but now I think I’m finally seeing the real him. The way our society is built with Idols, Fringes, and Norms all hating each other turns us blind to the person behind the race. My father hated Idols with a fervor. To him, it was black and white. Idols needed to go. It’s no wonder Bryce automatically assumed I shared my father’s sentiments. He doesn’t know Dad always protected Rosie and me from the ugliness of the world. I didn’t know what he was up to until his death.

      “Not great,” I reply.

      “I rest my case.” She walks around her desk and takes a seat. “You have until Monday, Daisy. I hope you’re a speedy reader.”

      Dismissed, I simply nod and walk out of her office. Morpheus has his head down toward his notebook, engrossed in what he’s doing. He lifts his face when I approach the desk. He’s no longer glowering, but his eyebrows are scrunched together.

      “What did she want?”

      “She lent me a rare book the other day, and she wants it back.”

      I see no sense in lying about it since Bryce saw the book already.

      “Son of a bitch.” Morpheus leans back and sets his pencil down.

      “What?”

      “I came here the other day asking if she had any rare books, and she lied to my face.”

      “Well, maybe that’s the only rare book she has.”

      “When do you need to return it?” There’s a new glint in his eye now.

      “Monday, but don’t get any ideas. I haven’t had the chance to read that damn bible yet.”

      “We can photocopy it.”

      “It’s over a thousand pages,” I reply exasperatedly and earn a few shushing sounds from the students nearby.

      “Fine. Let’s do a read-a-thon together this weekend.” He begins to collect his stuff and shove it in his bag.

      “A what?” I squeak.

      “I’ll come by later, and we can read the damn bible together.” His lips curl into a crooked grin.

      Okay, now I’m speechless. I so do not want to spend a weekend hunched over a book with Morpheus. That’s dangerous territory in more ways than one.

      “Who says I don’t have plans already?” I ask.

      “Do you?” He lifts an eyebrow.

      I could lie, but I’m sure he would be able to tell. “No.”

      “It’s settled, then. I’ll bring dinner. See you at seven?”

      He’s already up and ready to leave.

      “Fine. Seven, but only if you bring a certain diary with you.” I have not forgotten about our deal, even though I took pity on him and already restarted our tutoring sessions.

      He twists his face into a grimace. “I’ll try, but Bryce is stubborn as fuck.”

      “Let me put it this way. No diary, no read-a-thon.”

      I stare hard at him, trying my best to portray a stern expression. Not that I think I would scare the likes of Morpheus with my I’m-not-joking face.

      “I’ll see you at seven.” He smiles, but it doesn’t comfort me. He doesn’t believe I’ll follow through this time.

      It’s all your fault, Daisy. You shouldn’t have succumbed to his cute face.

      Fucking dimples get me every time.
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      Since I no longer have a working cell phone and I don’t own a laptop, I stay in the library a little longer to check my emails. There are only a few desktop computers that pretty much collect dust since everyone has their own.

      I read Rosie’s email first. She already knows I can’t be reached by phone from my previous email, so her message is pretty lengthy. Apparently, our landlord is still acting strange, pestering Rosie with questions about me. I reply quickly, asking Rosie to keep evading the lady. Maybe I should look for another accommodation for her. If Mrs. Wilmot is fishing for information, she can’t be trusted.

      Next I send an email to Toby asking him how things are going. There’s also an email from Felicity in my inbox. She broke up with her hippie boyfriend—shocker—and she’s on her post-breakup week where she’s sworn men from her life. Next week will be the I’m-single-let’s-whore-out phase. I send her a quick update, leaving out all the juicy details.

      By the time I’m done, it’s already past five and the library will close soon. I collect my things and hastily walk out. The hallways are empty, which is to be expected; it’s Friday afternoon, and I’m sure everyone has better things to do than hang out at school after classes.

      I’m a minute away from the senior dorm building when Drusilla walks out from behind a tree and stands in my way.

      With a groan, I ask, “What do you want now?”

      “What do you think? You managed to get away from us, but there’s no one around to save your ass from us this time.”

      I should be afraid—she’s an Idol, and I’m still very much a Norm—but I’m feeling a bunch of stuff. Annoyance. Anger. But no fear. Did Bryce erase my ability to feel the emotion? Maybe I should ask Morpheus to test it out. He’s a fearmancer, after all.

      “You’re seriously pathetic. It’s so easy to show bravado when you have extra powers in your arsenal. You wouldn’t last a minute if you had to fight with your muscles.”

      Drusilla’s eyes flash with pure hatred. “There’s only one pathetic being here, and it’s you.”

      I make a motion to walk around her, but she continues. “You’re not going anywhere.”

      Sure as shit, I lose my ability to move. Damn the bitch and her words.

      “What are you going to force me to do? There’s no crowd around. Humiliation is your thing, isn’t it?”

      She narrows her eyes to slits, and her lips curl into wicked smile. “I’m done playing childish games. I’m getting rid of you for good.”

      I sense someone approach me from behind, and then my nose and mouth are covered with a handkerchief laced with cheap perfume. The strong fumes burn my nostrils and go straight to my head. Almost immediately, the world begins to spiral out of control. Shit. It feels like I’m drunk. The handkerchief vanishes, but not the effects of the substance on it.

      Renata appears in my line of vision. Actually, there are two of them now. Great.

      “What the hell did you do to me?”

      “Just giving you a taste of living as an Idol. You just took a big whiff of Silver-voltage,” Drusilla replies with glee. “Oh shit. But that stuff is lethal to Norms, right?” She bites her nail and makes a phony guilty face. “Too bad.”

      “You bitch!” I yell, but my voice sounds wrong. I really underestimated her. “You were the one behind the deaths of the Fringe girls.”

      “I had nothing to do with that, but good riddance.” She turns her attention to her minion. “Come on, Renata. Our work here is done.”

      “How long do you think she’ll last?” Renata asks.

      Drusilla shrugs. “Don’t know. Don’t care.”

      She sashays away, flipping her long red hair back like she’s on a catwalk. I try to move, and to my surprise, I’m able to take a step forward. But coordination has left the building. I only manage to wobble like a drunk person for two seconds before I fall just off the path. I’d laugh if the situation wasn’t grave. Toby warned me about Silver-voltage, and I’ve seen firsthand what it does to Fringes. How long until I start to convulse and bleed from my nose? There’s gotta be an antidote. If only I could get to the infirmary or had my phone.

      Damn it. I’m really screwed this time.

      No, Daisy. You can get out of this. You’re not going to die like a stupid junkie.

      Clenching my jaw, I push myself off the ground. I’m super dizzy, but at least the world has stopped spiraling. I lean against the tree behind me and take deep breaths.

      Surprisingly, with each inhale of fresh air, my head clears a little. My legs don’t feel like they’re boneless anymore. I can get help.

      I begin my trek back to school while random thoughts pop in my head, too fast for me to latch on to any of them. The front door of the main building looms in front of me, just a few paces away, but I can’t remember why in the world I came back here. I have my backpack with me, and my room keys are in my pocket.

      I shake my head and spin around. Man, I must be losing my mind.

      Sudden euphoria hits me, and crazy laughter bubbles up my throat. Like a silly girl, I skip the rest of the way toward the dorm building. I wish I had a car. It’s a great day to go out dancing. Maybe I can convince Toby to come get me with Purple Delight. Oh, wait. I don’t have a phone anymore. Damn it.

      I’m about to pull the main door open when Phoenix walks out, looking and smelling like a million bucks. My eyes travel the length of his yummy body as my mouth waters.

      “Daisy? Are you just coming from school?” He gives me a once-over.

      “Yup. I had to check some emails. Where are you going? Hot date?”

      Phoenix chuckles. “I wish. What’s up with you?” He leans closer. “Your eyes are red. Are you high?”

      “Me?” I place my hand over my chest. “I don’t think so. At least, I don’t remember taking anything.”

      “Really?” His eyes take on a dangerous glint. “What are you doing right now?”

      “Nothing really. I’m probably going to grab something to eat at the vending machine and call it a night.”

      I have a vague memory that I was supposed to do something else, but I can’t remember.

      “You can do better than junk food. I’m going to my parents’ for dinner. Want to tag along?”

      I cock my head to the side and squint. “That sounds like a trap. Aren’t your parents awful?”

      Phoenix’s smile wilts a little. “One more reason for you to come. You can save me from a torturous evening. Be my hero.”

      “Heroine,” I correct him.

      He chuckles. “Heroine. Fine. So, is that a yes?”

      I shrug. “Sure. I have nothing better to do.”
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      PHOENIX

      Daisy’s definitely high. She would never have a conversation with me like I’m an old friend of hers. And the fact that she didn’t think twice before accepting my invitation just convinced me she took something. But what? Her eyes are red, so my guess is pot. I don’t really know much about drugs Norms take since they don’t affect me at all.

      Well, pot meet kettle. I wouldn’t have extended an invitation if I wasn’t also high. I took a dose of Silver-voltage before heading out. It’s the only thing that will help me endure an evening with my folks. And I have extra in my glove compartment for the way back.

      “So, where do your parents live?” Daisy asks as she follows me to the garage.

      “Near Echo Cove,” I reply, giving her a side glance.

      Her red lipstick is gone, but her bee-stung lips are a temptation I’m not sure I’ll be able to resist. Now that I know who her father was, my fascination for her has grown. There’s still the old hatred and suspicion though, lying just underneath the surface. I can’t forget the time Daisy spotted my black eye and I ended up unleashing the beast on her. But since saving her from drowning, I can easily forget these feelings. Maybe Bryce was right to send her away. She does have a crazy power over us.

      “Oh, do they have a beachfront mansion?” she asks.

      “Naturally.”

      Nothing less will do for Mr. Westbrook. My white Porsche SUV comes into view. The back lights flash as I near the driver door.

      “Oh, nice wheels. It fits you,” she comments.

      “Thanks.”

      The sound of tires screeching catches my attention, and a second later, Pietro’s sleek sports car comes flying into view. On instinct, I pull Daisy out of the way, which means flush to my side. The idiot doesn’t slow down until he reaches the garage’s gate.

      “Where is he going in such a hurry?” Daisy asks.

      “Who knows? The guy is a moron.”

      It’s an effort to step away from her, but I must if I intend to get into my car. I wait until she walks around the vehicle to slide behind the steering wheel. I don’t share Daisy’s enthusiasm over my nice wheels. It was paid for by my father and is therefore tainted. I’d rather live in poverty instead of being shackled to the monster.

      We don’t speak for a moment, but once we pass the academy gates and hit the highway, I glance at her. She’s looking out the window, and for the first time, she doesn’t have the usual edge I’ve come to associate with her. Her guard is down. Maybe I can satiate my curiosity about her.

      “What happened after your parents died?” I ask.

      She turns to me with a frown. “What do you mean?”

      “The newspapers said you and your sister died in the fire, but that’s obviously not true. So what happened to you?”

      She lets out a heavy exhale. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Why not?” I push. She’s trapped in my car; she’s not going anywhere.

      She leans back against the headrest. “We lived on the streets for a while, if you really must know.”

      “Really? What was that like?”

      I sense her stare burning a hole in the side of my face. “What do you think, pretty boy?”

      “Pretty boy?” I raise an eyebrow while the corners of my lips curl upward.

      “Oh come on. You know how you look.”

      I don’t know if Daisy is trying to change the subject or if her drug-addled brain can’t focus on one thing for too long. My ego wants her to keep talking about how I look, but my curiosity wants to know everything about her. Maybe I can discover if she’s working with the Knights after all. Or get a clue to what happened to my memories on the evening she went missing.

      “You can talk about how attractive you find me later. So, what was it like living on the streets? Brutal, I suppose. Can’t imagine how two Norm kids could survive unscathed.”

      “Who says we didn’t get hurt?”

      The most awful scenarios come to my mind. A pretty girl like Daisy would have been the target of the foulest predators. Bile pools in my mouth, and my knuckles turn white from holding the steering wheel too tight.

      “What happened?”

      “I said I don’t want to talk about it. It was hell, but we lived to tell the tale.”

      “But you’re not telling the tale.”

      “Meh, it’s depressing. How about some music?” She reaches for the radio, and on instinct, I bat her hand away.

      “Don’t. You’re going to mess up all the stations.”

      “Jeez, you’re one of those guys, huh?” Daisy smirks.

      “What guys?”

      “The guys whose cars are an extension of their penises.”

      I chuckle. Who knew junkie Daisy was funny? “Baby, don’t be talking about my penis unless you want it to come out and play.”

      “Oh my God. I just barfed in my mouth.”

      “Whatever. So, what radio station do you like?”

      “How about The Freaks?”

      “That’s a Norm station, right?”

      “Well, it’s run by Fringes, but yeah, they play songs from Norm artists.”

      I use the voice-activated control to find the station. An unfamiliar pop song fills the interior of the car.

      “I love this song!” Daisy proclaims, then begins to bob her head in sync with the melody.

      Traffic is heavy at this time of the day, so I can’t take my eyes off the road too much to stare at her. But every time I do, my dick twitches in my pants. When I take the exit to my parents’ neighborhood, my temporary good mood evaporates. I also don’t have to worry about a hard-on. Nothing good survives when I approach my father’s domain.

      Despite the Westbrook mansion being inside a high-security gated community, my father deemed it necessary to install another checkpoint to his property. My car is equipped with the remote control to the wrought iron gates, so with the push of a button, they open.

      “Wow. Your house is pretty badass,” Daisy says in awe.

      “It’s not my house,” I reply harshly.

      The modern mansion is a masterpiece in architecture and has been featured several times in lifestyle magazines. It’s all about angles, cleans lines, and lots of glass.

      I park the car right in front of the stairs leading to the front door on the second level, then pause a moment.

      “Phoenix? Are you all right?”

      “I just a need a minute.” I take deep breaths, steeling myself to deal with my father. I always get sick to my stomach when I have to see him face-to-face.

      Daisy covers my hand with hers and squeezes. I turn to meet her eyes, which are rounder and no longer red. “Whatever demons you’re battling, you’ll be okay.”

      I never wanted to kiss a girl as badly as I want to kiss her now. I’m actually on the verge of breaking the distance between us and crushing my lips to hers, but I sense a third presence not far from us. With difficulty, I peel my gaze off Daisy’s face and look ahead. My mother is standing on the ledge, looking down on us.

      “We’ve been spotted. We’d better get going.” I open the door and slide out of the car.

      I walk around the front of the SUV and meet Daisy halfway. I’m an asshole, but I won’t let Daisy walk into the lion’s den without protection.

      I grab her hand and lace our fingers together. I sense a slight tension from her and a question in her gaze.

      “My mother probably thinks you’re my girlfriend. It’ll be easier if we let her believe that.”

      “Why?” Daisy whispers.

      “You’ll find out soon enough.”
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      My head is still fuzzy, and there are crazy butterflies in my stomach. I’m pretty sure those were awakened by Phoenix. But when he laces his hand with mine, a zing of pleasure shoots up my arm, heightening all my current emotions.

      Overwhelmed by my reaction to him, I float up the flight of stairs and only come back to Earth when a throat clearing ahead draws my attention. A gorgeous blonde woman is staring at me as if I’m an alien. Her green eyes are narrowed to slits, her lips pinched in a thin flat line.

      “Phoenix, I didn’t know you were bringing a guest,” she says in a cold voice.

      Yikes. I’m sensing major hostile vibes from her.

      “It was a last-minute thing. I didn’t know if Daisy could make it. She’s a very dedicated student,” Phoenix replies in a smooth voice that sends tingles down my spine. He’s not even addressing me. I can’t imagine how my body will react when he does.

      The woman gives me a once-over that clearly says she finds me lacking. Whatever. I don’t really care about what she thinks about me. In reality, I’m not even annoyed that she’s been so rude.

      “Well, I suppose I can ask the maid to put an extra plate on the table.” She turns on her high heels and strides back into the house.

      “Your mother is a bit uptight, huh?” I say.

      “You have no idea. Are you ready?”

      I sense Phoenix’s stare, so I turn to meet his gaze. “If you had asked me any other day, I’d say forget about it. Not today though. So yeah, I’m ready.”

      Phoenix’s lips curl into a lopsided grin. “What did you take before I found you?”

      “What do you mean? I didn’t take anything.”

      “Daisy….” He trails off while staring meaningfully at me.

      “Phoenix,” I mimic his tone.

      With a shake of his head, he laughs. “Fine. Don’t tell me. This evening ought to be interesting.”

      We finally follow Phoenix’s mother into the house. The modern theme from outside continues seamlessly into the front foyer. The first thing that strikes me is Phoenix’s parents’ obsession with white. My eyes hurt from the brightness.

      “Damn, what do your parents have against color?” I ask.

      Phoenix chuckles.

      A man in a pristine dark suit appears to greet us. “Mr. Westbrook. Hors d’oeuvres have been served in the patio area.”

      “Thanks, Vargas.”

      “You have a butler?” I ask.

      The man in question makes a sourpuss expression as if he just sucked on a lemon.

      “My parents have a butler,” Phoenix replies.

      We follow Vargas to the outside area just in time to catch a gorgeous sunset. Phoenix’s mother is speaking in hushed tones with a woman in uniform before turning her attention to us.

      “Where’s Father?” Phoenix’s asks.

      “In his office. He’ll join us shortly.”

      Phoenix heads for the wet bar and pours himself a double dose of whiskey. He drinks the full glass in large gulps before he refills it. All the while, his mother is watching him with a disapproving expression on her marble-statue face.

      “So we’re starting early,” she says, to which Phoenix doesn’t reply.

      With a clicking of her tongue, she turns to me. “Would you like something to drink, Daisy?”

      “No, thank you.”

      A sliver of dread runs down my spine, and the small hairs on my neck stand on end. A powerful Idol just stepped foot on the patio. Phoenix and his mother stand stiffly, both looking over my shoulder. I turn around and come face-to-face with a tall and imposing man dressed to the nines in a sharp suit and tie. There’s absolutely no resemblance between him and Phoenix, but I know without a shred of doubt that the man staring daggers in my direction is Phoenix’s father.

      “What the hell is this Norm doing here?” he growls.

      Suddenly, Phoenix is next to me and wrapping his arm around my waist. I don’t know how he moved so fast from the other side of the patio, but I’m glad he did. Even in my current easy-breezy state, I still feel the wrath of his father.

      “Daisy is my date for the evening,” Phoenix replies.

      “How dare you bring a filthy Norm to my house?”

      I flinch and tense on the spot. Phoenix’s hold on me tightens.

      “You’d better treat my girlfriend with more respect,” he hisses.

      What is he doing? His father is about to blow a fuse.

      “Your girlfriend?” The man’s glower switches to a point behind us—his wife is my guess. “Leticia, did you know about this?”

      “Of course not.”

      “I don’t know what kind of idiotic games you’re playing, boy, but Westbrooks don’t date Norms. We don’t even fuck them.”

      Okay, this is seriously pissing me off, and he’s totally killing my buzz. I open my mouth to tell him what I think about his race when Phoenix speaks.

      “Well, this Westbrook does. It’s high time I break away from your disgusting traditions. Come on, Daisy. We’re out of here.” He begins to guide me toward the front of the house.

      “Don’t you dare walk away from me, boy,” his father shouts.

      “Watch me.”

      A high shrieking noise pierces my eardrums. I cover my ears with my hands and wonder what the hell is going on. Phoenix pushes me forward and says, “Run, Daisy.”

      He doesn’t need to say it twice. I bolt toward the front door, but sensing Phoenix didn’t follow me, I halt and whirl around in time to see all the window panels explode into shards of glass. Phoenix is standing with his feet wide apart, arms tense by his sides. The pieces of broken glass never touch him, stopping midair as if there’s an invisible shield in front of him.

      A hand on my shoulder makes me jump on the spot. It’s Vargas, the butler. “You need to leave, miss. Now.”

      “I can’t go without Phoenix.”

      As if I summoned him with my words, Phoenix appears next to me. Without a word, he steers me out the door and to his car. Only when we’re inside his vehicle and out of his parents’ property do I dare to speak.

      “What the hell was that?”

      “My father showing how pissed off he was.”

      “Did you know that was going to happen when you decided to bring me over?”

      Phoenix doesn’t reply for several beats. His jaw is tense, and I see a muscle twitch.

      “You did, didn’t you?” I continue. “I can’t believe you used me to provoke your old man.” I cross my arms and look out the window.

      “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. I just couldn’t face dinner with the man alone.”

      “I’m glad to be at your service,” I spit back.

      My stomach decides to grumble just then, loud as fuck. I’m starving all of a sudden.

      “I truly am sorry. I didn’t think he was going to use his powers against us.”

      “What was that, anyway?”

      “My father can control sound, among other things.”

      “Yikes. He almost made me deaf.” I rub my right tragus.

      “That was his intention. Again, I’m so sorry. Let me make it up to you. What do you fancy eating?”

      I hug my middle. It feels like I haven’t eaten in days. “I’m really in the mood for the greasiest cheeseburger you can find.”

      “Man, I could eat several. I know just the spot.”

      Phoenix drives us to the beach, and involuntarily, my body becomes as stiff as a board. It’s too soon since my almost-drowning incident. I don’t say anything though. The spot he was referring to is a food truck that, by the sheer volume of people waiting their turn, must serve pretty amazing food.

      “Stay here,” he tells me. “I’ll be right back.”

      Instead of getting in line, he heads to the back of the truck, disappearing from view. I don’t have a phone, and Phoenix forgot to turn on the radio. Remembering how he prevented me from touching the controls, I don’t even try. Pissing off one Idol is enough for today.

      After five minutes or so, Phoenix returns carrying several brown paper bags. When he enters the car, the delicious smell of burgers and french fries fills my nose, making my mouth water. With greedy hands, I reach for one of the bags. A moan escapes my lips when I take a deep whiff of my dinner.

      Phoenix groans.

      “What?” I look at him. He’s watching me with hooded eyes.

      “Please don’t make that sound, Daisy, unless you want me to attack your mouth.”

      Heat spreads through my cheeks, and I avert my gaze. “Control yourself and eat your food.”

      “So bossy.”

      I’m halfway into my ginormous meal when Phoenix makes a disgruntled sound in the back of his throat. Thinking that he’s again making lewd noises, I glower at him. But he’s not looking at me, and his face is twisted into a grimace. He’s also holding his right wrist tightly.

      “Phoenix? What’s the matter?”

      “My punishment,” he grits out.

      “Your punishment?” My eyes widen when a glowing light comes from his wrist. Without a second thought, I reach for it.

      “No, Daisy. Don’t touch me.” Phoenix pulls away, but he’s not fast enough for me. Another alarming detail.

      I push the hand covering his wrist away and stare at the glowing tattoo. “What is this?”

      “It’s… his mark.” Phoenix throws his head back on the headrest with eyes closed.

      On an impulse, I cover his tattoo with my hand. A zap of energy goes up my arm at the same time Phoenix jolts in his seat.

      “Daisy? What are you doing?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Slowly, the glow diminishes until it’s gone. Sensing Phoenix’s stare, I lift my eyes to meet his.

      “How did you do that?” he asks, staring at me oddly.

      “I didn’t do anything besides touch you.”

      He doesn’t break the connection, and a strange energy is exchanged between us. My heart is beating madly inside of my chest, and I’m all too aware of Phoenix’s presence. It’s like he’s everywhere. My mouth goes dry, and I find myself at a loss for words. He inches closer, his eyes once again filled with desire. He’s going to kiss me, and I don’t have it in me to stop him.

      He humiliated me, tortured me, and yet I’m still on the verge of succumbing to the crazy sexual tension between us.

      But the sound of his phone ringing breaks the charged moment and also serves as a wake-up call. I pull away.

      He looks ahead, rubbing his face. Then he glances at his phone on the storage compartment between our seats. It’s a call from Bryce. My mood plummets completely.

      Finally, Phoenix reaches for the device and presses the green button. “What’s up, Bryce?”

      “Is Daisy with you?” I hear his question loud and clear. He sounds agitated.

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “Is she okay?”

      Phoenix glances at me, eyebrows furrowed. “She seems okay. What’s going on?”

      The sound gets muffled then, and I can’t make out Bryce’s answer, but whatever he said makes Phoenix widen his eyes. “Daisy, what did you take before I found you?”

      “I already told you. I didn’t take anything.”

      Phoenix reaches over and opens the glove compartment. He pulls out a clear vial. Still on the phone, he says, “Bryce, I’m going to have to call you back.”

      He tosses the phone away and opens the vial in his hand. He extends his arm, placing the vial close enough to my nose so I can smell its contents.

      “Is this scent familiar to you?”

      I only need to take one whiff of the clear liquid to trigger my memories.

      “That’s Silver-voltage,” I whisper, thanks to the huge lump lodged in my throat. “Drusilla and Renata forced me to take it.”

      Fury and fear mix in Phoenix’s gaze. He throws his half-eaten burger aside and puts his car in Drive.

      “Motherfucker. I’m going to kill those bitches,” he says through clenched teeth.

      He peels his car out of the parking lot like he’s running away from the devil.

      “Where are we going?” I ask.

      “To get you help.”

      I nibble on my lower lip while I fight the growing desperation in my chest. It’s been at least a couple of hours since I encountered those nasty Idols.

      “Shouldn’t I be dead by now?” I murmur.

      “Yes, Daisy. You should.”
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      I’ve been staring at Daisy’s father’s diary for an indefinite amount of my time, trying to figure out what to do about it and her. There hasn’t been a moment when she hasn’t plagued my mind. And the more I think about her, the more I agree with Morpheus’s assessment. It wasn’t the diary that made me shun her. It was his vision and what it meant.

      Loud whistling from the kitchen distracts me from my turbulent thoughts. The only person prone to busting out tunes is Phoenix, but he’s out. Curious, I head out of my room and find Morpheus is the one responsible for the music. In all the years I’ve known him, I’ve never heard him make any sound besides derisive ones.

      Rufio walks out of his room as well, wearing nothing but boxer shorts and holding a towel in his hand. He stares at Morpheus with his mouth agape.

      “Who are you, and what have you done with Morpheus?” he asks.

      Morpheus stops whistling and stares at us. “What?”

      “You’re in a good mood,” I say.

      Morpheus widens his eyes slightly, looking hella guilty. The question is, guilty about what?

      “Is that a crime?” he asks.

      “No, but it’s weird as fuck. Keep the volume down.” Rufio returns to his room.

      “Don’t worry, I’m heading out.” Morpheus grabs a bag of chips from the cupboard and a couple beer cans.

      “Where are you going?” I ask.

      Again, the guilty glint in Morpheus’s eyes. A nagging suspicion takes hold of me. “You’re going to see Daisy, aren’t you?” I continue.

      Rufio runs back into the living room. “You’re going to see Daisy?”

      “Yes, if you must know. She still has the rare book she got from the librarian, and we’re doing a read-a-thon before she has to return it on Monday.”

      “A what now?” Rufio asks.

      “And do you have to go to her room?” I ask, unable to hide my annoyance or jealousy.

      “It was her condition. She doesn’t want to see either of you.” Morpheus looks pointedly at Rufio and me.

      “What did I do?” My brother arches his eyebrows innocently.

      “Maybe she thought you were bad in the sack,” I answer perversely.

      “Bite me, Bryce. You’re jealous that she didn’t put up a fight with me.”

      “Okay. I’m out of here.” Morpheus heads for the door, but I beat him to it.

      “Bryce, what do you think you’re doing?” he asks.

      “I’m going to clear the air once and for all.”

      I knock hard on Daisy’s door before Morpheus can stop me. We wait, and when there’s no reply, I look at him. “Are you sure she agreed to meet with you?”

      “Yes.” Morpheus frowns.

      “Uh, guys.” Rufio joins us in the hallway. “I just received a text message from Drusilla. She’s asking about Daisy.”

      The cold touch of dread runs down my spine. Daisy isn’t home, and Drusilla is asking about her. That can’t be good.

      Rufio already has the phone glued to his ear. “Come on, bitch, pick up already.”

      After a moment, he gives up. “She’s not answering.”

      There’s a ping from his phone, announcing a new text message. Rufio reads it quickly and then raises his gaze to mine. “She’s saying that if I want to know what happened to Daisy, I have to head down to her impromptu party by the pool.”

      The lights in the hallway flicker, my power leaking from me automatically. I whirl around and head for the stairs with Rufio and Morpheus right behind me.

      If Drusilla touched one hair of Daisy, she’s as good as dead. I don’t fucking care about the consequences.
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      RUFIO

      Bryce is going to explode. He went from a guy who felt nothing to a short-fused one. I used to be the hothead in the group, but Bryce is giving me a run for my money.

      As soon as we hit the sidewalk outside the building, he takes off at breakneck speed. He can probably outrun a cheetah. Morpheus and I struggle to keep up. Bryce has always been the fastest among us, which used to piss me off. Still does. I love my brother, but the rivalry between us is strong.

      I can hear the upbeat techno music from outside the gym, plus laughter. Bryce has already disappeared inside. In his current state, he’s probably going to start blowing shit up first and asking questions later.

      The music cuts off suddenly, and Morpheus curses under his breath.

      “Here we go,” I say.

      I push the double doors to the pool area open with enough force to command the attention of those nearby. But most of the partygoers have their gazes glued to Bryce, who is striding toward the bitch of the hour. Drusilla.

      The idiot has the audacity to stare at my brother with a smug grin on her face. Either she’s gone completely crazy, or she has a trump card up her sleeve. She’s a powerful Idol, but she’s no match for Bryce. At least her friend Renata has enough brain cells to look fearful.

      “Bryce, what an ho—” Her stupid speech is cut short when a waterspout erupts from the pool and curls around her neck, lifting her off the ground as it chokes her.

      Damn. Bryce has amped his telekinesis game.

      “What have you done with Daisy?” he asks in a low and dangerous tone.

      Drusilla’s face turns beet red, and it’s obvious she can’t answer while Bryce is crushing her airway.

      “Bryce. She can’t talk like that,” Morpheus points out.

      It takes another couple of seconds for Bryce to release Drusilla. She drops to her knees and wheezes.

      “Talk, bitch,” Bryce growls.

      Drusilla lifts her chin in defiance. “You’re too late. Your Norm whore is probably already dead.”

      “What did you do?” I take a step forward, curling my hands into fists in a futile attempt to control my anger. Bryce is not the only one who can do some serious damage.

      Drusilla slowly rises from her crouch. “We gave her a taste of Idol life. She wanted to try Silver-voltage so badly. We couldn’t say no.”

      With a roar, Bryce unleashes his fury on Drusilla, but the energy bolt he sends her way misses the mark.

      What the hell. How did she move so fast?

      She laughs from the bleachers. “Oh, Bryce. You’re no longer the hottest ticket in town. I’ve been blessed too.” She pulls the neckline of her shirt to the side, revealing a lightning bolt–shaped mark. The same mark the guys and I have.

      Son of a bitch.

      Morpheus lets out a groan and clutches his head between his hands. Ah hell. Don’t tell me our deity godfather decided to make an appearance in his head. The shadows on his wrists are darker and writhing as if they want to escape the bracelets’ bindings.

      A high-out-of-his mind Pietro comes stumbling forward. “What are you guys fighting for? It’s a parteey.” He raises his fist up in the air. “Besides, Drusilla is totally lying.”

      Pietro smirks at her, and she glowers. There’s no lost love between the two. He came on to her, and she shut him down hard, more than once.

      “She’s not lying. I gave Silver-voltage to the Norm myself,” Renata replies.

      Drusilla might have acquired extra juice, but I don’t sense anything extra about her stupid friend. I’m on the girl before Bryce can reach her, grabbing Renata by her neck and squeezing tight. “You’d better by lying.”

      Dark veins appear in my hand. I’m one second away from turning Renata into dust.

      “Dude, chillax,” Pietro says. “She’s totally lying. I saw Daisy with Phoenix like an hour ago. She was fine.”

      Without letting go of Renata, I turn to Bryce. He already has his cell phone out.

      “Is Daisy with you?” he asks Phoenix. After a pause, he continues. “Is she okay?”

      “Dude, what’s going on with Morpheus?” Pietro asks.

      He’s definitely not looking too good right now. He made his way to the bleachers and keeps holding his head in his hands. Fuck. We don’t need this right now.

      I let go of Renata and walk over to my friend. Before I reach Morpheus, I catch Bryce fry his phone with an energy blast.

      “What the hell did you do that for?” I ask.

      “Phoenix hung up on me.”

      “But Daisy is okay?” I take a step in his direction.

      “She’s alive, which means she didn’t take Silver-voltage.” Bryce turns his attention to Drusilla.

      “I told you she was lying.” Pietro sneers.

      “Shut up, asshole!” she commands, and at once, Pietro shuts his cake hole. By the way he’s turning red, she used her compulsion power on him.

      Morpheus lifts his head, his face pale now. “The god told me she isn’t lying,” he whispers so only Bryce and I can hear him.

      I trade a glance with my brother. “What now?”

      I can’t mistake the regretful expression on Bryce’s face. “We find Phoenix and Daisy and hope for a miracle.”
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      The street and cars flash by in a blur. I push my SUV to the limit because I don’t know how much time Daisy has left. I’ve never met a Norm who was dumb enough to take Silver-voltage, but if even Fringes are dying like flies, it’s only a matter of time before Daisy succumbs to the drug.

      Today, I broke the record of stupid shit I pulled. First, inviting Daisy to meet my parents and thus putting her in my odious father’s path. Second, not suspecting what was wrong with her. I’ve taken Silver-voltage plenty of times; I should have been able to read the signs.

      The navigation system tells me I need to make a left, but I’m going too fast.

      “Hold tight, Daisy.” I yank the wheel, the tires screeching violently as I make the sharp turn.

      She yelps, but I can’t risk peeling my eyes off the road for one second.

      Finally, the damn robotic voice tells me Nurse Ellen’s home is coming up. Last year, we hacked into the school’s system and got everyone’s addresses just because we could. It’s finally being useful. She lives downtown on a narrow street, which at the moment has no parking spots available. Screw it. I’m parking in the middle.

      I slam on the brakes, and Daisy’s body lurches forward. I’m glad she’s wearing her seat belt. I’m out of the car and by her door in a split second. She’s still buckled to her seat when I yank the door open.

      Using my telekinesis, I free her from the strap and pull her out.

      “Ouch, Phoenix. You don’t need to tear my arm off.”

      I don’t stop or offer a comment. I’m running on pure adrenaline. I ring the doorbell, but only because I sense the nurse’s front door is protected against break-ins. When she doesn’t answer right away, I pound on it.

      “Ellen, open up!”

      I hear footsteps coming down the stairs. A second later, a distraught woman opens the door. She’s not Ellen, and she’s a Norm.

      “Who are you?” she asks.

      “Who is it, Fatima?” Ellen asks from inside the apartment.

      “It’s Phoenix. And Daisy.”

      Ellen finally runs down the stairs wearing comfy sweatpants and a T-shirt.

      “What happened?” she asks with wide eyes.

      “Daisy took Silver-voltage,” I reply.

      “What?” both women exclaim.

      “I didn’t take it willingly. I was forced to,” Daisy supplies.

      “Oh my God. Come on in. Quickly.” Ellen urges us in with her hand.

      In single file, we hurry up the stairs. As soon as Daisy reaches the landing, Ellen grabs her by the hand and sits her down on a high stool.

      “How are you feeling? Dizziness, nausea, headache?” The nurse fires one question after another while staring intently at Daisy’s face.

      “I was dizzy when the drug entered my system. And my legs were numb for a while. But after that, I felt euphoric and relaxed.”

      “That’s the effect of the drug on Idols,” I say.

      “Stay still, Daisy,” Ellen tells her. “I’m going to scan you.”

      Daisy’s panicked gaze switches to me for a fleeting moment. I want to tell her everything will be okay. I should be strong for her. But I’m freaking out myself. At least my father left me alone for now, which in itself is a bizarre occurrence, especially after the stunt I pulled at dinner.

      Ellen closes her eyes and stretches her hands in front of Daisy. I faint light emanates from her palms. Whatever she’s doing takes about a minute. Then the nurse lowers her arms, but she doesn’t speak at all.

      I walk to Daisy’s side. “So?”

      “I can’t find any trace of the drug in her body.”

      “Are you sure?” Daisy and I ask at the same time.

      “Positive. Is it possible that this was only a prank?”

      “We’re talking about Drusilla here. It’s not her MO to brag about something she didn’t do,” I say.

      “If she truly had given Daisy Silver-voltage, that would be murder,” Ellen’s Norm friend says.

      “Like Idols care about that.” Daisy leaps off the stool.

      Both women make a face, then glance at each other.

      “We’re not all bad,” I say, but my words are hollow. Not too long ago, I wouldn’t lose a night of sleep if someone I knew had killed a Norm. They were bugs to me. But not anymore. Well, at least one of them isn’t.

      “I don’t begrudge your point of view about Idols, Daisy, but not all of us are evil.” Ellen looks affectionately at her Norm friend.

      Holy shit. I’m dense. The woman is only wearing a long T-shirt and socks. She must be Ellen’s girlfriend, not a friend.

      “Poppers is a similar drug to Silver-voltage but not lethal to Norms or Fringes,” the girlfriend says. “It’s no longer popular among Norm kids, but if someone wants it badly enough, they can get their hands on it.”

      “So your theory is that Drusilla gave Daisy Poppers and told her it was Silver-voltage instead?” I ask.

      Daisy shakes her head. “I’m not so sure. You didn’t see the glee in her eyes when Renata dosed me with whatever it was. She was ecstatic.”

      “It’s the only logical conclusion, Daisy,” Ellen says.

      “I’ve seen kids dying of Silver-voltage overdose. It happens quickly, a few minutes after they take the drug,” the girlfriend says, and Ellen nods in agreement.

      “That’s right. This was a terrible prank, no denying that. But be glad they didn’t use the real deal,” Ellen adds.

      Daisy looks pensive, and as she does so, she bites her lower lip. Hell and damn. Now that a tragedy has been averted, my cock is all too aware of how much it wants her. Her nibbling on her plump lips is not helping my case.

      “I guess we should go back to campus, then,” I say with a voice that’s a little rough.

      “Thanks for seeing me,” Daisy says. “And sorry for the trouble.”

      “Don’t mention it, hon. I’m glad everything turned out okay.” Ellen smiles.

      “Yeah, thanks a bunch,” I say.

      Ellen walks us to the front door and then peers over my shoulder. “I can’t believe you parked in the middle of the street and no one called the tow truck on you.”

      “I guess it was a lucky evening all around,” I quip, but there isn’t humor in it. It wasn’t a fortunate evening at all. I defied my father, and I’ll pay for it. With blood.

      Daisy is quiet on the way back, so after a long stretch without a word from her, I break the silence.

      “A penny for your thoughts?”

      She turns her face to mine. “I can’t believe Drusilla tricked me like that. I honestly thought she had given me Silver-voltage.”

      “Well, maybe she’s not as savage as we thought.”

      Yeah, even I’m not buying that horseshit.

      Once we’re on the move again, I call Bryce. By the sheer number of missed calls and text messages not only from him but from Rufio as well, I know they must be losing their minds. But I get his voice mail instead, so I call Rufio. He answers on the first ring.

      “What the fuck, Phoenix. Finally!” he screams in my ear.

      “She’s fine. It was a false alarm. Drusilla lied. She didn’t give Daisy Silver-voltage. We suspect they used Poppers.”

      I look at Daisy, finding her frowning. It’s almost like she’s upset that Drusilla didn’t try to kill her.

      “Son of a bitch. Get your ass here as fast as you can. There’s been new developments,” Rufio barks.

      His tone is ominous. Great. More problems are exactly what we need.

      “I’ll be there as soon as I can,” I tell him.

      “How is she?” he asks in a much softer tone.

      “Difficult to say.”

      Whipping her face in my direction, she says, “Tell Rufio I’m fine and he can quit pretending he cares about my well-being.”

      I wince at her outburst. For what she lacks in powers, she compensates for in attitude. I can’t imagine what Daisy would do if she were an Idol. Thank the fates she isn’t.
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      “Are you sure about what that son of a bitch said?” Rufio whirls around.

      “Yes,” I answer from the couch, wrapped in the thickest wool blanket I own. The god has departed from my head, but the shadows are still active, which means I’m once again turning into a human Popsicle. I can feel the power of the bracelets diminishing already.

      “You also saw her mark,” Bryce says from his spot at the window.

      “It means nothing. She lied about giving Daisy Silver-voltage,” Rufio rebuffs.

      “She wasn’t lying,” I say, staring at no particular object on the coffee table. “The god told me as much. I think….” I shake my head, trying to collect my thoughts. “I think Drusilla has been the one making Fringes take Silver-voltage.”

      “It fits her MO.” Bryce frowns. “He wanted Daisy gone, and we defied his command. Maybe he found a more willing soldier to do his dirty work.”

      “Well, Phoenix said Ellen scanned Daisy and found no traces of the drug. So what the hell is going on?” Rufio kicks a chair. It topples over, but it never hits the floor, turning to dust beforehand.

      “Son a bitch! Will you quit destroying our furniture?” I yell.

      “Yeah, and you still owe me a fucking door, asshole.” Bryce jumps from the windowsill and heads for his doorless room.

      He stops midway when the sound of a key turning catches our attention. I sit up straighter, and Rufio turns toward the door, as tense as ever. Phoenix walks in with a grim expression that only heightens my own pessimistic thoughts.

      “Where’s Daisy?” Bryce and Rufio ask at the same time.

      “In her room.” Phoenix looks at Bryce. “She wants her father’s diary back, and I think you should give it to her.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me with this diary shit?” Bryce barks. “And why are you singing a different tune about her now? You were the mastermind of her utter humiliation, after all.”

      “Why did you take her to meet your folks? Aren’t they evil?” I ask.

      “Will you stop with the ten thousand questions? I thought you had bad news to give.” Phoenix veers toward the kitchen and grabs a cold one from the fridge.

      “Drusilla has been marked,” I say.

      Phoenix moves so fast, he sloshes beer over his button-down shirt. “What do you mean, marked? By whom?”

      “Who do you think, idiot? The asshole god from the island of horrors,” Rufio replies.

      Phoenix’s eyebrows meet his hairline. “How? I thought you had to pass his bullshit trials to receive the honor of his fucking mark. Are you saying Dreadzilla got the mark by doing absolutely nothing?”

      “I think she received the mark when she agreed to take the hit on Daisy’s life,” I say.

      Phoenix rubs his face, setting his beer down. With his hands on his hips, he glances at the floor. “Daisy was sure Drusilla had given her Silver-voltage.”

      “Drusilla shared the same confidence. She believed without a doubt that she had succeeded in her mission,” I reply.

      “I’m going to have a word with Daisy.” Bryce starts for the front door, but Phoenix moves quickly and blocks his way.

      “Don’t. She’s beat, man. Let her rest for tonight. Drusilla gave her something; that much is true. She was high when I bumped into her.”

      I narrow my eyes, sensing something different about Phoenix’s aura. It’s less turbulent. I usually don’t make it a habit of snooping on other people’s energy fields, but the change in his is hard to miss. Something happened today that he’s not telling us.

      “Why are you Daisy’s knight in shining armor all of a sudden? What happened at your parents’?” Bryce crosses his arms in front of his chest.

      Phoenix tries to keep his face impartial, but I see the slight twitch of his eyebrows. I’m sure Bryce noticed that too. “Nothing happened. We didn’t stay long.”

      Rufio rips at his hair and begins to pace again. “Fuck. This is maddening. If Drusilla has levelled up, she’s going to be a fucking nightmare.”

      “Do you think she’s in the same league as us?” Phoenix asks.

      “She evaded my power blast.” Bryce steps away from him, but the tension in his frame remains the same, coiled tight. Any little trigger might set him off. It’s best if he doesn’t see Daisy tonight.

      “Like she blocked your blast, or she moved out of the way?” Phoenix watches Bryce closely.

      “The latter. Still, she moved way too fast. I don’t know if she’s a fifteen now, but she’s definitely no longer a twelve,” I reply, and then a thought occurs to me. “The Knights were interested in Daisy’s safety. I wonder if there’s a way to contact them.”

      “Why would we do that? They kidnapped Bryce.” Rufio glares at me.

      “Exactly. They know a way to neutralize Idol powers. We can’t declare open war on Drusilla without serious repercussions. And if she’s on our former boss’s team, she’ll keep gunning for Daisy.”

      “Our mother.” Bryce turns to Rufio. “She also wants Daisy safe. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s a Knight herself. I followed her to Unearthly Desires on the same evening they jumped me. She could have tipped them off.”

      “So what’s the game plan? Daisy is safe in her room now, but what happens on Monday? She doesn’t share all her classes with us,” I point out.

      “I’ll think of something,” Bryce replies with a downcast expression.

      “I can’t stay here. I need to blow off some steam.” Rufio heads for the front door.

      “Don’t tell me you’re going to Unearthly Desires,” Phoenix says with a hint of annoyance.

      Rufio stops suddenly, shoulders tense. “No,” he replies simply before walking out.

      Phoenix stares at the closed door for a couple of beats before turning to me.

      “Aren’t you going to tag along?” I ask.

      Phoenix’s expression is solemn. There’s no mirth in his gaze. “No.” He focuses on the blanket wrapped around my shoulders. “Are the shadows bothering you again?”

      “Yup. Every time our overlord god comes for a visit, they gain strength. At least he didn’t stay long in my head this time or make me wish for death.”

      Phoenix keeps staring at me as if he wants to say something.

      “What?” I ask.

      He shakes his head and glances at the stove. “I can make you some tea or soup if you’re hungry.”

      My jaw drops of its own accord. Phoenix offering to do something nice for others? That’s a first. But he looks like a dog without a bone now, so I’m not going to pick on him.

      “Sure, I’ll have some tea. Thanks.”

      Phoenix gets busy in the kitchen, and after a minute I finally decide to offer something in return for his unusual kindness.

      “If you have something on your chest that you feel you can’t talk to anyone about it, I’m here.”

      His shoulders tense. “You’re not using your freaky gifts on me, are you?”

      “I can’t read minds, if that’s what you’re worried about. I’m just offering my ear if you feel like talking, that’s all.”

      Phoenix doesn’t speak for several beats before he finally replies. “Thanks, man. I appreciate it.”

      He’s not going to open up now. I can tell as much. Whatever’s eating him, I hope it’s not something that will destroy him in the end.
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      I spent at least half an hour staring at myself in the mirror before I finally took a shower and called it a night. I didn’t see anything different about my appearance, but I feel strange, almost as if I don’t fit in my own skin.

      Falling asleep is difficult. I toss and turn in my bed while disturbing thoughts plague my mind: Drusilla’s glee after Renata drugged me, the contempt on Phoenix’ mother’s face, the hatred in his father’s eyes.

      I’m still in the scene where the man shattered his own windows when suddenly the landscape vanishes. I’m in the woods now, and it’s wintertime. I’m dressed for the occasion, wearing snow boots to protect my feet plus a puffy jacket, a woolen hat, and thick gloves.

      I don’t recognize the place, but it’s peaceful. I keep walking the beaten path until a chalet appears at the end of it. Smoke billows from the chimney. I head for the small house without hesitation, almost as if I know who I’ll find inside. Giddy anticipation unfurls in the pit of my stomach.

      The door is unlocked, so I push it open. “Hello?”

      Phoenix comes down the hallway, wearing a thick pullover and dark jeans. His gorgeous face breaks into a thousand-watt smile when he sees me. “Hello, gorgeous.”

      My heart does a backflip before it starts hammering away as if it wants to leapfrog out of my chest. I break into a run and jump into Phoenix’s open arms. He hugs me tightly, kissing the top of my head, while I burrow my face in his chest and take a whiff of his cologne.

      “I’m glad you came,” he says.

      I ease back and raise my face to his. “Were you afraid I wouldn’t?”

      His smile wilts a fraction. “Yeah, I was.”

      Rising on my tiptoes, I bring my lips to his. It’s a feathery brush first, but it soon turns smoldering hot. With a groan, Phoenix lifts me off the floor. His tongue darts in my mouth while I wrap my legs around his waist, hooking them at the ankles. With expert strokes, he slowly unravels me completely. He tastes like rain and sunshine.

      I run my fingers over the short strands of his hair, pulling at the roots a little.

      “Daisy, you’re going to be the end of me,” he mumbles against my lips.

      “That sounds ominous.” I chuckle.

      “You laugh, but I’m serious.” He forgets my lips for a moment to worship my neck. With each open kiss he places against my sensitive skin, I melt a little more.

      “I think you’ll be the death of me,” I sigh.

      He walks us to the living room. Pulling back to look into my eyes, he asks, “Couch or rug?”

      Quickly, I check both options, and then I smile coquettishly. “We can start on the couch.”

      “A woman after my own heart.” He captures my lips again for a toe-curling, panty-dropping kiss.

      Slowly, he sets me down without letting go. But I’m in the mood to tease. I flatten my palm against his chest and give him a light shove, stepping back as well. Phoenix stares at my mouth with hooded eyes, which only makes me yearn for him more.

      “I’m so terribly hot. I think I should get rid of some layers,” I say teasingly.

      “Some? How about all of them?”

      “Patience, boy.”

      “I’ve run out of patience. I’ve been waiting for this moment for far too long.”

      “Me too.”

      I unzip my coat and let it drop at my feet.

      “I thought you had nothing underneath that,” he says.

      “It’s cold outside.” I pout.

      “I’ll make you warm in no time, babe.” He takes a step forward, but I wag my index finger.

      “Not yet.”

      It’s his turn to look like a kid who was denied a lollipop.

      Finally, I pull my sweater and T-shirt off in one move and toss them aside. Naturally, Phoenix’s heated gaze drops to my breasts.

      He licks his lower lip and says roughly, “Daisy, you’re a weapon of desire. But you’re done torturing me.”

      With a flick of his wrist, he unhooks my bra and sends it flying out of sight.

      “Hey!” I say, but before I can protest any further, Phoenix is on me, mouth and hands everywhere.

      We tumble onto the couch, a twist of limbs and urgency. I close my eyes and surrender to the onslaught of the most incendiary sensations running freely through my body.

      An annoying noise sounds in the distance, killing the mood. I try to ignore it, but it gets louder with each second. For fuck’s sake.

      My eyes fly open and Phoenix is gone. I’m in my room, in my bed, tangled in my sheets. But the throbbing between my legs is way too real.

      Damn it. He messed with my head again. I didn’t think I had to worry about that anymore. I was so fucking naïve. In a huff, I toss the sheets aside and sit up. My eyes travel toward my desk where I left the librarian’s book.

      I was supposed to have a read-a-thon with Morpheus yesterday, which, thanks to Drusilla, didn’t happen. But I already know how to keep Phoenix out of my head. I just don’t have a clue how I’m going to make him bleed without my dagger.

      Guilt, the last emotion I should be feeling right now, enters my heart. Phoenix was out of his mind with worry when he thought I had taken Silver-voltage. And I’m sure we shared a special moment in the car right before his strange tattoo started to bother him. Does he think that gives him the right to give me erotic dreams?

      I’m all fired up and ready to start a fight. Not caring that I’m wearing sleepwear, I veer for the door. The air gets sucked out of my lungs when I find Rosie and Toby standing there.

      “Surprise!” Rosie yells.

      “Oh my God. What are you doing here?” My eyes drop to her arm, which is no longer in a cast. “When did that happen?”

      “Oh, yesterday. Toby took me to the hospital. Now we no longer match.” She pouts and looks at his cast.

      “And I’m glad about that.” He pulls her closer and kisses her on the cheek.

      A little pang hits my chest. I’ve always been responsible for taking care of Rosie, but since I’ve joined Gifted Academy, I’ve slacked off.

      “How did you get in?” I ask them.

      “I still have my credentials, so getting through the gate wasn’t a problem. And I rang some random dude’s apartment and he let me into the building,” Toby explains.

      “Boy, security in this place is tight,” I half joke, because my other half is actually concerned about it.

      “We came to kidnap you,” Rosie continues. “Aren’t you going to let us in?”

      Stunned, I open the door wider to let them pass. Toby whistles, and Rosie is looking at everything wide-eyed.

      “This is way better than my former quarters,” he says.

      “Oh, Toby. You have to convince your parents to let you come back. The school isn’t the same without you.” I pout.

      “I’ve tried. If it was only up to my father, I’d still be here. My mother is the problem. And she doesn’t know about—” He stops suddenly, probably remembering Rosie doesn’t know I was tossed out of a window.

      “Know about what?” Rosie asks.

      Toby rubs the back of his neck, turning beet red. “Uh, she doesn’t know that I faked being a Fringe.”

      “What’s happening today? Where are you kidnapping me to?” I change the subject before Rosie can probe further.

      She turns around with a big smile on her face. “Toby’s father’s employer is throwing his annual barbeque today, and we’re invited.”

      Now it’s my turn to make a face. “But doesn’t your dad work for an Idol?”

      “Yes, but he’s not like the assholes in school. He’s pretty nice.”

      I watch my sister closely. “Still, they’re Idols, Rosie. Are you okay with that?”

      She bobs her head up and down. “Yup. I’ve already met the guy. You really can’t tell he’s an Idol. He’s super chill. Besides, they have a pool!” she squeaks.

      “Okay, okay. Let me get ready, then.”

      I grab a change of clothes and lock myself in the bathroom. I hear giggles on the other side, so I feel it’s my sisterly duty to yell, “You’d better not be making out in my bed.”

      “Shut up, Daisy, and hurry up,” Rosie replies.

      I shake my head while a small smile blossoms on my face. I haven’t heard Rosie laugh like that in a very long time. It doesn’t matter that my life has been hellish since I came here; as long as Rosie’s happy, then all the hardships are worth it.

      I glance at the clothes I randomly picked and curse in my head. A pair of faded jeans with several holes that aren’t a fashion statement and a T-shirt with a psychotic unicorn on it. Shit. I have to change.

      Outside the bathroom has become too quiet, so it’s no surprise when I walk in on Rosie and Toby in a lip-lock. At least they aren’t on my bed. Rosie is sitting on my desk, and Toby is between her legs. Okay, not that much better.

      I clear my throat, which prompts Toby to leap back as if Rosie electrified him.

      “Are you ready?” Rosie asks, the poster child of innocence. Toby’s face, on the other hand, is in flames.

      “Almost. I need to change my T-shirt.”

      “Wait. Is that unicorn saying he’s gonna shank some bitches with his horn?” Toby cracks a smile.

      “Exactly why I need to change.”

      “No!” Rosie jumps from the desk. “You have to wear it.”

      She unzips her hoodie, revealing a tank top with a similar design. Her unicorn is floating lazily in a pool smoking a joint and drinking a beer.

      “Rosie! What the hell? Where did you get that?”

      “It was a gift from me.” Toby looks sheepish. And then he reveals his own inappropriate T-shirt, two popular cartoon characters dressed as pimps.

      I raise a brow. “Guys, I thought the party was at the boss’s house.”

      Rosie giggles. “It’s a fun T-shirt party, silly. I totally forgot to tell you. But it doesn’t matter. Just make sure you keep that covered until the right time.”

      Wow. There are Idols out there who are fun?

      “Okay, now I can’t wait to meet the guy.”
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      When Toby takes the exit leading to the mountains instead of the beach, I let out a relieved breath. I haven’t had the greatest experience in Saturn’s Bay coastal line. The boss is named Gunther Silverstone, and he’s an art dealer. Toby’s father helps the Idol procure rare pieces for his galleries. This I learned from Rosie. She now knows more about Toby than I do, which makes me feel guilty in a way. He was my friend, yet I never bothered to truly get to know him. No, I was too occupied with four impossibly sexy and hateful Idols. Only now the hateful part isn’t so true anymore.

      The house—mansion, actually—is an hour away from school. It sits in the Sapphire Mountains on a piece of prime real estate. It has breathtaking views of the wineries all around and also the ocean from the other side, although it’s a little far.

      Wrought iron gates part when Toby’s purple menace approaches the entrance. A man in a polo shirt and khaki pants is waiting in front of the house.

      “Is that a valet?” Rosie asks.

      “Yep. Welcome to the Idol sweet life.”

      The valet smirks when Toby hands him the key.

      Toby twists his face into a glower. “I know she doesn’t look like much, but if I find a scratch on her, you’ll have to answer to your boss.”

      I trade a worried glance with Rosie. I’ve never heard Toby sound so snobbish before. There’s a moment of silence before he and the valet burst out laughing. They then do the bro-hug thing—side hug, tap on the back—and turn to us.

      “Rosie, Daisy, this is Stephan Silverstone, the prince of this palace.”

      My jaw drops. I look closely at him, but I don’t sense any Idol vibe coming from him. How is that possible?

      “Nice to meet you, ladies.” He smiles broadly, showing perfect white teeth.

      “You’re not an Idol,” Rosie blurts out.

      Stephan glances quickly at Toby and then his smile turns into a smirk. “Are you sure?”

      His power flares up like fireworks in the sky. He didn’t become the sun like Bryce, but I sense his power flowing freely now.

      “How did you do that?” I ask.

      “Hide my Idol nature? It’s easy with practice. In theory, all Idols can, but most choose not to.”

      “Why would you want to hide your powers?” I ask, but then I think about Mr. X, who does it daily so he can pretend to be a Norm.

      “I don’t enjoy seeing fear in the eyes of Norms, so I do it anytime I know I’ll cross paths with them.”

      “I suppose that’s considerate.” If not deceiving as hell, but I kept that thought to myself.

      Stephan turns to Toby. “It’s good to see you, man. You’ve grown since the last time we hung out.”

      Toby’s cheeks turn bright red. He throws a fleeting glance in Rosie’s direction. “Jeez, thanks, Stephan. Way to make me feel like a little kid.”

      Stephan catches Toby’s reaction. He glances at Rosie, and then it’s like a light bulb turns on above his head. “Oh, I see. I didn’t mean to embarrass you in front of your girlfriend. Nice job, Toby. She’s pretty.”

      Stephan switches his attention to me. “So, Daisy. Are you single?” He flashes me that bright smile again.

      I’ll admit, he’s easy on the eyes. His straw blond hair is cut in the typical preppy boy style—a little long on top and short on the sides—and he’s packing some serious muscles underneath his polo shirt. But I feel nothing, not even a faint fluttering in my chest. I think my heart is at capacity at the moment, filled with four boys already. They each have a hold on me and pull my strings in different ways.

      “I’m not interested,” I say.

      “Ouch.” Stephan places a hand over his chest and pretends to be offended. “Tell me how you really feel, why don’t you?”

      “Don’t take it personally, Stephan. My sister would never date an Idol.” Rosie looks meaningfully at me. She’s obviously thinking about Bryce. Good thing she doesn’t know about Rufio.

      “It’s okay. It was a long shot anyway.” The guy laughs.

      Man, it would be so much easier if I liked someone like him—that is, if he’s being genuine. You never know with Idols. I haven’t met one yet who doesn’t have a secret agenda.

      “We’d better go inside,” Toby says.

      “Yeah, sure. Dad isn’t in yet, but Soren is around.”

      Stephan climbs into Purple Delight and drives away.

      “Is he seriously working as a valet?” I ask.

      “Yeah, Stephan and Soren, his younger brother, have to work to earn their money,” Toby explains

      Once inside the house, Mr. Silverstone’s profession is evident. There are pieces of art everywhere, ranging in styles but displayed in a harmonic way. We don’t linger in the grand foyer though, Toby steering us toward the back of the house where the pool area is.

      There are a lot of people there but, oddly, no one our age.

      “Uh, Toby?” I say.

      “Yeah?”

      “Where is the younger crowd?”

      “Oh, we’re it.”

      I frown, feeling a little out of place. Not that I was hoping to mingle with Idol assholes my age, but my idea of fun isn’t exactly hanging out with adults.

      “How old is Stephan?” Rosie asks.

      “Twenty. He goes to college in Hawk City.”

      And just like that, my blood runs cold. What are the odds?

      “Toby. You’re finally here,” a female voice says from behind us.

      I turn to see who the newcomer is. Her ginger hair is a dead giveaway. She must be Toby’s mother.

      “Hey, Mom,” he greets her. “I had to make a detour and pick up Daisy.”

      The woman’s eyebrows arch. “Oh, Rosie’s sister.”

      “Yup. That’s me.” I wave, and the sensation that I’m out of place increases.

      A man approaches us. He has a mop of curly brown hair and wears thin wired glasses, which is sharply contrasting with the Snoopy T-shirt he has on.

      “Dad, you aren’t supposed to show your T-shirt yet,” Toby says.

      The man crinkles his forehead and then shrugs. “It was getting hot. Hi, I’m Simon Macintosh. Toby’s dad.”

      We shake hands, and then Toby elbows my arm. “Talk to them,” he whispers.

      “I’m going to show Rosie the pool,” he says louder for his parents’ benefit, leaving me alone with them.

      Great, Toby. Thanks a lot.

      I smile tightly at his parents, and my sense of unease grows. I’m not sure why I’m nervous. They’re not even Idols, after all.

      “How do you like Gifted Academy, Daisy?” Mr. Macintosh asks.

      “It’s intense, but I’m loving the classes.”

      “I hope you’re not getting into trouble like Toby did. I never liked the idea of him mingling with those Idol kids,” the mother says.

      “Well, Tori, you can’t protect the kid forever,” Mr. Macintosh cuts in. “He will eventually have to deal with the other kind of Idols.”

      “It’s not so bad,” I tell them. “Really. The incident with Renata was blown out of proportion. I don’t even think she meant to break Toby’s arm. That girl is not the sharpest tool in the shed, if you know what I mean. She probably didn’t even realize she was hurting Toby.”

      Toby’s mom scoffs. “Even worse. Those kids are no better than savages. There’s no discipline in that school. It’s a jungle, and the students with the highest level of power make the rules.”

      Damn. Her assessment is spot-on. But I can’t give up on Toby.

      “Would you feel any better if I told you I’m under the protection of the four most powerful Idols in school?”

      I’m such a little liar.

      “No, that doesn’t comfort me. You are protected, not my boy.”

      “Toby is my friend, and by extension, he’s also protected.”

      “That makes sense,” Mr. Macintosh chimes in. “Tori, I really think you should consider letting Toby stay. You know he wants to attend Prism City University. He can’t get in if he doesn’t graduate from a top institution.”

      Her expression becomes less tense. I think we’re making progress.

      “Let me think about it. I’d feel better if Principal Fallon also gave me some reassurance,” she hedges.

      “Oh, she will,” I say. I’ll make sure she tells Toby’s mother everything she wants to hear. She owes me that much since she couldn’t protect me at all.

      The front door opens, but Toby’s parents are blocking my view, so I don’t know who’s coming in. It’s only when Mr. Macintosh turns to greet the man that I get an eyeful of him. Long blond hair, body built like a mountain, and a pair of intense silver eyes which are now riveted on me. My stomach bottoms out, and my heart skips a beat. I know his face, even if I only caught a glimpse of him for a fleeting moment. He’s one of the five Idols who came in and fought with my parents’ killers.

      I’m shaking as I stand. I don’t know if he’s a friend or just a different enemy.

      “Daisy, this is my boss, Gunther Silverstone,” Mr. Macintosh says.

      My tongue feels like lead in my mouth, and I can’t breathe, much less speak.

      “Hello, Daisy,” Gunther greets me. “It’s nice to finally meet you.”
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      “Hello,” I manage to croak out.

      “Are you enjoying the party?” he asks in a friendly way.

      If I didn’t already know what he’s capable of, I wouldn’t look his way twice. Like his son, he’s also keeping his power contained. But I remember how he came into my childhood home, brandishing a sword made out of fire.

      “I-I just got here. I should go look for Toby and Rosie. Excuse me.”

      I turn on my heels and bolt out of the house. It’s not difficult to find them. They’re on the other side of the pool, talking to the only other teenager there, a dirty-blond kid with shaggy hair and thick black-framed glasses.

      Toby and Rosie glance at me once I join them.

      “Daisy, I was just telling Soren about you. He goes to Gifted Academy’s sister school in Hawk City,” Toby says.

      “Hi there. Can I borrow Toby and Rosie for a second?” I grab both of them by their forearms and drag them away without waiting for a reply.

      I’m being rude and not exactly subtle, but my nerves are getting the better of me. Once we’re out of earshot, I release their arms.

      “What’s going on with you? You look as white as a ghost,” Rosie says.

      “Toby, what do you know about Mr. Silverstone?” I ask.

      “Uh, what I already told you. He’s an art dealer with galleries all over the country.”

      “But you never mentioned he was from Hawk City,” I hiss.

      “Because he’s not,” Toby replies in the same tone of voice. “What’s the matter with you? You’re acting weird.”

      I look over his shoulder and find Mr. Silverstone staring at us. His younger son, Soren, has just joined him at the upper deck. They trade a few words before Soren looks over his shoulder at us and then disappears inside the house.

      What was that all about?

      “What are you staring at?” Toby begins to turn, but I stop him.

      “We need to leave. Now!”

      “Why?” Toby’s eyebrows meet his hairline.

      “Daisy, you’re freaking me out. Did Mr. Silverstone say anything that upset you?” Rosie asks.

      Shit. They won’t leave if I don’t tell them something.

      “Rosie, you don’t remember, but the only reason we were able to escape the attack that killed our parents was due to another group of Idols who came in. Mr. Silverstone was among them.”

      “What?” Toby squeaks. “Impossible. He wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

      “Well, you don’t know your dad’s boss as well as you thought you did.”

      Toby rubs his face, then finally pivots around. Mr. Silverstone is no longer there spying on us, but I’m sure he knows I recognized him.

      “He saved you, didn’t he?” Toby finally says.

      “I suppose he did, but I don’t know if he was one of the good guys or just another Idol after us.”

      “Have you ever stopped to consider that maybe he’s—” Toby pauses and makes sure there’s no one nears us. “—a Knight?” he whispers.

      Rosie’s eyes become as round as saucers. My heart continues to beat at a rapid pace, but the fear that struck me earlier lessens.

      “To be honest, I never dared to believe Knights were real,” I say.

      Toby looks me straight in the eye. “Me neither, but if there’s one Idol that could be part of that rogue group, Mr. Silverstone would be the one.”

      I nibble on my lower lip while my mind is racing. Knights are supposed to be the protectors of Norms and low-level Fringes, but if they’re real, they’re criminals in the eyes of the law. Getting embroiled with them, even if by accident, could be lethal to Rosie and me.

      It might be too late for that, Daisy. Remember the daggers you were gifted.

      “I think we should go,” Rosie says, sporting a fearful expression now.

      “Okay. If that’s what you want.” Toby sounds disappointed. He doesn’t understand that the memories Rosie and I have of that horrible night seven years ago have scarred us for life.

      We head back to the house, finding the host talking with Toby’s parents. They stop their conversation when we approach.

      “We have to go home. Rosie isn’t feeling well,” Toby lies.

      To his credit, my sister is looking ill. Poor thing. I wish I could erase some of her memories.

      “Oh no. That’s too bad,” Mr. Silverstone says. “I hope it’s nothing serious.”

      “It’s probably just a cold,” I say.

      “Dude, leaving so soon?” Stephan joins us, no longer wearing his valet uniform. He’s changed into swim trunks and nothing else. Whoa, hello abs.

      “Yeah, Rosie is unwell,” I reply.

      “Too bad. I was hoping to get know you better.” He grins like I’m some sort of prize he needs to win. In a way, he reminds me of Phoenix, but he’s way less complex than my neighbor, who keeps popping in my head with his erotic visions.

      Damn it. Now I’m thinking about the dream.

      I snap my fingers with an exaggerated motion of my arm. “Darn it. I guess I shall remain a mystery to you.”

      His grin widens to a toothy smile as he walks toward me. He leans closer to my ear and whispers, “I don’t think so.” He continues toward the pool before I can come up with an answer.

      My stomach coils tightly. I don’t think his remark was merely innocent flirtation.

      “Well, we’d better get going,” Toby says.

      He and Rosie walk to the door first. I say goodbye to his parents and thank Mr. Silverstone for inviting us. But just like his son, the Idol feels the need to leave me with a last comment.

      “Say hello to Bryce for me, Daisy.”

      He walks away as if he hadn’t said anything. Meanwhile, I’m frozen to the spot. It’s not the fact that he mentioned Bryce but the tone of his voice that implies a hidden message.

      “Daisy, are you coming?” Toby asks from the front door.

      “Yeah.”

      

      ***

      

      It’s been twenty minutes since we left the Silverstone mansion, and no one has said a word. Once again, I’m doubting everything I know. Is it a mere coincidence that the Idol who saved Rosie and me employs the father of my closest friend in school? Or is Principal Fallon in cahoots with him, and she assigned Toby to be my guide because of his connection to Mr. Silverstone?

      Fuck, I’m tired of being in the dark. I need answers.

      “You’re quiet,” Toby says.

      At first, I think he’s talking to me, but I catch his glance at Rosie, who’s looking out the window.

      “Lots on my mind,” she replies halfheartedly.

      “I’m sorry about Mr. Silverstone. I had no idea he could be involved in something as dangerous as the Knights’ organization.”

      “We don’t know if he is indeed a Knight,” I say.

      “What else could he be, then?” Toby’s worried gaze connects with mine in the rearview mirror.

      “Many things,” Rosie grits out, almost as if she’s angry at Toby.

      “Are you mad at me?” he asks her.

      So he noticed it too.

      “Of course Rosie isn’t mad at you,” I butt in. I’d hate for them to fight over something that isn’t their fault.

      “I don’t know what I’m feeling. I thought Mr. Silverstone was different than the other Idols. I thought he was… peaceful.”

      There’s another moment of silence, and I’m afraid we’re about to go another long stretch of it when Rosie’s phone starts to ring, reminding me that I need to buy a new phone too. Shit. I might have to ask Principal Fallon for an advance on my monthly allowance.

      “Hello?” Rosie answers.

      “Who is it?” I ask.

      She lifts her hand in a sign to shush me, and after a moment, she gives me the phone.

      “What?”

      “It’s Luigi looking for you.”

      With a frown, I take the device from Rosie’s hand. Why would the cook of Poppy’s Joint call Rosie’s cell phone to look for me?

      “Hey, Luigi. This is Daisy.”

      “Thank heavens I was able to track you down, girl. I’ve been calling your phone for hours.”

      “What happened?”

      “It’s Felicity. She was attacked last night.”

      My heart goes up my throat, only to crash back down like a rock. “What?”

      “I don’t have the details, girlie. Will you come to the hospital? She’s at St. Joseph’s.”

      “Yes, right away. Is she okay?”

      “I don’t know anything. The doctors won’t give me an update because I’m not kin and they’re asshole Fringes.”

      “Does Poppy know?”

      I bet he could get information in his true identity as Mr. X.

      Luigi sighs. “I haven’t been able to reach Poppy either. He hasn’t come by the diner in days.”

      Fuck. That can’t be good.

      “Hang tight, Luigi. I’ll be right there.”

      I end the call and quickly tell Rosie and Toby the little I know.

      “We can be at St. Joseph’s in fifteen minutes,” Toby says.

      “So Luigi knows nothing?” Rosie asks, her face filled with the same fear I’m feeling.

      I shake my head, dropping my chin. Tears prick my eyes while a heavy weight settles on my chest. It seems I can’t catch a break. Felicity is one of my dearest friends, the sweetest woman I know.

      “I can’t imagine that someone would try to hurt her,” Rosie echoes my thoughts.

      “Me neither,” I whisper.
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      I went to the treehouse last night because I couldn’t handle being in the presence of the guys when my head wasn’t right. Daisy, Daisy, Daisy. Constant in my head. I can’t get rid of her or the feelings she evokes in me. I’m disgusted at myself for caring so much about her, for losing my mind when I fear something awful will happen to her. Years of brainwashing are not easy to erase. Norms are vile, worthless. That’s the rhetoric drilled into us since we were babies.

      But being in my hiding spot didn’t help. No, she managed to crawl in here too. I shouldn’t have fucked her when she came. Now every nook of the place is impregnated with her memory. No amount of Silver-voltage could make me relax, and forget sleeping.

      I thought for one brief moment about going to Unearthly Desires, but I stomped on the idea almost immediately. I didn’t want to see random women strip. I want to see Daisy—with or without her clothes.

      The sun is up, and the birds are chirping, but my mood remains in a dark, starless night. I stare at the lightning-glass dagger in my hand. The weapon that can kill Idols. What makes it so special? Is it poisonous once it breaks skin, or is there something else that grants its deadly nature to us?

      Guilt settled in my chest. I should never have kept the dagger. If Daisy had the weapon on her when Drusilla showed up, maybe she wouldn’t have been drugged.

      My sentiment is illogical, of course. If Daisy had struck Drusilla with the dagger, she would have been sentenced to death.

      If someone is going to kill Drusilla, that someone will be me.

      The thought comes to my mind unbidden. Regardless, it’s a truth that can’t be denied. I will condemn myself to save Daisy, the Norm who snuck into my cold heart. Once again, I’m reminded of Morpheus’s ominous words. Funny enough, even he’s willing to sacrifice himself for her now. Why does she have a hold over us like that?

      Fury swirls in the pit of my stomach, and as usual the sentiment comes with a surge of my powers. I curl my fingers tighter around the dagger’s handle and the dark veins appear, my fingers tingling. The dagger or at least its handle should have disintegrated, but the object remains intact.

      Son of a bitch. This is indeed an Idol-killing weapon.

      I drop the dagger to the floor as if it could kill me by a mere touch. It’s a ridiculous notion since I’ve been handling it without protection the whole time.

      Fuck. I’m truly losing it.

      Maybe it’s best if I return the dagger to its owner. Even knowing it’s dangerous for Daisy to keep it, I can’t bear the thought of letting her wander campus unprotected. We can’t shadow her 24-7.

      And it’s all thanks to you, Rufio. You set Drusilla on Daisy, and now you can’t control the bitch.

      With a roar, I kick the small table in front of me, sending it flying across the room. It breaks through the wall, leaving a gaping hole behind. Great. The guys will love my newest act of destruction.

      I’d better get going before I level the entire house to the ground.

      Feeling like a complete fool now, I wrap the dagger in a sweatshirt someone left behind. I’m probably being paranoid, but if this shit can’t be destroyed by me, then it must be handled with care.

      When I return to the apartment, I find Bryce and Morpheus poring over Daisy’s father’s diary once again.

      “Where the hell have you been?” Bryce asks.

      “In the treehouse.” I set the dagger on the kitchen counter. “Where’s Phoenix?”

      “He was gone before we were up,” Morpheus replies.

      “You’re looking a little better,” I say.

      “I don’t feel better,” he grumbles, then takes a sip of his beverage—hot tea would be my guess.

      I stare at the bundle in front of me and debate what to do.

      “You know the dagger I found on Daisy?” I start.

      “Yeah.” Bryce looks up with interest.

      “I couldn’t destroy it.”

      I turn to them, and sure as shit, both are staring wide-eyed at me.

      “You’re joking,” Bryce breathes.

      “Nope. Not even the handle cracked. This is indeed the ultimate weapon against us.”

      “Do you think the Knights are producing them?” Morpheus asks.

      “I’m not sure. If the material is dangerous to us, it’s dangerous to them. Wouldn’t handling it and molding it into a weapon be unwise?” Bryce poses the question that was on my mind.

      “Then they have Norms working for them. Maybe Daisy’s father was one of those Norms,” I say, and immediately my brother’s posture changes.

      “You aren’t still holding a grudge against Daisy because of her father, are you?” I ask.

      He turns away and doesn’t answer my question.

      “It’s not the diary that’s making Bryce act like an asshole to Daisy. It’s my vision,” Morpheus says.

      “Fuck off, Morpheus,” Bryce grits out, standing up suddenly.

      Bryce and Daisy’s infinity band vision. He’s upset about that while, when I think about it, all I feel is jealousy. I’m jealous that my brother is destined to form an eternal bond with the girl we shared.

      “Maybe you won’t form any bond with her,” I say.

      Morpheus gives me a droll look. “When have my visions never come to pass?”

      “Shut up, you two,” Bryce growls. “And you’re both wrong about why I’m pissed.”

      “Care to enlighten us?” I raise an eyebrow.

      Bryce turns to face us sporting the most pitiful expression I’ve ever seen on anyone. He looks like a dog without a bone. “I’m angry at myself. I messed things up with Daisy, and I don’t know how to fix it.”

      My jaw slackens, and I catch a similar reaction from Morpheus. He leans forward and grabs the diary from the coffee table. “How about if you return this to her?”

      “I was planning to, but I don’t think that’s going to cut it. I kicked her out while she was ill. She could have died because of me. That’s inexcusable.”

      Hearing the agony in my brother’s tone makes one thing excruciatingly clear to me: Bryce is in love with Daisy. Hell, I don’t know how I feel about that. It’s one thing for us to compete for her attention when it’s meaningless fun. But Daisy hasn’t been meaningless fun for a while. I’m not sure if she ever was. The strange emotion swirling in my chest, the crushing pain I wish I could eradicate, tells me I might also be in—no! I can’t allow myself to even think that. Daisy is an obsession. Nothing more.

      I jump off the couch and head for the door. What I need is to find a distraction.

      “Where are you going?” Morpheus asks.

      “Out.”

      It seems I have to return to my old habits if I’m to evict Daisy from my mind. Unearthly Desires it is.
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      With my heart in my throat, I stride across the linoleum floor, ignoring the strong smell of ammonia and other nasty odors I don’t want to think about. The nurse behind the desk is on the phone, and she totally pretends she doesn’t see me. That would have been fine if the call wasn’t personal.

      “Excuse me. I need to know where Felicity Thoms is.”

      With a roll of her eyes, the nurse glowers at me. “Can’t you see that I’m busy?”

      She returns her attention to whoever’s on the other side of the line.

      Fucking bitch.

      I yank the phone cord and disconnect the handle.

      “Hey, what the he—”

      I smack my palms flat on the counter and lean forward. “Listen, Nurse Whatever, I don’t have time to listen to you gossip about who you think is going to win on a stupid TV reality show. Do your damn job and tell me where Felicity Thoms is. Now!”

      The woman, who is a large Fringe who could totally kick my ass, leans back and widens her eyes in fear. I must be projecting a pretty strong crazy vibe. Crazy people, even Norms, are dangerous.

      “She’s in room 108, but only kin is—”

      “We’re her family,” I grit out, then head in the direction I believe the rooms are. I just want to get the hell out of the reception area before the nurse wises up and realizes she’s dealing with an ordinary puny Norm.

      At a crossroads, I immediately veer right.

      “Yo, Daisy. I think it’s this way.” Toby points at the sign with the room numbers.

      Ah shit. Rage is making me blind. I turn around and continue down the hallway in the right direction. The only reason I’m not sprinting is because I don’t want to draw attention to us.

      “That was some serious scary technique you used there,” Toby says. “And that nurse was a Fringe.”

      “I could have taken her,” I lie.

      We find Felicity’s room easily enough. Before I go in, I pull the medical chart from the plastic sleeve mounted on the wall next to her door. Scanning through the documents quickly, my horror increases. Felicity sustained multiple fractures everywhere. Oh my God.

      “Daisy?” a masculine voice says from behind me.

      “Luigi.” I walk over to him, giving him a hug. “Tell me everything you know.”

      Easing off the embrace, I catch his grim expression. “I don’t know much, only what the cops told me after they took her statement. She went out in Emelton, a different bar than the one we celebrated her birthday at. When she was walking back to her car, she was jumped by a motorcycle gang. They were Fringes.”

      I clamp my jaw shut while I curl my hands into fists, digging my nails into my palms. Fringes. Fucking Fringes. We spend so much time worrying about Idols that sometimes we forget the most dangerous threats to us are the ones lower on the power level.

      “I’m going in,” I say. “I have to know what happened from her mouth.”

      “She might be sleeping. I overheard the nurses saying they had given her a sedative.”

      “I’ll wait until she’s up, then. But you should go home now, Luigi. You look exhausted.”

      He runs his hand over his shaved head. “I’m pretty beat. I’ll to try to catch a few hours of sleep before I come back. I’ll keep trying to reach Poppy too. He needs to know what happened to Felicity.”

      “Yeah, you do that.”

      Luigi says goodbye and walks away with heavy steps and head hanging low. Rosie and Toby are hanging a little away from me, clutching to each other.

      “Are you going in now?” Rosie asks.

      “Yeah, I have to.”

      “We’ll wait for you here, then,” Toby says, then steers Rosie to the chairs at the end of the corridor.

      Facing Felicity’s door, I take a steadying breath, and then I enter.

      It’s dim in the room. The shades are shut, so the only light is from the lamp on the nightstand. But there’s still enough illumination for me to see the bruises on Felicity’s face, the bandage around her forehead, and her broken arm.

      My heart breaks at the sight. What did those bastards do to you, Fefe?

      With soft steps, I approach her bed. My throat closes up, and a sob escapes my lips before I can contain it. Not only did the bastards beat the shit out of her, they also branded their mark on her chest. I can see the burn scar in the shape of a skull with wings right below her sternum.

      Almost immediately, the heartache changes into pure rage. It’s a firestorm brewing in the pit of my stomach. The need to obliterate those responsible for Felicity’s current state is almost overwhelming. I have murder on my mind, and I don’t feel one bit bad about it.

      Felicity’s eyelids tremble before she slowly peels them open. At first, she doesn’t seem to be able to focus on anything until she turns her face to me.

      “Daisy?” Her voice is raspy.

      I cover her hand with mine. “Yeah, Fefe. It’s me. How are you feeling?”

      “Like I was hit by an eighteen-wheeler. Everything hurts.”

      “I thought they gave you painkillers.”

      “They did, but it’s shit.”

      “What happened?”

      Felicity’s eyebrows scrunch together as she closes her eyes for a brief second.

      “I finally picked the wrong guy,” she murmurs.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I was seeing this biker. I met him online. Last night he invited me to hang out at this bar in Emelton that’s popular among motorcycle gangs. I didn’t know that until I got there. I’m not that stupid.” She laughs humorlessly. “Anyway, I get there and pretty quickly I realize the asshole was planning to share me with his gang members. So I took off. That was when they jumped me and did this.”

      “What’s the name of their gang?” I ask.

      She looks pointedly at me. “Why do you want to know, Daisy? I didn’t even tell the cops that.”

      “Why not?”

      “You don’t understand how those criminals operate. You tell on them, then your life is forfeit, as well as the lives of your friends. They hold grudges like no other.”

      “They need to pay for what they did to you,” I say with enough emphasis that Felicity flinches.

      “Just let it go, Daisy. It’s for the best.” She looks away.

      My eyes are brimming with unshed tears, but they’re the angry kind. I’m so frustrated I could scream. It’s bad enough that we can’t do anything to punish Idols when they hurt us. But Fringes too? Hell to the fucking no.

      “Tell me at least the name of the bar you went to,” I say.

      “Who do you take me for, kid? I know you. You’re fearless. God, you go to that school filled with Idols without breaking a sweat. I’m not telling you anything.”

      “But, Fefe—”

      “No buts, Daisy. I won’t have you risking your life to avenge me. You’re not an Idol. You can’t fight this battle and win.”

      I let go of her hand and step back, afraid she’ll be able to sense I’m shaking.

      “Good morni—oh, I didn’t know you had a visitor,” a masculine voice says from the door.

      “Hi, Dr. Ackerman,” Felicity says with a little extra pep to her tone. It’s easy to see why. The doctor is cute. Unfortunately, he’s a Fringe too.

      “I’m Daisy, Felicity’s sister. How is she, Doc?” I ask.

      The doctor frowns, then peers at Felicity. “I didn’t know you had a sister.”

      “Half sister,” Felicity jumps in. “She lives out of town.”

      “Ah, well. Felicity had a concussion we’re keeping an eye on, a broken arm, broken nose, and several lacerations on her face, but luckily no internal bleeding.”

      “Isn’t it nuts how he recites all that as if he’s reading a grocery list?” Felicity quips.

      “Yeah, nuts,” I reply with way less enthusiasm. “When can I take my sister home?”

      “Oh, I’d like to keep her for observation for a few more days.”

      I quick glance at my friend tells me she’s not minding that at all. Only Felicity could see the positive in this situation. I wish I could simply brush her attack aside and forget all about it, but I can’t. I’m done with the people I love getting killed or hurt.

      “Fefe, I’m going to run by your house and grab some clothes and other necessities. I’ll be back later.” I pat her hand.

      “Okay, honey.”

      I walk out of the room, leaving Felicity alone with her doctor. Toby and Rosie rise when they see me, and we meet halfway in the corridor.

      “How is she?” Rosie asks.

      “A mess of bruises and a couple breaks, but she’s in good spirits.”

      “Really? And what about the attack? Did she say anything about that?” Toby crosses his arms.

      “Not enough. Only that she went to a shady bar in Emelton popular among the MC gang crowd. She didn’t give me a name.”

      “Why would you want the name?” Rosie narrows her eyes.

      “No reason.” I look away.

      “Daisy, please let the police handle this,” Rosie pleads.

      I don’t want Rosie to worry, so I force my face into a neutral expression and say, “Of course. I’m not crazy, Rosie.”

      But in reality I am. There’s no chance in hell I’m going to let those motherfuckers get away with hurting my friend. Fringes or not, they will pay.
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      There can’t be that many bars in Emelton that cater to the criminal underbelly of Saturn’s Bay. I’m not too concerned about that. I’m thirsty for revenge, but I know my limitations. There is one person who can help me though. He should be as invested in giving those Fringes the punishment they deserve as me. Felicity has worked at Poppy’s Joint for years; she must mean something to Mr. X.

      But to speak to Mr. X, I have to wait until Unearthly Desires opens. And I need my own mode of transportation. So when we drop by Felicity’s apartment, I convince Toby and Rosie to enjoy the rest of their day. It takes a lot of cajoling on my part to get rid of them. Shit, I practically had to pimp my baby sister to Toby.

      Whatever. I’m not going to feel guilty about that. Besides, they’re both responsible. Their idea of a hot date probably includes a movie-and-pizza combo. Unlike me, who slept with two different guys in a matter of days. I’m not going to think about that either.

      It doesn’t take long for me to pack an overnight bag for Felicity and return to the hospital in her car. I’m glad she’s asleep when I arrive, because pretending I’m okay with her predicament is fucking hard.

      I still have a lot of time to kill, so I drive by Poppy’s Joint, but the elusive owner is still MIA. He’s never stayed away too long from the diner, and his absence is beginning to worry me. There’s nothing left for me to do but drive to Unearthly Desires.

      When I arrive, I’m surprised to see the place is already open. I’ve always assumed strip bars’ hours of operation were at nighttime, but I guess perverts need their entertainment at all hours of the day. I circle around the building and park in the back. It’s my luck that the same asshole Fringe is manning the back door. Memories of my first time here come to the forefront of my mind. I had been desperate then, and afraid. I’m no longer feeling those weakening emotions, but I’m just as determined to get in.

      Taking a deep breath, I exit the car and march toward the mountain of a bully.

      He holds up a hand. “Where do you think you’re goi—wait a second. I remember you.”

      “I need to see Mr. X,” I say.

      “You’re the brat who came here a few weeks ago and had an attitude.”

      “If you remember me, then move out of the way.”

      His lips turn into a perverted grin. “Oh no, sugar. You’re not escaping so easily today. I believe you still owe me payment.”

      He makes a motion to grab my arm, but quick as a whip, I move out of the way and extend my leg so the big asshole trips and falls on his knees.

      “You sneaky little bitch.” He begins to rise, his face contorted in rage.

      Without stopping to think, I kick his ugly mug. I hear a crunch followed by his bellowing scream. Fuck. I think I broke his nose. How did I do that? I didn’t realize I was that strong.

      He finally gets up, covering his bloody nose with one hand. I have no idea what kind of gift he possesses, but his beefy fists alone could do serious damage to me. I backpedal until my butt hits the wall. I know I won’t have time to slip through the door or run around him.

      But then I remember the old pepper spray I have in my bag. It’s a safe bet it doesn’t work on Idols, so I ended up forgetting I had it. Without breaking eye contact with the Fringe, I shove my hand inside my purse and curl my fingers around the canister.

      With a roar, the jackass charges, ready to punch my face. I spray the entire contents of the canister in his eyes. He steps back, rubbing his eyes and yelling like a banshee. I don’t waste any time, yanking the door open and entering the dark hallway beyond. Then I lock it and take off into a run toward Mr. X’s office, praying he’s there. If he isn’t, I’m truly fucked. A bolted door won’t keep the bouncer out for long, considering he can just walk around the building and use the main entrance.

      But my luck has definitely run out. Mr. X is not in his office. Damn it. Without missing a beat, I head for the club. The stage is currently occupied by a girl wearing the same blonde wig I did on my debut night. I only spare her one fleeting glance before my eyes dart around the dark area, searching for Mr. X.

      At this hour, the club is relatively empty, so it’s easy for me to see he isn’t here.

      A rough hand curls around my forearm, making my heart leapfrog to my throat. The bouncer found me.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” He turns me around, but it’s Rufio staring daggers at me. His hair is messy as if he’s been ripping at it, and his cheeks are flushed.

      “I-I—”

      “You! You aren’t escaping now, whore!” the bouncer bellows from somewhere behind me.

      Rufio looks over my shoulder and, in the blink of an eye, steps in front of me.

      “Stop right there, asshole,” he commands.

      “She’s an intruder.” The bouncer sneers at me. He’s brought reinforcements, another big guy with ill intentions.

      “She’s with me. Now back off.” Rufio takes a menacing step toward them.

      The second bouncer’s aggressive stance buckles, and he glances warily at his coworker. That’s right, the clientele is king in his place. Also, only an idiot would pick a fight with Rufio. I guess I’m one since I’ve done it several times.

      “She broke my nose!” the first bouncer replies indignantly.

      “I don’t fucking care. Get. Lost,” Rufio grits out, lifting his hand in a menacing way. Dark veins have covered his palm, and I sense an ominous energy concentrating there.

      That display of power finally deflates the Fringe’s bravado. He sends one more death glare in my direction before stalking away.

      “Thank—”

      Rufio turns to me. “Don’t thank me yet. What are you doing here? Missing the stage already?”

      His gaze is hard, and there’s venom in his tone. All his animosity does is fuel my anger.

      “What I’m doing here is none of your business!” I shout, regretting it immediately. Not because I’m afraid of Rufio but because now everyone is staring at us. Curious patrons give me once-over glances, making my skin crawl.

      I turn around with every intention to get out of here when Rufio grabs my arm again and steers me toward the back of the club. My instinct is to fight, but I can’t give these people more reason to pay attention to us.

      Rufio doesn’t stop until he takes me to Mr. X’s office and closes the door. Finally alone, I yank my arm from his grasp and massage the sore spot.

      “What the hell!” I yell.

      “Did you seriously break that bouncer’s nose?” Rufio ignores my outburst.

      “Yes. He wouldn’t let me in.”

      “How?” He stares intently at me.

      “With a kick to his face.”

      His eyebrows arch for a second before they furrow together. With large steps, he approaches, stopping mere inches from me. I tilt my head to keep glaring at him.

      “Why did you come here?” he asks again.

      “I had business with Mr. X. Why did you?”

      As I pose the question, a sliver of jealousy pierces my chest. I shouldn’t care about what Rufio does in his spare time, or who he fucks for that matter. So he likes to screw strippers. Not my problem.

      “I needed to get you out of my head. You’re here all the damn time”—he taps the side of his forehead—“and it’s distracting.”

      I suck in a breath, not expecting that answer.

      Watching me with eyes filled with bad intentions—the best kind—he runs his hand over my cheek, caressing my lips with his thumb.

      “But you’re determined to follow me everywhere, so fuck it,” he says, a breath away from my face.

      He brings his lips to mine, searing my mouth with a passionate kiss that changes the emotion in my chest into a different kind of fury. Violent flames lick my skin, sending my body ablaze. I want to melt into his arms, meld myself to him. It would be easy to succumb to this raw need that’s clouding my judgment, but somehow, I’m still in possession of my faculties. With much effort, I break the kiss and push Rufio back.

      “We can’t do this,” I say without a lot of conviction.

      “Why not?” He keeps his gaze trained on my mouth.

      “Because I have to put my selfish needs aside for once.”

      He lifts his eyes to mine. “You lost me.”

      I pull my hair back, staring at Rufio’s chest now because it’s way less distracting than his face. “My friend Felicity was attacked by a Fringe gang.”

      The revelation takes more out of me than I expected. I’m not sure if it’s because I’m telling Rufio, a cruel boy who couldn’t possibly relate to my pain, or if it’s something else.

      “Is she okay?” he asks after a moment.

      Surprised by his question, I look into his eyes. “She’s in bad shape, but she’ll recover. It doesn’t matter though. Those fuckers need to pay for what they did. That’s why I came here, to ask for Mr. X’s help.”

      Rufio’s eyes flash with a different emotion now. I can’t decipher what it means.

      “You could have asked me.”

      “Why would I ask you to avenge my Norm friend? You hate our kind.”

      “I don’t hate you.”

      I open my mouth to call him out on his BS, but he adds, “Anymore.”

      “Because I slept with you.” I hug my middle.

      “No. And don’t ask me the reason. But I’m here, willing to avenge your friend. So how badly do you want to destroy those motherfuckers?”

      “Very badly. I want them gone.” I lift my chin higher. I just voiced out loud that I want to kill those men, and I don’t feel an ounce of remorse.

      The corners of Rufio’s lips twist into a cruel smile. “Obliterating things is my specialty. Who are the culprits?”

      “All I know is it was a motorcycle gang that has a flying skull symbol.” I close my eyes for a brief second. “They branded her chest with it.”

      When I meet Rufio’s gaze again, his blue eyes are electric, and small dark veins have spread through his cheeks. That’s the sign of his terrible power. He’s destruction, pure and simple.

      “Where did the attack happen?” he asks in a tight voice filled with danger.

      “Outside a shady bar in Emelton. It’s popular among motorcycle gangs.”

      Rufio squints a fraction, then pulls his phone out.

      “Who are you calling?”

      “No one. I’m looking online.”

      I scoff. “You can’t possibly find out who those men are by doing a simple search.”

      Rufio smirks and shows me his phone. “Are you sure about that? Does the symbol you saw on your friend match this one?”

      My eyes widen. “Fuck. It does.”

      Rufio’s grin turns into a chilling smile. “All right, then. I have an address. I can drop you off at the diner on my way.”

      “You’re not going there by yourself.”

      He gives me a droll look. “Daisy, I can handle a few measly Fringes.”

      “I know you can. But I’m coming with you, and don’t give me that look. Felicity is my friend. I want to be there when the assholes who hurt her get their dues.”

      Rufio doesn’t say a word for a couple of beats, just stares at me in his intense way.

      Finally he says, “You would make an excellent Idol, Daisy.”
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      Damn my fucking libido to hell. I’ve been sporting a boner since I kissed Daisy in Unearthly Desires. I didn’t think I could obsess more about her until I discovered her thirst for revenge. She’s ruthless, brave, loyal. I meant what I said that she would make an excellent Idol.

      But she’s only a Norm, so whatever is going on between us won’t end well. Idols and Norms aren’t fated to last. No wonder Bryce is losing his mind over Morpheus’s vision. If Bryce could care that much for Daisy that he’d form an infinity band with her, it means he’s going to break hard when she’s no longer here.

      A heaviness settles in my chest when I imagine a day when Daisy isn’t with us. This isn’t normal. A fuck, no matter how great it is, shouldn’t get me all sentimental and depressed.

      Don’t think about Daisy dying, Rufio. Think about the destruction and pain you’re about to unleash.

      The thought manages to cheer me up a little. Only a demented person like me could get happy about the prospect of killing. Well, they’re criminals; no loss there.

      Shit. I think I grew a conscience too.

      I peel my eyes off the road to look at Daisy. Her jaw is set hard, and her brows are furrowed. She’s determined to see this through. It’s easy to see that she’ll walk through fire to protect her loved ones, no matter the consequences to herself. I used to loathe people like her—martyrs, selfless bastards who put the needs of others above their own. The opposite of me. Not anymore. Daisy has changed everything.

      The sun is just beginning to set, and the hole-in-the-wall bar is slowly beginning to fill. The bikers come in groups of four or five, all wearing different symbols on their jackets. I know little about the way of life of motorcycle clubs, but one detail I know for sure—they love their precious bikes.

      I parked across the street to scope out the place first. I don’t have Morpheus’s super-enhanced senses, but I can gauge someone’s level of power from a distance. And every single person who entered the bar is a low-level Fringe. So they’re truly scum.

      With a grin, I turn to Daisy. “Should I start by turning their bikes into dust?”

      “Can you do that from here?” She rounds her pretty eyes.

      “Sure can.”

      She switches her attention to the building. “Maybe we should take care of Felicity’s attackers first. Then you can do whatever you want with those bikes.”

      “I know you want to see this through yourself, but I want you to wait for me in the car.”

      “I said I was coming with you,” she grits out, ready to fight me on this.

      “I know what I can do, Daisy, but that crowd is rough, and they’re also carrying guns. Using my gift requires a little bit of concentration. That will leave you unprotected for a moment. I can’t take that risk.”

      Her stubborn gaze doesn’t release mine. I’m about to do something I’ve never done before. Plead.

      I cup her face and lean in. “Wait for me here, please.”

      She nibbles on her lower lip and averts her gaze. It takes a paramount effort not to turn her face back to mine so I can savor her lips again.

      “Okay,” she says in a voice so soft, I almost don’t hear it.

      I let out a relieved breath. Now that Daisy has made the right choice to stay out of the way, I feel a thousand times better. I wasn’t lying about her safety, but I have another reason to not want her around. I’m about to release the monster. Until now, she’s only seen glimpses of it, and I want to keep it that way.

      Another group of bikers approaches the building and parks right in front of it, a spot that was reserved for the VIPs, I guess. And they’re wearing the symbol Daisy saw branded on her friend.

      “It’s them,” she says.

      Six of them. All Fringes, but they’re more powerful than any of the other vermin who entered the establishment. It doesn’t matter. I can handle all of them with my eyes closed.

      With my hand on the door handle, I say, “I’ll be right back.”

      I sprint across the street, and as I’m walking between two motorcycles, I can’t help gliding my fingers through their bodies. They’re nothing but piles of dust by the time I reach the curb. Oops.

      Once inside the bar, I’m assaulted by the most awful combination of odors: beer, sweat, and BO. The guys sitting closest to the door stop their conversation to glance in my direction. I can immediately sense their tension. That’s right, bitches. You should fear me. But those assholes are not the ones I’m looking for.

      I stride with confidence toward the bar. The bartender stops polishing the counter to watch me with suspicion.

      “We don’t cater to your kind here,” he says.

      “Don’t worry. I’m not here for you.”

      “And who are you looking for, heh, preppy boy?” A tall man sporting a Mohawk and ugly-ass nose ring approaches me.

      He’s one of the gang members who hurt Daisy’s friend.

      “As a matter of fact, I’m looking for you.” I grab the man by the throat and crush his windpipe. I could have easily turned him into nothing, but that wouldn’t be that much fun to me.

      He clutches my hand, trying to pry free from my hold.

      “So you thought it was fun to beat up a puny Norm, huh?” I ask.

      The hairs on my neck stand on end, announcing the approach of more enemies. I turn around as I slowly begin to disintegrate the asshole’s throat. He’s gone by the time I face the crowd, and my stomach coils tightly. The five other members of the gang have formed a wall, blocking the exit. But that’s not what’s making me fucking anxious now. They have Daisy with them. There’s a gash on her forehead, and blood has dripped down.

      “Let her go,” I grit out while the fury of the gods runs through my body.

      “You just killed one of our own. I say we need to get even,” the man holding her by the arm says before pressing a knife against her throat.

      I lock gazes with Daisy, finding no fear in her eyes. It’s almost as if she’s telling me to do my worst. I focus on the knife at her throat, willing it to fly out of the Fringe’s hand, but it won’t budge.

      What the hell?

      I can’t send a destructive wave his way because it’ll hit Daisy too. Fuck.

      “What’s the matter, boy? Can’t use your Idol powers on me?” The man cackles.

      What happens next has my jaw dropping to the floor. Faster than I can blink, Daisy pulls the dagger away from her throat and bites his wrist. The Fringe lets out a roar before throwing her against the table nearby. She hits the surface hard and slides down to the floor.

      My heart constricts painfully in my chest, but I can’t run to help Daisy yet. With her out of the way, I unleash my power at the gangster, but instead of turning to dust, he remains standing. No scratch, no nothing. Impossible.

      “That’s right, fucker. You can’t touch me.” With a movement of his arm, he sends a gust of wind my way.

      It would knock an ordinary man down, but I’m not a Norm. I’m a fucking Idol. I grab the table at my side and hurl it at him with all my strength. He tries to change its course, but he’s not strong enough, and the piece of furniture hits him square in the chest. He goes down with a loud bang.

      A sense of satisfaction, albeit small, runs through me. But Daisy’s scream cuts the emotion like a knife. I whirl around to see that one of the gang members has her by the hair. From the corner of my eye, I catch another attacker coming at me. I stop him midleap, making him explode in a shower of dust.

      So only the leader is immune to my gift. Good to know.

      I turn two more assholes into dust when a sharp pain in my back sends me down on my knees, howling.

      “Rufio!” Daisy yells, but the world around me is spinning out of control, and I can’t pinpoint where she’s coming from.

      Bracing myself on a chair nearby, I get back on my feet.

      “Behind you,” Daisy warns.

      I turn just in time to block another jab at my back. The leader of the gang has something sharp in his hand, a dagger that looks very similar to the one Daisy had. Fuck me. It’s a lightning-glass weapon.

      My muscles strain as I attempt to keep the pointy end from my eye. This asshole shouldn’t be able to best me in a muscle fight, which means the stab served to diminish my power somehow.

      Someone howls in pain behind me, but the only important thing is that it wasn’t Daisy’s scream. In another second, my arms are going to give out, and the Fringe knows it. He smiles victoriously, but then his eyes become rounder and his hold on me slackens. Spewing blood from his mouth, he staggers back and drops his gaze to the rod sticking out of his chest.

      He finally drops to the floor into a heap of useless meat, revealing Daisy behind him, breathing hard with a manic glint in her eyes.

      But the fight is far from over. Two more criminals are coming for us.

      “Duck, Daisy!” I yell.

      She drops into a crouch, and I slam the Fringe behind her. He doesn’t pulverize on the spot, but he drops like a fly. I’m out of juice, so I had to resort to a good old-fashioned punch to get rid of the last guy standing.

      My breathing is coming out in spurts, and my vision is still not a hundred percent. But I can see Daisy as clear as day as she unfurls from her crouch. Her eyes connect with mine for a brief second before she turns her attention to the man she killed. The motherfucker is still holding his damn dagger.

      “Go ahead, take it,” I say, guessing she’s staring at the weapon as well.

      Bending forward, she pries the object from his hand, still caked in my blood. She wipes it clean against his leather jacket and then stands up. I amble toward her, trying to ignore the pain in my shoulder.

      “You’re hurt,” she says.

      “So are you.” I touch the blood smeared on her forehead.

      “Just a scratch. We need to get you help.” She hooks her arm with mine and guides me toward the exit.

      I never thought I would be in a situation where I’d lean on a Norm, but here I am. The front of the bar cleared out. There are only a few bikes left, probably the ones belonging to the gang Daisy and I slew. But when we cross the street, I begin to get a picture of what happened to Daisy. The passenger window is smashed, and the door is ajar.

      “They came out of nowhere,” she says, guessing where my thoughts are. “I’m sorry.”

      “Why are you apologizing?”

      “You’re hurt because of me.” She opens the back door, but I dig my foot into the ground.

      “I can drive.”

      “No you can’t. He got you good with that dagger, and we don’t know the extent of your wound.”

      I peer into her eyes, and the electric spark in them turns me to flames. Forgetting for a moment where we are, as well as the burning pain on my shoulder, I pull her to me and crush my lips against hers. My tongue invades her mouth savagely, without mercy. Daisy grabs the front of my T-shirt, curling her fingers around the soft fabric.

      There’s so much urgency and need in this kiss that I wish I could teletransport us to a different place.

      She eases off and breathlessly whispers, “Get in the car.”
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      I’m still riding on adrenaline, but there’s also something else making my body tremble. The kiss Rufio just stole from me. I wasn’t expecting it, but I sure as hell regret ending it so soon. My heart is beating a staccato rhythm, and my knuckles are white from gripping the steering wheel too tight.

      “Where should I go?” I ask.

      “Just take me back home,” Rufio groans, his voice laced with pain.

      “No way. You need medical attention. Which hospital caters to Idols?”

      We’re on the highway, at least half an hour from school. It’s late, so the nurse is probably gone already. I wish I remembered the way to her house.

      “Daisy, you need to pull over,” Rufio says.

      “Why? Are you going to be sick?”

      “Just pull over, please.”

      There he goes again using that word. I don’t think he’s ever said it before, at least not to a Norm.

      I turn on the blinker and park the car on the side of the highway. The road is completely dark in this area; the only faint glow is coming from streetlights that are too far apart to do any good. To make sure we’re not rear-ended, I turn on the emergency lights.

      When Rufio doesn’t make a motion to get out, I unbuckle my seat belt and make my way to his side.

      “Talk to m—”

      He cups my face and kisses me again with just as much ardor as before. His tongue against mine works like a spark, starting the fire in the pit of my stomach. There’s still adrenaline coursing through my veins, and it mixes with the sudden desire in an explosive way.

      “What are you doing? You’re hurt,” I whisper between feverish kisses.

      “It’s nothing. Just a flesh wound.”

      I don’t know if I should believe him, but I can’t stop what’s happening now. The raw yearning takes over my senses, and before I know it, I’m unzipping Rufio’s pants and straddling him. He brings his hands to my ass and squeezes it.

      “Fuck, why are you wearing jeans today?” he says against my mouth.

      “I didn’t think I’d need to grant anyone easy access to my panties.”

      His lips abandon mine to leave a scorching trail down my neck.

      “Shit. You’re wearing way too many clothes,” he murmurs.

      “You should be thankful for them. It protected me from the glass when they broke your window.”

      Rufio tenses suddenly, then grabs a fistful of my hair, pulling me back and staring hard at me. “Don’t remind me of what those assholes did to you. I wish I could have obliterated them all.”

      “But you did.”

      “No, not the main guy, but….” Rufio pauses, sweeping his tongue into my mouth for a glorious, hot kiss. “Seeing you kicking ass was hot as hell.”

      His hand finds its way inside my T-shirt, and I can tell he’s a moment way from ripping it in two.

      “Wait,” I say.

      I take my sweatshirt off, and Rufio’s gaze immediately zeroes in on the T-shirt’s design. “You’re wearing a unicorn T-shirt.”

      “A savage-as-fuck unicorn.”

      He gives me a crooked smile. “I love how filthy your mouth is.” He kisses me again, then helps me out of my top and bra. When he captures my nipple with his mouth, I think I’m going to combust on the spot. I accidently touch his wound, and Rufio hisses. Crap!

      “We shouldn’t be doing this. You’re hurt,” I remind him.

      “And you’re the only medicine I need.”

      Common sense is telling me this is a terrible idea, but hell, we almost died. I’m craving this connection. I need his touch like I need air to breathe.

      While Rufio is busy playing with my boobs, I slip my hand inside his boxers, curling my fingers around his cock. He’s so hard already that I think I could send him over the edge without much effort. Using my thumb, I spread precum over the head, which only makes Rufio suck my nipple harder.

      I gasp out loud, and in retribution, I run my hand up and down his shaft.

      With a groan, Rufio curls his fingers tighter around my hair and yanks hard until it causes a little pain.

      “I can’t… I need more,” I whisper.

      He pivots me around, laying me flat on the seat. With eager hands, he peels off my jeans and underwear, then spreads my legs as far as the tight space allows.

      “You’re so beautiful.” He slides his hands up my legs. “And strong.” His fingers caress the insides of my thighs. “And fearless.” He swipes his thumb over my clit, making my hips buckle. “Easy, darling.”

      He keeps playing, first applying pressure to my bundle of nerves, then sliding a finger inside of me.

      “Are you happy now?” he asks as he inserts another finger.

      “About… what?” I close my eyes and let out a moan.

      “Killing those motherfuckers.”

      My eyes fly open and I lock gazes with him. “Yes.” My voice is hard now, and it somehow ignites a spark in Rufio’s gaze.

      He pulls his hand away and retrieves a condom from his pocket. Wrapped tight, he positions himself between my legs, bracing his forearms on the leather seat so as not to crush me. But I catch the flinch. His shoulder is bothering him more than he wants to let me know.

      “Rufio, you’re not okay.”

      “I will be in a moment.” He lowers his mouth to mine, cutting off my next argument, and at the same time, he slides inside of me.

      Then I get lost in the moment, in the feel of him. I’m aware of every tiny sensation he provokes with his tongue, with his thrusts. I slide my hands underneath his shirt, flattening my palms against his lower back. Then I grab his ass and silently urge him to go faster. This is not the time for words. Not telling, only showing. And I try to show him with my caresses how glad I am that he allowed me to exact my revenge without judgment, without hesitation.

      The orgasm hits me in the precise moment the memory of me skewering that Fringe comes to the forefront of my mind. I yell Rufio’s name out loud and try not to think how twisted it was for me to climax with murder on my mind.

      Rufio’s release follows soon after. He grunts and trembles, then kisses me long and hard as he rides the last tendrils of his orgasm. He tries not to collapse completely on top of me and ends up falling through the crack between the front and back seats.

      “Damn. Talk about a graceful finale,” he says, making me chuckle. “Oh, you’re amused now.”

      “I’m sorry, but that statement coming from you was pretty funny.”

      I sit up so Rufio can do the same. He gets rid of the condom while I search for my clothes, but in the darkness, it’s pretty hard. Suddenly, the bright glow of a flashlight and a loud knock on the window earns a yell from me and a curse from Rufio.

      “Daisy? Is that you?” a familiar voice asks.

      “Who’s out there?” Rufio moves so he’s protecting me from prying eyes.

      “Mr. X. Put your clothes back on and get out of the car.”

      With my heart still thundering inside my chest, I search for my clothes blindly. My mind is going at a hundred miles an hour. What the hell is Mr. X doing here?
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      The only sound in the dining room is of silver spoons hitting china. If I thought dinner at my folks’ was a depressing affair, Morpheus’s parents take the first prize. Morpheus and I came over for supper in the hopes of cornering his father later. We still don’t know anything about Daisy’s lineage, and Morpheus’s father is the closest expert in history we have.

      But the man is as cold as a winter storm. He barely spared his own son a couple of words. I don’t understand where his animosity comes from. He should treat Morpheus like a king. There aren’t many Fringe families who produce an Idol heir.

      “How are things at school?” Mrs. Malek asks. She, at least, seems to care about her only child.

      “Good.” Morpheus doesn’t meet her gaze.

      She stares at him for a couple more beats before she turns to me. “How about you, Bryce? This is your senior year, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Do you know which school you’re going to after you graduate?”

      “I haven’t given it much thought,” I shrug. “Prism City University has excellent programs.”

      “How can you not know what field you want to specialize in?” Mr. Malek speaks suddenly, watching me with a disapproving glare.

      Boy, he and my father should hang out.

      “Maybe because I’m a Gemini and I can’t make up my mind,” I joke, which flies right over the man’s head. I realize being a smartass is not going to win me any brownie points, so I decide to change my approach. “Truth is, I asked to tag along tonight because I wanted to ask you a few questions.”

      I look quickly in Morpheus’s direction. He sets his spoon down and watches me with a frown.

      “Oh? Are you interested in becoming a historian?” Mr. Malek asks, clearly less antagonizing now.

      “History is my favorite subject in school, but honestly, I have no idea what kind of work I could do after I get a degree in it.”

      Mr. Malek cleans his mouth with his napkin and then folds his hands together. “Well, there’s always teaching.”

      “Do you enjoy being a teacher?” I ask.

      He nods. “I do, but what I really like is doing research for publication.”

      “Tarek has written several scholarly books,” Mrs. Malek says with pride.

      I catch Morpheus’s wince, then him shrinking in his chair. It’s no secret to us that he feels lacking when it comes to his performance at school. I’ve tried to tell him it’s all in his head. None of us are geniuses, and our GPAs are definitely average. But his issues are obviously related to his father, a well-respected professor in his field.

      “Really? Do you only write about Idol history, or do you also dabble with Fringe and Norm history as well?”

      “Well, a good historian can’t focus solely on one race. That wouldn’t give an accurate account of the truth, would it?” he replies.

      “It makes sense. Sadly, most of the history events covered at school revolve around Idols.”

      Mr. Malek nods. “That’s usually the case. It’s no surprise when Idols are the dominant race. They get to dictate the narrative.”

      We’re talking in circles now. I have to get straight to the point.

      “Even so, I stumbled upon an article about this Norm family that accomplished quite a few things.”

      Mr. Malek arches his eyebrows in curiosity. “Oh? What family?”

      “The Rodales,” Morpheus replies before I can, eliciting a frown from his father.

      Shit. I want to kick him under the table. Things were going smooth with his old man. I hope he didn’t ruin the progress I made.

      “I can’t think of a famous Rodale in history,” he replies.

      “Are you sure? I could swear that was the family’s name,” I say.

      Mr. Malek pushes his chair back and stands up. “There was a very infamous Norm family in the 1700s, the only one I’m aware of. Their last name started with an R. Come with me. I believe I acquired a book that talks briefly about them.”

      I trade a quick glance with Morpheus, and we both stand up to follow his father.

      “But you haven’t had dessert yet,” Mrs. Malek complains.

      Ah damn. She had to bring up dessert. Considering food at dinner was amazing, I’m betting the sweet treat will be out of this world.

      “Come on, Bryce. You can get your sugar fix later.” Morpheus snaps me out of my paralysis.

      Mrs. Malek smiles. “Don’t worry. Dessert isn’t going anywhere.”

      I grin and then follow Morpheus down the corridor. His father is already in his study, pulling books from the shelves.

      “I know I’ve read a passage about this Norm family somewhere,” he says over his shoulder.

      “If you could remember their name, I could maybe help locate it,” I offer.

      Mr. Malek looks over his shoulder. “You can do that?”

      I remember the time I found the information Daisy was looking for in the book she borrowed from the library. The memory brings a pang to my chest, but I’m still torn about what I should do about her.

      Realizing Mr. Malek is still waiting for my answer, I reply, “Yes, sir.”

      He sets a few more old books on his desk and begins to organize them in different piles. He doesn’t look up, keeping his brows scrunched together, until finally, after several minutes have passed, he picks a particular one from the collection.

      “Aha! Here it is. The family was called the Rinnegati. They were Italian. Here, see if you can locate the article about them.” Mr. Malek hands me the tome.

      Focusing on the name, I let my hand hover above the book. The pages begin to flick rapidly until they stop. The name Rinnegati is written in bold letters at the top. I’d read the entire passage myself, but I sense Mr. Malek staring at the book eagerly.

      “Found it.” I hand it to him.

      He reads a few lines, then says, “Yes, now it’s coming back to me. Rinnegati literally means renegades.”

      “What did they do that granted them space in one of your history books?” Morpheus moves closer to the tome in question, looking down at the open page.

      “They didn’t do anything grand, per se. They were famous because of the legend associated with their name.”

      “What legend?” Morpheus and I ask at the same time.

      “The legend of the Idol who reneged on her powers.”

      “I don’t follow,” I say.

      “It’s said that many millennia ago, there was a very powerful Idol who had such a terrible gift, she asked Gaia to take the power back.”

      “Gaia? As in the mother of the universe?”

      “Yes. Seeing how this Idol’s gift burdened her, Gaia granted the wish and changed the Idol into a Norm.”

      “And the Rinnegati relate to that legend how?” Morpheus asks.

      “They were her descendants.”

      Shit, as interesting as this information sounds, it does nothing to decipher the mystery surrounding Morpheus’s vision.

      “But of course, this is the watered-down version dispersed by Idols in power,” Mr. Malek continues. “Another intriguing theory, and much more dangerous, is that the Idol didn’t give up her power. It was taken from her.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      “Because she was disgusted with the way Idols treated Fringes and Norms. She believed the sacred duty of Idols was to protect the weak. If they refused the call, they shouldn’t keep their powers.”

      Holy shit. That’s exactly what Daisy’s father believed. There must be a connection there.

      “Is there any chance the Rinnegati family changed their name or is related in any way to the Rodales of Hawk City?” Morpheus asks.

      Understanding finally dawns on his father’s face. “You’re referring to Paul Rodale, aren’t you?”

      “What if I am?” Morpheus raises his chin stubbornly.

      His father closes the book with a loud thud. He looks pissed.

      “Then you’d better drop the subject at once. Paul Rodale was a fool who liked to antagonize very powerful people in Hawk City, and he was killed for it.”

      “He was a Norm and easy prey,” Morpheus retorts.

      “Do you think those people care what race you are? Besides, you’re the only one in this family who was blessed with Idol powers.”

      I don’t miss the venom lacing Mr. Malek’s words, and neither does Morpheus. He takes a step back, looking like a dog that’s been kicked to the curb.

      “I didn’t ask for it,” he grits out.

      “It doesn’t change the outcome, does it?” His father turns his back on him and begins to put the books back in their places. “I think it’s best if you return to campus at once.”

      “You don’t need to say it twice.” Morpheus storms out of the study, leaving behind a trail of dark miasma. Shit. He’s not doing anything to rein in his gift.

      I run after him, finding him already out the door. Mrs. Malek joins me in the entry foyer carrying a large plastic container.

      “What happened?” she asks.

      “Morpheus and your husband had a disagreement. We’re off to campus.”

      Mrs. Malek lets out a sad sigh. “This is all my fault.”

      I don’t understand what she’s implying, but I don’t get the chance to ask.

      “Yo, Bryce. Are you coming or not?” Morpheus yells from inside his car.

      “Yeah, I’m coming.” I turn to his mother. “I’m sorry we have to dine and dash. Thanks for dinner, Mrs. Malek.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about it. Here. I packed dessert for you. I know you have a sweet tooth.”

      My stomach grumbles, despite everything. “Thanks, Mrs. Malek.”

      Morpheus presses on the horn, and I curse in my head. The ride back to school is going to be hella fun.

      I barely have the chance to close the passenger door when Morpheus peels out.

      “Damn it, Morpheus. Relax.” I clutch the container tighter, trying to prevent it from toppling over and spilling everything out.

      “I knew he was going to say something to piss me off,” Morpheus grumbles under his breath.

      “He didn’t say anything awful.” I open the container, unable to wait another second. “Yes! Baklava.” I take one of the sticky treats out and shove it in my mouth.

      Morpheus doesn’t reply, but from the corner of my eye, I see the shadows are agitated again. Licking my fingers, I say, “He did get pretty antsy when he realized we were asking about Paul Rodale.”

      “No, he didn’t become nervous because I was asking about Daisy’s father. He actually got angry because I said I wasn’t afraid to poke around.”

      “I noticed that too. What was that all about?”

      Morpheus rubs his face. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Fine.” I eat a couple more treats as silence reigns supreme for a few minutes.

      The amount of sugar coursing through my veins should have put me in a better mood, but the fact that the renegade Idol and Paul Rodale shared the same ideals is sitting heavily on my mind. There’s gotta be a relationship between the two.

      “Do you think the Rinnegati and the Rodales are related?” Morpheus breaks the silence, echoing exactly what I’m thinking.

      “Honestly, I don’t know. But if the Rodales and the Rinnegati are family, and the Rinnegati are indeed related to an Idol who gave her powers back, then that means Daisy could possibly have demigod blood.”

      “It would explain why you could bond to her with an infinity band in my vision.”

      I clench my jaw and don’t say a word. My brain is too occupied trying to connect all the dots. Daisy could have an extremely weak link to an Idol, but why does that make her important to my mother and the Knights?

      It seems the more we uncover, the further in the dark we plummet.
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      We’re forced to abandon Rufio’s car and return to Unearthly Desires in Mr. X’s vehicle. He’s so angry that he doesn’t say a word to us during the entire ride there. It’s a miracle Rufio didn’t rebel against the idea of being bossed around by the guy. Then again, he doesn’t know Mr. X is a Fringe and not the Idol he projects to be.

      As for me, I’m too embarrassed to say anything. Poppy, Mr. X’s alter ego, was my former boss and, in a way, a father figure. There’s also the old picture of him with my father that’s adding more confusion to my head. I want to ask point-blank what Mr. X’s relationship with my father was, but I don’t want to do so in front of Rufio. Sleeping with the Idol twice doesn’t mean I trust him.

      We enter the club through the back door, and I notice the absence of the brute who tried to prevent me from entering by force. Hope that he got fired makes me less apprehensive, but inside the club is too quiet, which means it’s already closed. So the asshole bouncer probably didn’t get sacked. His shift is simply over.

      Mr. X doesn’t say a word until Rufio and I are in his office. The Fringe doesn’t bother sitting behind his desk, just whirls on us as soon as the door is closed.

      “What the fuck!” he yells, making me wince.

      “Why are you yelling at us?” I ask.

      “Do you really have to ask that?”

      “Daisy and I are adults. We can do whatever the hell we want,” Rufio grits out, maybe believing Mr. X is pissed because of how he found us.

      “Do you think I give a rat’s ass about your sex life? I’m pissed because Daisy came into my establishment, broke my bouncer’s nose, and then decided to pick a fight with the Skull’s Angels gang. I really expected more from you, girl.”

      “Let me get a couple of things straight. Your bouncer’s nose is broken because he’s a pervert and an asshole. And I didn’t simply ‘decide to pick a fight’ with those criminals on a whim. They attacked Felicity. They deserved retribution. It was the reason I came here in the first place, to ask for your help.”

      Mr. X narrows his eyes. “I knew about Felicity, Daisy. You should have never gotten involved.”

      “Why not? The waitress is Daisy’s friend. She had every right to seek revenge,” Rufio defends me.

      Mr. X turns his wrath on Rufio. “Oh yeah? And how did that work out for you two? I can smell your blood from here, boy. That gang member got you good, didn’t he?”

      “He got lucky,” Rufio seethes.

      “Luck ain’t got nothing to do with it. Aren’t you wondering why you couldn’t turn him into dust just like you did the others?”

      Mr. X’s question gives me pause. How did he know Rufio’s power didn’t work on the man?

      “I’m guessing by the smug grin on your face that you know why. So cut the crap and spill it already,” Rufio retorts.

      “It was his jacket. More precisely, the thread used in the emblem embroidered on the back.”

      “What about it?” Rufio asks.

      “The thread contained microscopic pieces of a material that neutralizes Idol power.”

      “Son of a bitch.”

      “Is the material lightning glass?” I ask.

      Mr. X doesn’t seem surprised that I know about it. “Yes.”

      “The Knights used a similar thing on my brother,” Rufio mutters, almost to himself.

      “The Knights? What have they done to Bryce?” My voice rises to a shrill.

      Rufio turns to me, his eyes flashing electric blue. “They kidnapped my brother. Held him hostage for two days.”

      A sinking feeling hits me, making my chest unbearably heavy with worry. There’s no mistaking the hatred in Rufio’s eyes now. If he was standing in front of a Knight in this moment, he would strike him dead.

      Swallowing the lump in my throat, I turn to Mr. X. “How did a gang member get a hold of such material?”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t know, Daisy. The Knights discovered lighting glass and made weapons and power suppressants with it. How those tools ended up on the black market is a mystery to me.”

      “Maybe the Knights distributed them on purpose,” Rufio replies.

      Mr. X cuts him a glare. “The Knights exist to protect the weak. They wouldn’t arm criminals.”

      “How do you know so much about them?” Rufio eyes Mr. X with suspicion now.

      “I’m a businessman working in a dangerous industry. I make it a priority to stay informed.”

      “Right. But you knew about the gang member I couldn’t gank, and you also knew where to find us.”

      With a sigh, Mr. X puts his hands on his hips and glances at the floor. “I went to that bar to set things straight.” He lifts his eyes to meet mine. “You couldn’t imagine my surprise when I found the bar trashed and Dick Bravo skewered like a shish kebab.”

      “You went after that gang alone?” I ask.

      “No, not alone. I knew what I was dealing with.”

      “Fine. But how did you find us?” Rufio insists.

      “By chance. But you should be glad I did. You got stabbed by a lightning-glass dagger.”

      “I’m fine.”

      Mr. X laughs without humor. “Ah, the usual Idol arrogance. Boy, you know nothing. Take off your T-shirt, and let’s hope it’s not too late.”

      “What do mean?” I ask, catching the warning in Mr. X’s tone.

      With a grunt, Rufio peels off his T-shirt and turns around.

      I can’t hold back my gasp.

      “What? How bad is it?” Rufio tries to see the wound in his shoulder.

      “Ah fuck.” Mr. X heads for his desk and retrieves a few glass vials from a drawer.

      “Daisy, say something.” Rufio looks at me.

      “The skin around the wound is turning black,” I reply.

      “What? Why? How come I don’t feel anything?”

      “Because that’s how lightning glass works. It’s not only able to pierce Idol skin, but it also leaves poison behind. If you don’t die from the blow, you die from the poison.”

      No. Rufio can’t die like that.

      “What should we do? Is there an antidote or something?” I ask.

      Mr. X doesn’t answer; instead, he dumps the contents of one of the glass vials over Rufio’s discarded shirt. “Here, take a hit.”

      “Is that Silver-voltage? Why are you giving him Silver-voltage?” My voice is loud and shrill, making me sound like a damsel in distress.

      “To help with the pain.”

      “What about the poison?” Rufio asks.

      “Lay on your belly. I’m going to pour the rest of my Silver-voltage stash over it.”

      “Is that going to work?” He eyes Mr. X with incredulity.

      “Hopefully yes.”

      “Hopefully?” Rufio’s eyes brighten and the dark veins make an appearance, but they’re not as sharp as usual. The poison is probably what dulled his powers.

      “It’s the best I can do. Now stop with the questions and let me help you, jackass.”

      Rufio flares his nostrils and squints. He wants to kick Mr. X’s ass.

      I touch his arm. “Please, let him do his thing.”

      His facial features relax a bit as he looks into my eyes. I hope he knows I had no idea lightning glass could do that to him.

      “Time is not on your side, boy,” Mr. X presses.

      Rufio brings his drenched T-shirt to his nose and takes a big whiff. He then lies on Mr. X’s couch and faces the backrest. Crouching next to him, Mr. X uncaps four glass vials and dumps it all over the small gash on Rufio’s shoulder. Rufio grunts, and the muscles on his back become tense. A hissing sound fills the air when the liquid hits his skin.

      “Is it working?” I ask.

      “Give it some time.”

      “How long?”

      Mr. X looks at me, annoyed. “I don’t know, Daisy. I’ve never done this before.”

      Blisters form over the blackened skin, and the distressed noises coming from Rufio grow louder.

      “What’s happening?” I step closer.

      “The drug is burning away the poison.”

      My stomach twists into knots as guilt consumes me. I can only guess how painful the experience must be for Rufio. He’s an Idol, and if he can’t hide his agony from us, it must be off the charts.

      The blisters pop, revealing raw skin underneath, but at least it’s no longer black. However, the entire process takes at least half an hour. Thirty minutes of torture. When it’s finally over, Rufio doesn’t move. He’s also not making any more sounds.

      “Rufio? Are you okay?” I ask meekly.

      “I think he passed out five minutes ago, Daisy. Too bad it wasn’t sooner.”

      Mr. X heads for his desk again and grabs a box of tissues. I don’t understand why he’s offering it to me until I touch my cheeks and find them wet. I didn’t even realize I cried.

      “Do you think he’s going to be all right?” I glance at Rufio. The black is gone, thank heavens.

      “I think so. When did this happen?”

      “I told you—”

      “I’m not talking about your unfortunate experience. I’m referring to when you started caring for him.”

      I avoid Mr. X’s probing stare. “I don’t know.”

      “Daisy, you know how stupid that is, right?”

      I whip my face to his again. “You’re lecturing me?”

      “Yes, I guess I am.”

      “Why? You’re nothing to me.”

      Mr. X winces, and now it’s his turn to look away. “I’m sorry you feel that way.”

      With Rufio passed out, I blurt out the question that’s been burning inside my brain since I saw that old picture of Dad.

      “What was my father to you?”

      His eyes turn rounder. “Where’s that question coming from? I’ve never met your father.”

      “You can stop lying to me now. I found an old picture of you, Dad, Principal Fallon, and another man I didn’t recognize. So I’m asking again, how did you know my father?”

      Mr. X can only maintain my stare for a few seconds before he turns around and leans against his desk. “I was only trying to protect you, Daisy.”

      “Protect me from what?”

      He turns back to me, his eyes filled with unshed tears. “From the monsters who took our family away from us.”

      “Us? I don’t understand.”

      “Your father was my brother.”
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      “That’s not possible. You’re a Fringe.”

      “Your grandparents adopted me when I was five. They didn’t know then that I was a Fringe, but even when I couldn’t hide my powers, they didn’t care.”

      “How come Dad never talked about you?” I ask, getting choked up.

      Mr. X sits at the edge of his desk. “The other man in the picture was our older brother, William. He was killed when he was eighteen by Idols.”

      Just like Dad. The knot in my throat becomes bigger.

      “We were afraid the men who killed him would hurt us too, so we split up. Your grandparents moved to Prism City and, mercifully, died of natural causes.”

      They were already gone when I was born; at least that’s what Dad told me. I’m not sure now if that was true.

      “All this time you pretended to be a stranger. You could have told me you were my uncle.” The first angry tears roll down my cheeks.

      “I wanted to so many times, but I couldn’t risk people making the connection. I didn’t know how else to keep you safe.”

      “You let me strip for your customers!”

      “I didn’t want to, but you begged me for the job, Daisy. If I simply gave you the money, it would look too suspicious.”

      “To whom? I would have never guessed you were giving me money because we were related.”

      “Many people, allies and foes alike. I’m constantly being watched. Just the fact that I helped you tonight will be problematic.”

      “I’m sorry to be such a burden.” I wipe the tears from my face. “You haven’t explained one detail though. What was Principal Fallon doing in that picture?”

      “She was William’s girlfriend and the reason he was killed.”

      I curl my hand into a fist and press it against my forehead. All this information at once is hard to reconcile with the lies I’ve been told all my life.

      “I need to get out of here.”

      “I can take you and Rufio back to the academy.” Mr. X stands up.

      “No. I don’t want to go anywhere with you.” I turn to Rufio and fish his cell phone from his jeans pocket.

      It’s password protected, but all I have to do is press his index finger to the screen to unlock the device. Scrolling through his contacts, the first name that pops up is Bryce’s. My finger hovers over the Call button, but considering Bryce thinks I’m a two-faced bitch, I forgo the idea quickly. Instead, I call Morpheus. The phone rings and rings until finally, probably just before the call goes to voice mail, he answers.

      “Rufio, where have you been? We’ve been trying to reach you for hours,” Morpheus says, clearly irritated.

      “Morpheus, it’s Daisy.”

      “Daisy? Why are you calling from Rufio’s cell? What happened?”

      “I can’t explain it over the phone. Could you please come get us? We’re at Unearthly Desires.”

      “Why can’t Rufio drive back?”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. “He just can’t, Morpheus. Please, I’m begging you. Come get us, and don’t tell Bryce.”

      Morpheus curses. “You’re scaring me, Daisy. But okay. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      “Thank you. Oh, and use the back door.”

      I end the call and glance at Mr. X. I can’t believe he’s my fucking uncle and I don’t even know his real name.

      “What does the X stand for?” I ask.

      “Xavier. That’s my name.”

      “Do you work for the Knights?”

      Fear flashes in his gaze. “I assist… sometimes.”

      “Was it you who sent me a lightning-glass dagger inside a cake?”

      “No. I wouldn’t risk that. If anyone who knows what those weapons can do caught you in possession of one, your life would be forfeit.”

      “I was sent two daggers. The first one appeared in my dorm room in my first week at school.”

      Xavier becomes tenser in an instant. “Son of a bitch. I can’t believe she did that.”

      “Are you talking about Principal Fallon?”

      “She’s the only one who would have access to your room, and she doesn’t care as much about your safety as I do.”

      I suspected as much. She didn’t even bother telling me that Bryce and Rufio were her sons.

      “Do you know what she wants with me?” I ask.

      “No. She tried to sell me that she wanted to help the niece of the man she loved, but Jodie isn’t selfless like that. Don’t trust a word she says.”

      “I don’t, but I also don’t trust you.” I cross my arms.

      “Fair enough.” Xavier keeps staring at me as if he wants to read my mind. “Why didn’t you call Rufio’s brother? I thought you were close.”

      I pinch my lips, reluctant now to give Uncle Dearest an answer. “We had a falling-out.”

      He narrows his eyes, looking at me intensely. “Why?”

      He’s not going to drop the subject. I look at my shoes, nibbling my lower lip. I don’t want to talk about Bryce, because it hurt so much when he turned his back on me. But Xavier is probably the only person I can actually tell the truth to.

      “He found out I’m Paul Rodale’s daughter, and he knows why my father was killed. He thinks I’m out to destroy them all.”

      “Who else knows besides him?” There’s a hint of alarm in his tone now.

      “Rufio, Phoenix, and Morpheus.”

      He rubs his face and begins to pace. “You need to leave immediately. I can make some calls and find someplace safe for you and Rosie.”

      “Whoa. Hold the cavalry.” I lift my hand. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Are you crazy? I’ve spent the past seven years trying to protect you from the Idols who killed your parents, and now you’re cozying up with their offspring!”

      “What do you mean, their offspring?” I take a step back while my heart hammers inside of my chest.

      “Oh, my God, Daisy. How can you be so naïve after all these years on the run? The Idol behind William’s murder, and probably your parents’ too, is Jonathan Kent, Rufio and Bryce’s father.”
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      MORPHEUS

      Daisy couldn’t possibly have known that Bryce was standing next to me when I took her call. And now he’s alternating between cursing me for not getting more information from her and cursing Rufio for whatever problem he got into.

      “What the hell are they doing at Unearthly Desires together?” He hits the door, putting a dent in the plastic.

      “Calm the fuck down, Bryce. And please do not destroy my car.”

      “How can you be so calm? What could be the reason that Rufio is unable to drive or even call?”

      “We’re going to find out soon enough. We’re a couple of minutes out.”

      “I can’t believe she asked you not to tell me.” He balls his hands into fists, and sparks of electricity cover them.

      “I swear, Bryce, if you fry my car, I’m going to kick your ass.”

      His reply is a grunt. While I’m busy trying to pacify the guy, I can’t ignore the sense of doom hanging over my head. I don’t think it’s a premonition, but I know shit is about to get way more complicated once we find out what’s going on.

      Finally I turn on the street where the strip joint is located. Per Daisy’s instructions, I park in the back. Bryce is out of my car before I turn the engine off. Never mind that he finds the door to the place locked; he yanks it off its hinges with a hard pull, setting off the security alarm, which he kills in the next second.

      “Was that necessary?” I ask, but he’s not listening to me.

      He strides down the corridor until he meets Mr. X, who just came out of his office to investigate the commotion.

      “What the hell did you do to my door?” Mr. X demands.

      “Where are Daisy and my brother?” Bryce cuts to the chase.

      Knowing Bryce is about to blow, I step in front of him, blocking his way. “Where are they?”

      “In my office.” Mr. X points behind him.

      I enter first. Daisy is sitting behind the desk with her eyes glazed. And Rufio is lying on the couch, unconscious with a big gash on his shoulder.

      My jaw drops. “Son of a bitch. What happened to him?”

      Bryce follows me, and who knows what’s running through his head now.

      Daisy lifts her gaze to mine. “What is he doing here?”

      “He was with me when you called.”

      I glance at Bryce, who is glowering at Daisy. She doesn’t flinch or cower under his furious stare.

      “Are you going to tell me what you did to Rufio, or do I have to force it out of you?” Bryce asks.

      Daisy stands up, her eyes flashing with anger. “I didn’t do anything to him. A Fringe attacked him, and Mr. X saved his life.”

      “How could a Fringe injure Rufio?” I ask.

      “He had a lightning-glass dagger on him,” Mr. X answers as he moves closer to Daisy.

      Bryce crouches next to his brother and shakes his arm. “Rufio, wake up.”

      “You better let him sleep. His body needs time to recover.”

      Noticing the raw skin surrounding the gash, I ask, “Why does it look like he was burned alive?”

      “The lightning glass can not only cut through Idol skin, but it’s also poisonous,” Mr. X supplies.

      I switch my attention to Daisy, but she’s back to sporting that haunted look from before. I’m not an idiot. I know they’re only giving us the watered-down version of the events, but considering Bryce’s state of mind, it’s best if I don’t try to get the whole truth now. We’ll get it from Rufio when he wakes up.

      Bryce lifts his brother from the couch and heads out the office without saying another word. But the tension on his frame is there, coiled tight.

      “Daisy, are you ready?” I ask.

      She blinks a couple of times before she walks around the desk. “Yeah.”

      Mr. X can’t keep his eyes off her, and I don’t know what I should be feeling here. I’m annoyed, I’m not going to deny that. He’s double her age; he shouldn’t be looking at her in that intense manner.

      “Stop gawking at her like that,” I say. “She’s not a piece of meat.”

      The man seems puzzled by my outburst, but his whiskey-colored eyes darken in the next second. “Instead of worrying about me, you should keep your friend away from Daisy. If he touches one hair on her head, he’s dead.”

      Mr. X’s threat feeds the darkness that’s always brewing in my core. The shadows gain power, turning my wrists into ice. I’m tempted to give the son of a bitch a taste of fear, but Daisy is already gone, and I shouldn’t leave her alone with Bryce. I slip out of the office before I fall into temptation, then pick up my pace until I’m walking side by side with her.

      “Are you okay?” I ask quietly.

      “No.”

      “I get that you don’t feel like talking right now, but you won’t be able to keep the details of what happened a secret from us. Bryce wi—”

      “I don’t fucking care about what Bryce will do!” she snaps.

      “You should care. He can kill you, Daisy.”

      She doesn’t reply, but I catch the impact of my words on her expression. Despite the tough act, Daisy is hurting because of Bryce. I don’t think he’s wrong for reacting the way he did, but at the same time, I’m pissed that he’s making Daisy suffer. I’m a ball of contradictory emotions, and it sucks.

      Bryce is already in the back seat with Rufio, which leaves the shotgun spot wide open for Daisy. She doesn’t head for it though. Instead, she veers toward an old red Mustang parked two spots to the right. Before she enters the car, she looks straight at me.

      “All of you can kill me, and there’s not a damn thing I can do about it.”
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      The first thing I sense when I come to is the tenderness in my shoulder. I’m in my bed, and it’s morning already. Slowly, the memories of last night return. I was stabbed and poisoned by lightning glass, and Mr. X saved my life.

      “Good, you’re up,” Bryce says from behind me.

      I turn and find him sitting in the chair in the corner. He looks like he’s been through the ringer. His clothes are wrinkled, and his hair is a mess.

      “How did I get home?” I ask hoarsely.

      “Daisy called.”

      “How is she?” I try to sit up, but the pain is too acute still.

      “Don’t worry about her. She’s probably sleeping like an angel in her bed. I want to know what the hell happened last night, and don’t give me some bullshit answer. I’ve heard plenty of nothing from her and Mr. X.”

      Great. Bryce is pissed. Exactly what I want to be dealing with after a close brush with death.

      “I went to Unearthly Desires to unwind and bumped into Daisy there.”

      Bryce squints while a muscle in his jaw twitches.

      “She wasn’t there to strip, if that’s what you were thinking.”

      “Don’t presume to know what’s on my mind,” he responds through clenched teeth.

      Yeah, whatever, bro. I know you.

      “She wanted help to avenge her waitress friend. You know, the older blonde chick,” I explain.

      “Felicity? What happened to her?”

      “She was attacked by a motorcycle gang, and Daisy wanted them to pay. She was hoping Mr. X would help.”

      Bryce leans back and glances away. “Son of a bitch. Why didn’t she come to us?”

      “Really? After you kicked her out, did you seriously think she would come to us for help?”

      He turns to me and gives me a death glare.

      “Stop eyeballing me. You know what you did,” I say. “Mr. X wasn’t around, so I stepped in.”

      “Were those men Idols?”

      “No. All Fringes. But the leader was wearing a jacket that gave him immunity to my powers. Lightning glass can also be used in threads and ropes, and it nullifies Idol gifts.” I stare at him, letting my words sink in.

      In a split second, understanding shines in Bryce’s eyes. “That’s what those motherfucking Knights used on me. But how come those Fringe lowlifes had access to lightning glass stuff?”

      “Mr. X claims he doesn’t know. And he doesn’t believe the Knights willingly distributed that shit. But who knows if that’s true or not.”

      “Fuck!” Bryce shoots out of his seat. “What are we going to do? We can’t simply sit on this information and do nothing.”

      “I think it’s time we go looking for the man who kidnapped you, bro.”

      Bryce turns to me, his face a mixture of emotions. “I don’t disagree, but what are we going to do about Daisy?”

      “Do you still believe she’s behind some crazy conspiracy to end us all?”

      He looks at the window, crossing his arms. “I don’t know.”

      “She saved me yesterday.”

      Bryce looks over his shoulder. “How?”

      “After I got stabbed, I lost most of my juice. And the gang leader was immune to my power anyway. Daisy killed him.”

      Bryce keeps staring at me in his intense manner for several beats before he looks away again. “I don’t hate her, Rufio. Actually, my feelings are on the opposite side of the spectrum. You have no idea how torn up I am about this whole thing.”

      I can’t believe he’s confessing to me. He’s never opened up like this before.

      “I hear ya, brother. I’m just as confused as you are. I’m only certain of one thing: I can’t let anything happen to Daisy.”

      Bryce lowers his chin, sighing loudly. “Me neither.”

      

      ***

      

      Phoenix

      

      My eyes are glued shut, thanks to the swelling. I knew pissing off my father would have consequences, but I didn’t realize how deep his hatred for Norms ran. He summoned me on Friday, right after school. No surprise when I found the house deserted. No mother or servants to witness my humiliation. And my father did enjoy doling out my punishment. I’m bleeding everywhere, and I don’t need a mirror to see that my face must be all shades of purple.

      He brought me to his dungeon of pain, a room in the basement designed for sex and torture. I haven’t left since I got here. My wrists are numb from being tied to the chains hanging from the ceiling for too long. My back is on fire thanks to the countless whiplashes I’ve received.

      I hear the door at the top of the stairs open, and my body tenses up. It must be Sunday, so it means I have another day of brutalization to endure. The only thing that’s helped me through this ordeal is imagining the thousand ways I can kill the monster who spawned me. And now that Daisy and her Idol-killing weapon have come into my life, ending my father is no longer just a fantasy.

      He approaches slowly, wearing another pristine black suit. It hides the blood.

      “Good morning, son. Did you have pleasant dreams?” He smiles wickedly.

      He wouldn’t even give me that reprieve. He forced me to send him the most disgusting visions the entire night.

      “Go to hell!”

      “That Norm whore must be rubbing her beliefs off on you. There’s no hell for Idols, son. You must know that.”

      He stops in front of me and then grabs my hair, pulling my head up. “Now, I don’t think that last vision of yours did the trick. But nothing beats the real thing.”

      His dark eyes flash with malice right before he shoves me to the floor. I hear the sound of a zipper opening and immediately rebel. But it’s useless. The tattoo on my wrist begins to burn, rendering me completely at his mercy. All I can do is shut my eyes and try not to scream.
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      My alarm blares, and I wake with a start. An immediate headache follows, the result of two nights in a row of barely a few hours of sleep. I haven’t been able to rest at all after the ordeal on Saturday. How could I? First I discover I have an uncle who’s been in my life for the past two years pretending to be a stranger, and then I find out the boys I care about are the sons of the Idol who is most likely responsible for my parents’ death. It’s all too much for one person to deal with in such a short period of time.

      I spent all of Sunday with Felicity. She’s recovering, which is the only positive note from the weekend. I was tempted to tell her that her attackers are dead, but I was afraid the news would only upset her, so I let it be. I’ll tell her when she’s back on her feet so she doesn’t keep looking over her shoulder in fear.

      In a strange twist to the story, I don’t hate Bryce and Rufio despite their possible connection to my family’s destruction. They bring forth a lot of emotions from me: lust, fear, obsession, and maybe even love, but definitely not hate. That sentiment is now reserved for one person, the catalyst of it all. Principal Fallon.

      I blame her solely for everything horrible that has happened to my family. She’s from a prominent Idol family. What did she think would happen when she presented a Norm as her boyfriend to her folks?

      And now she’s brought me here under false pretenses. She allowed her son and others to bully me, despite her promises I’d be safe. The woman is as shady as they come. But I can’t leave now. I’m in too deep, and I have to figure out what she wants from me.

      Determined to see this day through with chin held high, I get ready early and head for class. I conveniently forget the book I’m supposed to return to the librarian in my room. Fuck it. If she wants it badly enough, then she can come get it herself. I’m not going to make it any easier for her. As far as I’m concerned, she’s in cahoots with Principal Fallon, which means she can kiss my ass.

      In the entry hallway, I stop by the vending machine to get a snack for later. But the sound of the door to the garage banging against the wall makes me jump in fright. With my hand pressed against my chest, I turn around. Who could possibly be making all that racket?

      The person hasn’t come around the corner yet, but the grunt and loud thud that follows propel me to investigate. Maybe it’s another Fringe overdosing on Silver-voltage.

      I gasp when I find Phoenix on his hands and knees, trying to get up.

      “What happened?” I crouch in front of him and wince when I see the state of his face. It’s swollen beyond recognition with several lacerations on his forehead and cheeks. “Oh my God, Phoenix. Who did this to you?”

      “Please, no… questions. Can you just… help me?”

      I throw his arm around my shoulder and help him get vertical again. He winces with the movement, which means he has other wounds in area I can’t see.

      Slowly, we progress toward the elevator.

      “No… the stairs,” he protests.

      “You can barely walk. The elevator will be faster.”

      “I don’t want anyone to see me like this.”

      “No one is up yet. Trust me.”

      Finally, he allows me to steer him toward the metal box. We don’t speak while we ride the three floors up, but when we reach our corridor, Phoenix freezes.

      “The guys… I can’t.”

      I know what he’s trying to say. He doesn’t want his roommates to see him in this state either.

      “Let’s go to my room,” I say.

      “Thank you, Daisy.”

      Once inside, I veer toward my bed. Phoenix simply collapses on it, but he doesn’t lie down.

      “I have a first aid kit in my bathroom. I’ll be right back.”

      “I don’t think there’s anything in that kit of yours that can help me.”

      I ignore him and get the box anyway. Phoenix has his eyes closed when I sit next to him. His current condition reminds me of Felicity in the hospital. The rage I felt then returns. My hands are shaking as I grab a piece of gauze and dab it in rubbing alcohol. This usually helps clean wounds in Norms and avoid infection, but maybe it doesn’t affect Phoenix at all.

      He hisses when I press the cloth against a gash above his eyebrow.

      “Relax, I’m just cleaning it.”

      “With what? Fire?”

      “Rubbing alcohol. Don’t be such a baby.”

      A long stretch of silence follows. Phoenix doesn’t complain anymore and lets me clean the dried blood from his face. I see patches of it staining his polo shirt and jeans as well. I’m afraid to know the extent of his injuries, but I have to see.

      “Can you take off your clothes for me?”

      He opens his eyes and stares at me with a crooked grin. His lips are busted, yet he still finds a way to be amused.

      “So that’s what it takes for you to finally succumb to my charms?”

      “Don’t be an idiot. I want to check your other wounds.”

      The easygoing smile wilts to nothing. “Better not.”

      Suspicious that he’s more messed up than I thought, I circle around the bed and stop behind him.

      “Daisy, I mean it.” He begins to turn, then stops suddenly as if the movement is too painful.

      I pull the sleeves of his hoodie down before he can stop me, but I freeze when I see how badly stained the back of his shirt is.

      “Phoenix—” My voice breaks.

      “It’s nothing, Daisy.”

      Nothing, my ass. With trembling fingers, I grab the edge of his shirt and slowly peel the fabric up. Phoenix’s entire backside is lacerated. I can’t help the gasp that escapes my lips.

      “Who did this to you?” I ask, but I already have an idea.

      “Doesn’t matter. I’ll be okay, Daisy. I just need to rest.”

      “You need medical attention. I’ll go get Nurse Ellen.” I take a step back, but Phoenix twists around and reaches for my hand.

      “Don’t. She’ll ask too many questions I can’t answer.”

      The pleading in his eyes breaks my heart, but I can’t just not do anything.

      “I can’t help you get better, Phoenix. I wouldn’t know where to begin.”

      “You don’t need to do anything. I heal faster than Norms. By tomorrow, all my cuts will be closed, and the swelling will be gone.”

      I nibble on my lower lip, not knowing what to do.

      “I’m begging you, Daisy.” His eyes are pleading. “Don’t tell anyone I’m here.”

      “Okay. But can I get you anything? Food, soda?”

      “No, sweetheart. All I need right now is to borrow your bed.”

      My eyes widen, an involuntary reaction.

      “To sleep, nothing else,” Phoenix amends. “You don’t need to stay with me and miss class on my account. I’ll be okay. Promise.”

      “If you’re sure,” I say, already agreeing with this crazy idea.

      “Thank you. Now go. Don’t let me keep you from whatever you were planning to do this early in the morning.”

      I head toward the door. I can’t believe I’m agreeing to let Phoenix stay in my room for the entire day. But considering Bryce already found my father’s diary, there’s not much left for Phoenix to unearth besides my father’s old picture. There’s nothing to do now besides hope Phoenix doesn’t plan on doing some snooping around while I’m gone.

      My head is not in the present moment as I make my way to the main building. It’s early enough that the hallways are still relatively empty. I’m still reeling from the gruesome image of Phoenix’s back and the bruises on his face. I’m almost certain his father did that to him. But why couldn’t Phoenix fight back? Why did he take the beating?

      I see the sign for the girls’ restroom and make a beeline for it. I need a splash of cold water on my face to calm down. But it seems today is the day I’ll bump into every broken Idol. This time, it’s Drusilla who I find on the floor, writhing in pain. Her usual luscious red hair is in tangles and matted. When she lifts her sweaty face, she reveals her bleeding nose. Shit, it almost looks like she’s suffering from a Silver-voltage OD. But that’s impossible. She’s a high-level Idol.

      “What’s going on?” I run to her and try to lift her up. She bats my hand away.

      “Go away, Norm. I don’t need your help.”

      From the corner of my eye, I see a discarded glass vial. Drusilla follows my line of sight and hisses.

      “You’re not going to tell anyone about what you saw here.”

      My eyes go rounder. She’s using her special voice, which means she’s compelling me.

      “You need to see the nurse,” I tell her.

      “Get out, you stupid bitch!” she yells, twisting her face into a scowl.

      I’m shaking as I try to fight her command, but all the effort does is make me sick. I stop offering resistance and the nausea passes. Fine. She doesn’t want my help. She can suck it. If she dies, it’s one less Idol to worry about.

      I walk out of the bathroom, seeing nothing. I’m so done with all the assholes around me.

      “Daisy? Are you okay?” Morpheus, of all people, is right outside the restroom.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine. You’re as pale as a ghost.”

      “I said I’m fine.” I begin to walk toward the classroom.

      Morpheus grabs my arm and turns me around. “And I know you’re lying. Are you in trouble? Was it Drusilla?” He narrows his gaze.

      His question brings back the nausea from before. Maybe it’s because he guessed right. I shake my head, afraid that if I speak, I’ll end up barfing all over his uniform. A group of students rounds the corner, and naturally their gazes immediately turn to us. With the way I’m super close to Morpheus, I know what it must look like. Great. By second period, I’ll be the school slut. I kissed Bryce, orgasmed in class thanks to Phoenix, and now it looks like I’m about to make out with Morpheus.

      He ignores the other students and continues. “It was her, wasn’t it?”

      “No,” I croak.

      In that precise moment, Drusilla steps out of the restroom. Morpheus lets go of my arm and strides in her direction without a second thought. Shit. He grabs her arm in a vise grip, shaking her as he asks, “What did you do to Daisy?”

      “Let me go, asshole.” Drusilla tries to break free, but she’s clearly still not recovered.

      “Shit, look at his hand.” Someone to my right points at Morpheus’s shadows, which have broken away from his bracelet and are now writhing all over his hand.

      With a chilling smile, he shoves Drusilla away from him. She staggers back until she hits the wall. Morpheus widens his stance and curls his hands into fists by his side.

      “Morpheus! Don’t do anything,” I plead. There are too many witnesses, and he’ll get in trouble if he attacks Drusilla, especially since it was unprovoked.

      “Son of a bitch,” a familiar masculine voice says from behind me. Bryce.

      I don’t glance in his direction; instead, I step toward Morpheus with every intention to stop what he’s doing. But Bryce grabs my arm and stops me.

      “Don’t. It’s not safe.”

      “Let me go and stop him.” I pull my arm free from Bryce’s hold.

      But Bryce doesn’t move fast enough. A black miasma forms around Morpheus, and even though the power isn’t aimed at me, I gasp nonetheless.

      “Stay away from Daisy. No matter how powerful you think you are now, you can’t escape from your own nightmares.”

      Drusilla collapses on the floor in a heap. She leans on her elbows and lifts her tear-streaked face to him. “You will pay for this, Fringe spawn.”

      Morpheus’s lips twist into a cruel smile while his eyes flash brightly as if his irises are made out of lightning. “Oh, but I’m not a Fringe’s spawn.”

      He throws his arm forward and the shadows circling there detach, forming a whip. It hits the wall above Drusilla’s head, missing her by less than an inch. She stares wide-eyed at the large crack that could have been in her skull.

      “Remove yourself from my sight, or I won’t miss your head next time,” Morpheus grits out.

      Drusilla gets back to her feet, seething with rage. She eyes the crowd that’s formed around the perimeter, and then she glances at me and Bryce for a fleeting moment before bolting down the corridor.

      I look back to Morpheus. His breathing is coming out in bursts, and the shadows have spread so much that I can see them peeking from underneath the collar and seams of his shirt. Pretty soon he’ll be completely consumed by them. That can’t be good.

      On a crazy impulse, I run toward him and touch the center of his chest.

      “No!” Bryce yells.

      The shadows writhe and coil around my palm, but they don’t attack me like they did before. Instead, they slither away, recoiling toward Morpheus’s bracelets. His eyes return to normal as he stares at me. I can read the surprise in them just before he drops to the floor, out cold.
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      “You’re fucking crazy, you know?” Bryce yells at me as he carries an unconscious Morpheus to Nurse Ellen’s office.

      “At least I tried to help him. You just stood there and did nothing.”

      He throws open the door to the infirmary using telekinesis, and it bangs loudly against the wall.

      Ellen jumps from her chair with a look of fright. “What the he—oh shit. What happened to Morpheus?”

      “We don’t know,” Bryce tells her. “He used his powers, and the shadows almost took him over completely.”

      “Has that ever happened before?” Ellen opens the curtain to the examination room and motions for Bryce to lay Morpheus on the bed.

      “Not this bad.”

      She pulls the sleeves of Morpheus’s jacket up and finds nothing but his bracelets. No sign of the shadows. “They’re gone.”

      “I touched him while the shadows were all over him,” I say. “Did I do something wrong?”

      “Yes!” Bryce whirls on me. “You could have died.”

      “But I didn’t! And why do you care anyway?” I curl my hands into fists and step in his direction.

      “Okay, I need you both to get out of my office now. I can’t do my job while you two are at each other’s throats. Take your lovers’ quarrel someplace else.”

      She pushes us out of the room and shuts the curtain. But I’m still too fired up to keep quiet, so I walk into the hallway. Classes are already in session, so there’s no one around. Bryce follows me out, and it’s clear he still has a lot on his mind.

      “Why did Morpheus lash out at Drusilla like that? What did she do to you?” he questions.

      I open my mouth to reply, but my tongue won’t move. Nausea rolls over me again, increasing in strength the longer I fight it.

      “She compelled you not to say anything, didn’t she?” he continues when I don’t answer.

      I nod.

      “I’m going to kill her.” Bryce hits the wall, breaking through bricks and plaster.

      Destruction. It’s all they know.

      “Don’t,” I say. “It’s bad enough that Morpheus attacked her in front of witnesses. She didn’t try to hurt me, so don’t worry your pretty head.” I can’t help the sarcasm in my tone.

      Bryce wanted to kill me last night. I could read the desire in his stormy eyes. Like father, like son. The thought enters my head unbidden.

      He turns to me then, so furious that I step back until I have nowhere else to go. He invades my space, pressing his palms against the wall on each side of my head.

      “I will never stop worrying about you, and that’s the fucking problem. You’re all I think about. You’re under my skin. Worse, you’re in my heart.” He hits his chest with a closed fist.

      His confession is like a dagger through me. I’m so angry and frustrated that fat tears run down my cheeks. His family is the reason mine is broken forever.

      “What am I supposed to do with that? I believed you were different, but you betrayed me when I needed you the most.”

      “I know, and yet I can’t say I’m sorry. I don’t trust you. I still believe you’re going to stab me in the back. But I can’t stop wanting to be near you, to protect you.”

      He cups my face and wipes the tears with this thumb. I suck in a breath, but I don’t move away. I don’t break eye contact with him. When Bryce kisses me, I kiss him back. It seems we’re both gluttons for punishment. We’re two people standing on opposite sides, destined to hate one another but unable to stay away.

      A throat clearing behind Bryce cuts our mistake short. That’s the only thing I can call succumbing to my stupid feelings for him. Nurse Ellen is standing there, sporting a knowing smirk. My face becomes hot in an instant.

      “He’s up,” she tells us. “I thought you would want to talk to him.”

      Bryce pushes his long bangs back and steps away from me. “Right.”

      He glances at me with an undecipherable glint in his eyes, and I feel the walls around my heart crack. Quickly, I break the connection and follow Ellen back into the infirmary. Inside the cubicle, Morpheus is already sitting up.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask.

      “A bit tired,” he admits. “How did you do that? The shadows should have hurt you.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Touching my shadows like that could have done irreparable damage to you.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Maybe when I healed Daisy, I gave her immunity to certain things,” Bryce suggests.

      “Do you really think so?” I ask, then wonder if his healing also made me almost die in the woods.

      “It’s a guess.” He shrugs.

      “Fuck! We’re going to miss the math quiz if we don’t hurry up.” Morpheus jumps from the bed and sways on the spot. Bryce and I reach for him at the same time, going for his arms.

      “Whoa. You’re not going anywhere, mister,” Ellen says from the desk in the corner. “You’re going back to bed.”

      “I can’t miss that quiz,” he insists.

      “It’s too late, Morpheus. The class already started.”

      “I can speak with your teacher and explain what happened. I’m sure he’ll let you take the quiz at another date,” Ellen says.

      “That means we can study more.” I offer him a smile. Then, sensing Bryce’s stare, I turn to meet his gaze. “What? Do you have a problem with that too?”

      “Nope. Not at all. You can let go of him now. I’ll walk him back to the apartment.”

      Catching the cold tone in his voice, I release Morpheus and step back, but only because I don’t want to involve him in my fight with his roommate.

      “Do you think I can get a second chance from Mr. Atkins too?” I ask the nurse.

      “I’ll see what I can do.” She winks at me.

      I wait until Bryce and Morpheus are gone to have a private word with her.

      “Have you heard of a case of an Idol overdosing on Silver-voltage?”

      She raises an eyebrow and leans back in her chair. “No. Why do you ask?”

      The answer is on the tip of my tongue, but because of Drusilla’s compulsion, I can’t say anything. “No reason. I was just curious.”

      Ellen watches me closely. I don’t think she bought my vague answer.

      I hitch a thumb behind me. “I’m going to head to the library and kill time until my next lecture. Thanks for helping Morpheus.”

      “No need to thank me. It’s my job. Take care, Daisy.”

      My heart is heavy and my steps drag. I have no intention of going to the library. Since I don’t want to return the book yet, I’ll be avoiding the place for as long as I can. Instead, I head for my next class, biology, which I hate. And it’s going to be even more dreadful without Toby around.

      I park my butt on the stairs opposite the classroom and pull my book out. I might as well do some reading ahead. Heaven knows I haven’t had much time to study these past few days. But I can’t concentrate on the subject to save my life. I keep reading the same line over and over again because my brain is too busy replaying the events from the weekend and today. It’s not until I sense a presence hovering in front of me that I return to the here and now.

      “Toby? What are you doing here?” I jump to my feet and give him a once-over. He’s back in his Gifted Academy uniform.

      “Whatever you told my parents worked. Mom finally agreed to let me come back.” He’s grinning from ear to ear.

      I hug him, so glad that at least something good happened for once. “That’s wonderful news, Toby.”

      I ease off the embrace with a big smile on my face.

      “What are you doing waiting here? Aren’t you supposed to be in math class?” he asks.

      Not wanting to kill Toby’s good mood with bad news, I wave my hand dismissively. “It’s a long story. But how come you aren’t in class yourself?”

      “I skipped first period because it was a quiz, and Principal Fallon arranged for me to take it at a later date since I missed a week of classes.”

      “I’m glad she was able to accommodate you.” My reply is bitter, and Toby notices.

      With a frown, he asks, “What’s up? Did she do something to you?”

      “It’s more like what she didn’t do for us. But I don’t want to talk about that now.”

      Toby watches me without a reply for a couple of beats, then continues. “Rosie told me you spent the day with Felicity yesterday.”

      “Yeah, I did. She was in good spirits.”

      “That’s good to know.” Toby looks left and right before he moves closer in a cagey manner. “About the little discovery you made last Saturday, I have news on that front.”

      Apprehension licks the base of my spine. I tense as I wait for Toby to elaborate, but just then, the bell rings, announcing the end of first period. The hallway fills with students, making it impossible to have any secretive conversation. Damn it. Waiting for it will be a bitch. There goes the slim chance I get to pay any attention in class.
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      Only after the school day is over do I get to have a moment alone with Toby. We’re walking back to the senior dorm building when I deem it safe enough to bring the subject up.

      “So, what is it that you wanted to tell me about you know who?” I ask, conscious that we could be overheard, even though there’s no one nearby.

      “I questioned my father, but he knows nothing about Mr. Silverstone’s other business.”

      “You didn’t ask point-blank, did you?”

      “Of course not, Daisy. I don’t want to worry my dad. If he suspects his employer could potentially be, you know, that, then he’ll most likely resign. I can’t do that to him. He loves his job.”

      “What’s the news you wanted to tell me, then?”

      “I got an internship with Mr. Silverstone. I’ll be working at his gallery downtown.”

      “Toby, that could be dangerous. Besides, it’ll eat time away from your studies.”

      “I just have to work on Saturdays. But I couldn’t pass up the chance. You want to know if he’s indeed who we think he is, right?”

      I frown. “You don’t think he suspects you’ll be snooping around? I wasn’t very subtle at his house. He knows I recognized him.”

      He also asked me to say hello to Bryce, and Rufio told me his brother was kidnapped by Knights. Shit! I can’t believe I didn’t make the connection until now. I’m almost certain Mr. Silverstone is behind Bryce’s kidnapping. What am I going to do with that information now? I can’t tell Bryce, at least not until I know what Mr. Silverstone’s game plan is.

      “I’ll be careful. Don’t worry. Besides, I really don’t think Mr. Silverstone is the bad guy here. He saved you and Rosie. He’s a hero in my book.”

      “There are no heroes when Idols are involved, Toby. Remember that.”

      We arrive at my building, and Toby seems inclined to accompany me all the way to my room. But Phoenix is there, and it’ll be strange when I don’t invite Toby in.

      I fake a yawn. “Boy, I’m beaten. I think I’m going to take a nap before I tackle homework.”

      “Oh, I was hoping we could talk more, you know, catch up.”

      “Can we get a rain check? Last weekend wrecked me.” I smile, hoping Toby doesn’t insist.

      “Sure. I suppose I should bury my face in books too. It’s surreal how much I missed in one week.”

      “All right, then. I’ll see you tomorrow in class.”

      Toby turns around and heads for his building. I wait a couple of seconds before I head in. The entry hall is buzzing with students milling about. Some glance in my direction, but mercifully, none of those stares linger. In any case, I take the stairs.

      I only open the door a sliver, just enough for me to slip in. Can’t risk the security cameras catching Phoenix inside by chance. He’s still in bed, curled up in a fetal position. Moving closer, I find him deep asleep.

      A myriad of emotions hits me all at once. I’m gutted that Phoenix has to endure such abuse from his own father. Living on the streets when I was younger, I learned to spot the signs. This wasn’t the first time Phoenix suffered under his father’s steely fists. And who knows what other despicable things that bastard has been doing to him.

      I feel guilty that I was somehow the cause for his harsh punishment. But mostly I’m enraged that the monster has been doing this to Phoenix for a long time and no one has intervened. Phoenix has gone out of his way to keep his friends from knowing, but what about his mother? She must know.

      Phoenix turns, lying on his back now. His face is scrunched up, and he begins to moan, then beg for mercy. Fuck! Is he dreaming about his torment?

      I sit next to him to shake his shoulder. “Phoenix. Wake up.”

      “No, no, Dad. Leave me alone!” He trashes, shaking his head from side to side.

      I grab both his shoulders and shake him harder. “Phoenix!”

      His eyes open at the same time as he sends me flying backward. I let out a yelp, but I never connect with the wall. I stop midair and remain floating for a couple of beats. Phoenix sits up with wide eyes and erratic breathing.

      “Daisy….”

      In an instant, I drop to the floor with a loud thud. “Ouch.”

      Phoenix jumps out of bed and runs to me. “Are you okay? I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to do that.”

      “It’s okay. At least you stopped me before I crashed.”

      Phoenix stares at me with eyes that still show surprise. He blinks a couple of times before he replies, “I don’t think I stopped.”

      “You must have. How else do you explain me floating on air like that? I didn’t suddenly become a fairy who can fly.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe I did stop without realizing.” He offers me his hand and lifts me from the floor.

      “Your face. It looks so much better already.” I lift my hand to touch his cheek, but I stop before I do so.

      Without breaking eye contact, Phoenix captures my hand and flattens my palm against his cheek. “It’s okay. You can touch me.”

      Heat spreads up my arm, and I become all too aware of his presence. The last erotic dream he sent me comes to the forefront of my mind, not helping me one bit.

      “You were having a nightmare,” I say.

      He frowns, dropping my hand in the process. His Adam’s apple bobbles up and down as he swallows hard. “Did I… say anything?”

      “Yes.”

      “What?” A glimmer of fear flashes in his eyes, breaking my heart.

      “Enough.”

      Phoenix takes a step back, facing the window. He rubs his chin and glances down. “It’s pretty obvious, isn’t it?”

      “You never told anyone?”

      “No. I can’t. His mark prevents me from ever disclosing the truth.”

      “You mean that strange tattoo on your wrist?” I ask.

      He looks at me, not hiding the tears that have escaped his tormented eyes. “Yes. It keeps my mouth shut and stops me from defending myself.”

      “How long has it been going on?”

      “Long enough.” Phoenix looks away, drying his face with the back of his forearm. “You can’t tell anyone.”

      “Why not? Your father can’t keep doing that to you without retribution. He needs to be stopped.”

      “Yes, he does. But I’m the one who’s going to make him pay.”

      “How? You just said you can’t because—”

      “I know what I said!” he snaps, making me wince. His face is contorted in rage, but it changes to remorse when he sees me through his fury.

      He crosses the distance between us and holds me by the shoulders. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to lash out at you.”

      Tears are prickling my eyes now, and my nose is burning. I’m moments away from crying my eyes out. I want to help Phoenix, but I don’t know how. If I weren’t a powerless Norm, I’d make his ruthless father suffer, despite Phoenix’s desire to get revenge himself.

      “I know. I’m sorry too. I wish I could help.”

      “You’re helping.”

      The intensity of Phoenix’s gaze changes, going from utterly broken to smoldering in a few seconds. The atmosphere changes with it too, and my heart responds in kind.

      Phoenix caresses my face with the tip of his fingers, sending tingles down my spine.

      “I don’t know why I feel this way when I’m around you,” he murmurs. “I wanted to hate you so badly when you started here.”

      “I think you did.”

      He shakes his head. “No, I didn’t. Not you, per se. I hated that you could see right through my bullshit.”

      “It didn’t stop you from torturing me with your visions.”

      Phoenix’s eyebrows twitch. “I was a jackass. And you were right about those. They were my wet dreams, my deepest desires.”

      He runs his fingers down my neck to the middle of my chest, leaving a trail of goose bumps in their wake even through my clothes. My breathing is already coming out in bursts, and heat has pooled between my legs.

      “What was the last vision you sent me? Why that cabin?” I ask.

      He frowns. “Cabin? What are you talking about?”

      “Cabin in the woods, wintertime, fireplace?”

      His eyebrows arch suddenly, and his mouth makes a perfect O. “Daisy, that wasn’t a vision. That was a dream. My dream.”

      “Are you saying you didn’t send it to me on purpose?”

      “No.”

      There’s no mirth in his gaze, no shade of lie. He’s telling the truth, which makes me even more confused.

      “We shared a dream?” I ask. “What does it mean?”

      Phoenix captures my face between his large hands. “It means we’re more connected than we thought. Tell me you feel it too, Daisy. This link between us.”

      I remember the immense sense of peace I felt in the dream. I was happy and safe in Phoenix’s arms. And when I was high and my reservations were gone, I felt the same way. My eyes drop to his lips. The split from before has healed, leaving only a faint scar. Before I can stop myself, I rise on my tiptoes and kiss him, softly at first, but Phoenix is not inclined to take things slow, it seems. His tongue darts inside my mouth, twisting with mine in a delicious dance. I step into his space, and he releases my face to lift me off the floor. Just like in the dream, I wrap my legs around his hips, clinging to him like a monkey.

      Phoenix begins to move, and then we’re back to my bed. Still lip-locked, he removes my jacket and unbuttons my shirt. He cups my breast over my cotton bra, squeezing gently.

      “So soft,” he mumbles against my mouth.

      In retaliation, I run my fingers over his washboard abs. His skin is hot and taut, but I take a great sense of satisfaction when I feel goose bumps form where I touch him.

      “Daisy, you’re playing with fire.”

      I ease off the kiss to peer into his eyes. I know where we’re going, and despite our history, I don’t want to stop. I want to see if the feelings in our shared dream are real.

      “I know.”

      Phoenix stares at me with hooded eyes. “I don’t want you to do anything you’ll regret later.”

      His words are laced with emotion and pain, and it makes me even more sure of what I want. The physical attraction between us is off the charts and undeniable, but I also have this burning need to make Phoenix forget about his horrible ordeal.

      “I want you,” I say simply.

      “Thank fuck.” He captures my lips again, pushing me gently back until I’m lying on the bed.

      Despite my statement, Phoenix doesn’t lower his body to mine. He keeps the distance, bracing on his forearms as he devours my mouth. I reach for his jeans, brushing my fingers over the bulge there.

      Phoenix trembles and moves out of my reach. His mouth goes south, leaving wet kisses down my neck and chest. Cupping one of my breasts, he licks the exposed swell, making me arch my back with a sigh. Then he pushes the fabric out of the way and traces lazy circles with his tongue around my nipple. I’m squirming now while a delicious ache blossoms between my legs. Sensing my need, Phoenix cups my sex, bringing forth a loud moan from me.

      “That’s it, Daisy. Show me how much you want this.”

      He pushes my panties aside and flicks my clit with his finger.

      “I need more.”

      Misunderstanding what I mean, he inserts a finger inside of me. The sensation is delicious, but what I really want right now is a taste of him. I press my hand against his chest and push him back.

      “What?” he asks.

      “Take off your clothes.”

      Phoenix’s lips curl into a lopsided grin. “Bossy. I love this side of you.”

      He stands up and slowly removes his jeans and boxers. His hard cock springs free, making my mouth water. Sitting on the edge of the bed now, I reach for him, curling my fingers around his shaft. Phoenix closes his eyes and lets out a hiss. Precum pools on his head as I glide my hand up and down.

      “Fuck, Daisy. You’re killing me here.”

      He dips his chin, locking his gaze with mine as I lick his base. Slowly, I draw my tongue up his length. When I cover the head with my mouth, Phoenix grabs a chunk of my hair and yanks a little. He wants to take control, and I let him have it, instinctively knowing that’s what he needs. I let him fuck my mouth as I dig my fingers into his ass. I take everything he wants to give me and more. His cock gets harder in my mouth, his grunts louder. He’s close to the edge.

      But then he steps away suddenly, breathing hard.

      “What?”

      “No, I don’t want our first time to be this way, savage and manic. I want to come inside your pussy, Daisy. Nice and slow.”

      With a flick of his fingers, he removes the rest of my clothes. Exposed, I lose a bit of my bravado.

      “You’re nervous,” he says.

      “A little.”

      “Do you want to stop?”

      “No.”

      Relief washes over his face. He takes a step closer, dropping to his knees and placing his hands over my thighs. “Can I taste you, Daisy?”

      The image of a sex god kneeling before me and asking if he can taste me makes me tongue-tied. I nod, earning another smile from him. He parts my legs and moves his mouth to my core. One flick of his tongue and I’m a goner. I collapse back on the mattress and lose all grip on reality. With each stroke, Phoenix pushes me further and further to a land where everything is bliss. But it’s not until he sucks my clit into his mouth that I shatter into a billion particles and cry out his name.

      Seconds or minutes might have gone by when I sense Phoenix stand again.

      “Please tell me you have a condom,” he says gruffly.

      With my eyes still closed, I say, “In the bathroom, under the sink.”

      I hear the hinges of a door opening, then the sound of a wrapper being torn. But I only open my eyes when Phoenix covers my body with his and the head of his cock is at my entrance.

      “I promised you nice and slow, but I confess, I’m about to explode.”

      “Explode then, but inside.”

      He slides in, almost sending me over the edge again. To give him credit, he does try to pace himself, but his thrusts soon become harder and faster, and in no time, he reaches his climax. I can’t complain, because he takes me with him, and it’s just as good as the first time.
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      The sun has set, and Phoenix is sound asleep. He might have lost control during the first time, but he made good on his promise during the second round. Who knew I could have so many orgasms in such a short period of time? My clit is still tingling from it.

      But now that I’ve satiated my hunger for him, the grim reality comes back to haunt me. I stare at the tattoo on his wrist, and the fury from before returns with a vengeance. I have to find a way to free Phoenix from his father’s hold.

      An idea strikes me. I get out of bed and grab a piece of paper and a pencil. Then I return to Phoenix and sketch the tattoo’s design to the best of my ability. Maybe the rare book still in my possession has details about it and how I can remove it.

      Tiptoeing so as to not wake Phoenix up, I get dressed and walk out. I’m not sure what time it is, but it can’t be too late to bother my neighbors. Bryce was able to find the solution to Phoenix’s mind invasion with his powers. I’m hoping he can help me again. It shows how desperate I am to help Phoenix that I’m willing to put my pride aside and ask for Bryce’s help.

      But it’s not Bryce who answers the door. Morpheus does. “Daisy? Is something the matter?”

      “Can I come in for a second?”

      “Sure.” He lets me through, and when the door closes, he asks. “What’s on your mind?”

      “Is Bryce around?”

      “No. He and Rufio went out to grab something to eat. Why?”

      “I was hoping he could help my find some particular information here.” I show Morpheus the book.

      His eyebrows almost hit his hairline. “You haven’t returned that yet?”

      “No, and I don’t plan to.”

      A grin unfurls on Morpheus’s face. “I like your rebel side, Daisy. So, what is it you’re looking for?”

      “Have you ever seen this design before?” I show him my sketch.

      He takes the piece of paper from me and frowns. “Is this Phoenix’s tattoo?”

      “Yes.”

      Morpheus looks straight into my eyes. “What do you want to know about it?”

      I nibble on my lower lip. Phoenix is adamant that his friends don’t find out about his torment, and I can’t betray his trust. Revealing his secret would be a violation. “I want to know what it means.”

      “Riiight. Well, I don’t know how Bryce helped you before.”

      “He let his hand hover over the book until the pages flipped to the information I was looking for.”

      Rubbing his neck, Morpheus pinches his lips. “I don’t think I can help you with that. But… can I have the book?”

      He takes it to the couch, placing it on the coffee table before taking a seat.

      “What are you going to do?” I ask.

      “I can’t use the same method Bryce did, but like most Idols, I’m pretty fast.” He then proceeds to flip the pages manually so fast that they become a blur.

      “You’re going to rip them,” I say.

      “No, I’m not.”

      It takes him only a minute to find what I’m looking for.

      “Here it is, the mark of Ogmios.” Morpheus points at a design fairly similar to the one I sketched.

      “Ogmios? What’s that?” I peer closer.

      “Not a what, a who. He was an ancient binding god who had the ability to bind people to himself and control their actions. Nasty piece of shit. Why would Phoenix want to tattoo Ogmios’s mark on himself?”

      Crap. I can’t let Morpheus ponder too hard about it. He might suspect something.

      “Come on. Isn’t that kind of what Phoenix does with his visions? In a way, he’s controlling other people’s actions. I’m pretty sure he admires this god.”

      Morpheus drops his gaze to the book again. “Maybe.”

      I pull the book from his grasp, folding the corner of the page before I close it. “Okay, thanks for your help. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Probably not.”

      “Why not?” I ask.

      “Didn’t you hear it? I got a week’s suspension for attacking Drusilla.”

      “What? That’s bullshit. She was— ” Words fail me, and I suddenly feel sick.

      “I can’t believe you still can’t tell me what she did to you. Son of a bitch.”

      His remark makes me so fucking angry that I push through the nausea. The room begins to spin as I fight to break free from her compulsion.

      “I… caught her…. Ugh.” I take a seat opposite Morpheus and dip my head between my shoulders.

      “Don’t force it, Daisy. You can get seriously ill.”

      “No… I have to. Fuck!”

      I imagine the compulsion as bindings around my tongue. One by one, I picture them snapping until my tongue is free. “She took some new drug… and it looked like… she was OD’ing.”

      As the last word finally rolls out, the nausea passes. I broke Drusilla’s compulsion.

      “A new drug?”

      I lift my gaze to his. “I thought it was Silver-voltage at first, but I asked Nurse Ellen, and she’s never heard of an Idol overdosing on Silver-voltage before.”

      Morpheus seems troubled. “Or maybe Drusilla got a bad batch of it. It serves her right. I’m convinced she was the one distributing Silver-voltage to Fringes, or worse, forcing them to take it against their will. Of course, I can’t prove anything.”

      “And it wouldn’t matter either. It seems nothing she does earns a punishment here at school.”

      Morpheus’s gaze becomes darker. “That’s why I don’t mind the suspension. She felt my power at full blast, and it lingers. She won’t bother anyone for a while.”

      “It’s still not fair that you were suspended. Maybe I can speak to Principal Fallon on your behalf.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think that’s going to help much. Drusilla’s parents asked for my expulsion. Principal Fallon negotiated for a week’s suspension. I should be glad I’m still here.”

      I stand up, knowing Bryce and Rufio might return at any minute. “I’ll bring you notes from math class. I hope Mr. Atkins will allow you to take the quiz at another time.”

      “Thanks, Daisy.”

      I’m at the door with my hand on the knob when Morpheus speaks again. “Say hello to Phoenix for me.”

      I turn around with wide eyes. “What?”

      Morpheus smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “I can smell him all over you. Don’t worry. I’m not judging.”

      Mortified, I can’t find the words to reply. I simply walk out with my face in flames. But the worst of this exchange is that I feel guilty. Over what, I don’t know.

      When I return to my room, Phoenix is sitting on my bed, holding something in his hand. The light on the nightstand is on, casting a soft orange hue over his golden frame. He lifts his head to meet my eyes when I enter.

      “Where did you go?”

      “I went to ask Morpheus something.” I clutch the book against my chest. Phoenix is giving me seriously weird vibes right now. “What do you have there?”

      He looks down again and laughs without humor. “Honestly, I have no idea. Maybe you could explain to me why you have an old picture of Principal Fallon and Mr. X.”
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      With deer-caught-in-headlights eyes, Daisy takes a step back. Her face pales, and she hugs the book she’s carrying tighter against her chest. I have a wild guess of who one of the other men in the picture is based on her reaction. I confess I felt sucker punched when I found the photo by accident. But the time I spent staring at it before Daisy came in helped me calm down and not jump to conclusions.

      “Daisy?” I prompt.

      “It’s not what you think.”

      “You don’t know what I’m thinking.”

      “I swear I didn’t know Principal Fallon’s and Mr. X’s connection until very recently.”

      “And what is their connection?”

      She drops her gaze to the floor. “I don’t think you’re going to like my answer.”

      Her body is shaking. She’s terrified of me, of my reaction. Shit. I don’t want her to ever feel that in my presence again. I’m not sure when I completely flipped, but I’m firmly on her side now, no matter what her agenda is.

      I stand up and approach her slowly. “Hey, whatever it is, you can tell me. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      She lifts her chin, and I notice her hazel eyes are brighter than before. “Mr. X is my uncle.”

      “What? How is that—”

      “Adopted uncle,” she adds quickly. “I only found out a couple of days ago.”

      “Son of a bitch. And this picture?”

      “It came from an anonymous sender last week.”

      “Shit. So Principal Fallon and Mr. X knew each other since they were our age? I can’t believe it. Do Bryce and Rufio know?”

      “Of course not. And you can’t tell them.” She takes a step in my direction.

      “Why not?”

      She looks away, nibbling on her lower lip, something she does when she’s nervous.

      “The other two men in the picture are my father and his older brother, William. He and Principal Fallon were involved.”

      Holy shit. Everything is beginning to make sense now. “That’s why she fought so hard to get you here.”

      “So it seems.” Daisy still won’t meet my gaze.

      “Hey.” I move closer and touch her shoulder. “You don’t have to worry about me. I won’t tell anyone about this.”

      “I know I asked you not to, but why would you keep quiet? I’m nothing to you.”

      Fuck. She truly believes that.

      I touch her face, caressing her soft skin. I could tell her she’s the opposite of nothing, but I can’t say that without sounding like an idiot. “You’re keeping my secret, and it’s only fair that I keep yours.”

      She stares into my eyes without blinking, maybe trying to guess whether I’m lying or not. Finally she says, “Thank you.”

      The close proximity to her is reawakening certain urges. My dick twitches in my boxer shorts. I’m a second away from kissing Daisy when she steps away. “Morpheus is alone in the apartment, and he guessed you and I… well, he figured we hooked up.”

      There’s a sudden tightness in my chest. “And are you bothered by it?”

      “No.”

      “Daisy, don’t lie to me.”

      She lets out a sigh. “Okay, if you must know, I was embarrassed.”

      “Why?”

      “Why?” Her voice rises to a shrill. “Maybe because in less than a month, I slept with you, Bryce, and Rufio.”

      “So what?” I shrug. “You have needs. I get that.”

      “That’s your answer? I have needs? Aren’t you even a little jealous?”

      I hold back a grin. “Do you want me to be jealous?”

      She doesn’t answer right away. I wish I had the power to read minds.

      “I don’t know.” She pulls her hair back. “I’m so confused.”

      “Then let’s simplify things.” I head for the door, not caring that I’m only wearing underwear. The whip marks on my back have healed; I checked in the mirror earlier.

      “Where are you going?” she asks.

      “Not where I’m going. Where we’re going.” I grab her hand and steer her into the hallway. When she sees where I’m headed, she digs her heels into the floor.

      “Please let me go. This is nuts.”

      “No, this is the smartest thing to do.” I open the door, and like I sensed, I find Bryce and Rufio in the kitchen, pulling take-out food from their plastic bags. They freeze when they see me with Daisy.

      “Oh crap,” Morpheus mutters from the couch.

      “What’s the meaning of this?” Bryce walks around the kitchen counter, tense as hell.

      “This is an impromptu meeting to clarify a few things,” I reply.

      Bryce turns his attention to Daisy and frowns. “What things?”

      “Oh, fucking great. You finally got what you wanted, huh?” Rufio pouts like a child.

      Understanding finally seems to hit Bryce. “You slept with him,” he addresses Daisy.

      She pulls her arm free and glares at me first before turning her ire on Bryce. “Yeah, I did. So what?”

      Bryce doesn’t answer, but he’s clenching his jaw so tight that a muscle twitches.

      “Yo, before you blow a fuse, let’s all calm down. I like Daisy, and I want to keep seeing her,” I say.

      “Really?” Bryce asks. “Since when? Not too long ago, you wanted to get rid of her at all costs.”

      Man, he has me there. But I’m not going to let him create a chasm between Daisy and me by reminding her of my mistakes.

      “Bryce, don’t you know there’s a fine line between hate and passion?”

      “Oh my God. He’s spewing clichés now.” Morpheus shakes his head. “We’re fucked.”

      “Bite me, asshole.”

      “The question is, does Daisy want to keep seeing you?” Rufio raises an eyebrow.

      Heat surges through my cheeks. I didn’t stop to consider that she might not want anything to do with me. Shit. I’m an idiot. I watch her closely, afraid she’ll laugh in my face for having such crazy notions.

      “All of you, stop staring!” she yells, totally pissed off.

      Rufio walks over to her. “Why would she settle for you when she can have me?”

      Bryce curses under his breath and moves across the living room.

      “I’m right here,” she retorts. “Stop talking like I’m a blow-up doll you picked up at a sex shop.”

      The cocky grin wilts from Rufio’s face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

      “To sound like an ass? Well, you did.” She turns to the food on the counter. “What do have there? I’m hungry.”

      She moves toward it without waiting for Rufio’s reply and opens one of the boxes. “Pepper steak, my favorite.” She nabs a set of chopsticks and, with box in hand, walks to the door.

      “Where are you going?” I ask.

      “Back to my room. And for the record, I’m not choosing.”

      She slams the door shut, leaving me speechless. I turn to Bryce and Morpheus, who are equally flabbergasted.

      “I’m not giving her up,” Rufio announces.

      “Me neither, douche,” I say.

      We both look at Bryce, who’s still watching the front door.

      “I think Daisy broke your brother,” I tell Rufio.

      He finally unfreezes and glares at me. “She didn’t break me, but she almost cost Rufio his life.”

      “No, she saved my life,” Rufio insists. “She never asked me to go fight those gang members. I offered, and I’d do it again.”

      “What’s your problem with her?” I ask. “Yeah, her father hated our kind, but he was a Norm. They all do.”

      “Daisy doesn’t,” Morpheus pipes in.

      “How can you be so sure?” Bryce asks.

      “I know she doesn’t, and if you pulled your head out of your ass, you’d agree with me.”

      Bryce drops his chin and stares at the ground. “Well, she fucking hates me now.”

      “Have you tried apologizing?” Rufio raises an eyebrow, smirking.

      “You want me to mend things with Daisy? Why?” he asks.

      “Because I’m not stupid. I know she has feelings for you.”

      “She’s linked to all of us,” Morpheus adds. “And I think it’s in our best interest to see where this connection leads instead of fighting it. Remember what we discovered at my father’s,” he says to Bryce.

      “Which was?” I ask.

      “There’s a possibility Daisy has demigod blood.”

      I quirk a brow. “Whoa, back up. If she had demigod blood, wouldn’t she be an Idol or at least a Fringe?”

      “Not if she’s related to the Idol who reneged on her power and gave it back to the gods.”

      “You think she’s related to Magia?” I ask.

      “Who?” all three ask at the same time.

      “I can’t believe you’ve never heard of Magia, the anathema of our society.”

      Seeing their blank stares, it seems the story my horrid father used to tell me is not as well-known as I thought.

      “All I know is there was this Idol named Magia who gave back her powers many millennia ago.”

      “Any chance you know Magia’s last name?” Morpheus asks.

      “Nope. I always thought the story was stupid. Never bothered to ask more details.” Mostly because of who was telling the story.

      “Okay, I guess I’ll have to work with only her first name,” Morpheus says.

      “Why is this important anyway?”

      Bryce stands up. “Because there are too many powerful players interested in Daisy. If she’s not working for them, then she’s a pawn and therefore not safe.”
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      A WEEK LATER

      After the embarrassing meeting Phoenix forced me to participate in, I avoided all those assholes when I could. In the few classes I had with them, I purposely ignored the group. I still shared the notes from math class with Morpheus, but I refused to step foot in their apartment. I guess he’ll just have to handle math on his own until I can figure out what to do with my life and all the secrets I’m keeping.

      Morpheus was right about one thing though. Drusilla, and consequently her friend Renata, left me alone the whole week. But I should have known my peace wouldn’t last a very long time. And Bryce is the one determined to wreck it.

      When I walk out of biology, he’s there waiting for me. I tense up on the spot. Rufio, Phoenix, and Morpheus have been nothing but nice to me, but Bryce is still giving me a hard time. And when I say hard time, I mean his silent treatment.

      Something is different about him today though, and my heart is already going crazy, beating out of sync as I drink the guy in. The yearning hits me hard, as it always does when I’m near him. Today is especially off the charts. I hate that I crave his touch when I know he doesn’t deserve it.

      He had to show up looking like this on the day I don’t have my partner in crime. Toby has the flu and missed class.

      As much as I want to appear strong, Bryce hurt me more by shunning me than if he’d hit me with a physical blow.

      “Bryce? What are you doing here?” Rufio asks, stopping next to me.

      “I came to talk to Daisy, alone.”

      I sense a shift in the air, a darkness, and I can guess who’s projecting that energy. Morpheus. Today was his first day back from suspension. I don’t want them to fight in the middle of the hallway. If Morpheus is involved in an altercation again, he might not get another chance.

      “All right, let’s get this over with.” I veer to my right without waiting for Bryce’s reply. He catches up though and walks next to me.

      My throat is dry and choked up. I thought I was fine being estranged from him, but it turns out I was in Denial Land. I’m so nervous now, it’s not even funny. I haven’t forgotten that his father killed the uncle I never knew or that he could have ordered my parents’ murder. But is it right to blame Bryce and Rufio for the sins of their father? I know Bryce doesn’t share the man’s views, and truth be told, Rufio doesn’t either.

      My nervousness goes away when a couple of girls to my right attempt to get his attention with giggles and hair tossing.

      “Hi, Bryce. Looking good this morning,” one of them says, stepping closer to him.

      Her friend turns to me with glee in her eyes, almost as if she’s daring me to do something. My blood is boiling now, and I want to gouge their eyes out with my bare hands, but I’m not on Drusilla’s level of crazy.

      I quicken my steps, leaving Bryce behind to deal with his fan club. A second later, he’s next to me again, walking at the same rapid pace as me.

      “Why are you mad now?” he asks.

      “Who said I’m mad?”

      “I can tell. I just don’t know if it’s because I asked to spend time with you alone or those girls back there set you off.”

      “The former, obviously. I don’t give a rat’s ass about….” I can’t bring myself to finish the sentence. Of course I care about other girls coming on to him. But I’m not going to admit it.

      “About what? My love life?” Bryce continues.

      “Whatever. You wanted to talk to me alone, so talk.”

      “We aren’t alone. Even the walls have ears in this place. Let’s have lunch off campus.”

      There’s a lurch in my chest. I’m not sure I’m ready to be alone with Bryce again. My heart is pounding, and my ears are buzzing. But I let Bryce steer me toward the exit. Instead of heading to the garage, we go to the front of the school building where his shiny SUV is already parked by the curb.

      “Where are we going?” I ask when we’re both inside his car.

      Bryce turns on the engine, and without looking at me, he replies, “I discovered my mother’s connection to Mr. X. I followed her to Unearthly Desires one day.”

      My stomach bottoms out. Fuck, fuck, fuck. Did Phoenix tell him? No, he wouldn’t do that, would he? I look out the window, regretting agreeing to come out with him alone.

      “It was where you mother recruited me,” I say, hoping Bryce doesn’t know about the picture.

      “Wait, what? She was there on the same evening we were?” Bryce’s tone is agitated now.

      Okay, maybe he doesn’t know about my father’s connection to Mr. X and his mother.

      “Why are you getting all worked up about it? Mr. X said they were friends.”

      “They’re in cahoots about something, Daisy. My mother doesn’t do anything without purpose. She has plans for you.”

      I close my eyes for a brief second. Bryce is getting too close to the truth.

      “What kind of plans?”

      “I don’t know. It might not be to your liking. She gave Rufio carte blanche to bully you on your first week.”

      If he had told me that a month ago, I would have been surprised, but not anymore. Xavier warned me not to trust her.

      “Why would she do that?” I ask.

      “I still haven’t been able to get a straight answer from her. She keeps talking about how we all have a role to play in the board game of the gods.”

      I rub my forehead, trying to ward off the headache that’s brewing.

      “I’m such a fool,” I murmur. “I should have listened to my instincts and never come here.”

      “Please don’t say that.” Bryce glances at me.

      “Why not? Nothing good has happened to me since I joined Gifted Academy.”

      A few good things have happened, but I’m feeling wretched and in the mood to whine.

      “Nothing good, huh?” He quirks a brow.

      My cheeks become warmer, and I avert my gaze. “Sex doesn’t count.”

      Lies. It does, especially when I got it from three incredibly sexy guys.

      Bryce doesn’t speak for another minute. He takes the nearest exit and stops at the first junk food restaurant that pops up.

      Staring straight ahead, he asks, “How did your parents die, Daisy?”

      The question feels like a steely knife perforating my chest. I curl my fingers around the fabric of my skirt without meeting his gaze.

      “I told you already.”

      “You told me a lie. I want the truth now.”

      Tears prick my eyes, clouding my vision. Shit, he’s going to make me cry. The last thing I want is to talk about that terrible night, especially now knowing what his father might have done. But I’m trapped in his car with nowhere to go.

      “It happened in the middle of the night. I couldn’t sleep well, so I was eavesdropping on my parents’ conversation when Idols blew our door open and attacked. They killed my mother first, then my father.”

      “How many?” Bryce’s voice is low and tight, which prompts me to lift my gaze to his.

      “Three.”

      His eyes, which in the past week have been cold and hard, are swimming with emotion now.

      “How did you and Rosie escape?”

      “Some other Idols came in, and they fought our attackers off. Rosie and I slipped out and went down the fire escape ladder.”

      “It never occurred to you that those Idols might have been Knights?”

      Another guess too close to the truth. I know they were Knights, and I met the guy. But again, not something I can tell Bryce. He was kidnapped by them, and as far as he’s concerned, the Knights are the enemy. It doesn’t help that they’re manufacturing Idol-killing weapons and neutralizers that somehow made it to the criminal underbelly of Saturn’s Bay.

      “No. I didn’t dare to believe there were Idols who cared about Norms. It was easier for me to hate all of you.”

      “And do you still feel that way?” He inches closer and wipes off the rogue tear that rolled down my cheek.

      “Sometimes I wish I did.”

      Bryce’s touch is electrifying against my skin; it makes me tingle all over and crave more than just his fingers on my face. My lips part when I guess what his intention is.

      “I don’t want you to hate me, Daisy, even though you have every right to do so. I shouldn’t have lashed out at you the way I did. Or blamed you for Rufio’s attack.”

      “No, you shouldn’t have.”

      “You make me feel things I’ve never felt before. It’s like you reanimated my dead heart. I was afraid I’d given a piece of me to someone who despised me, someone who wanted me dead.”

      He’s too close. Too damn close.

      “Bryce, I don’t despise you. How can I hate someone who brought me back from the brink of death? How could I wish you were gone?” My voice gets choked up at the end.

      “I know it’s hard to believe, but I’d run through hellfire to save you, Daisy. You’re like fireworks in a starless night, and I’m done being afraid of what this feeling means.”

      My mind is racing, and my heart is not far behind. I don’t know what to make of Bryce’s confession. Is it true or only a heartfelt lie? He cups my cheek and breaches the final distance between us, obliterating any coherent thought in my head. All I can feel now is Bryce’s lips against mine and the taste of his tongue. This is not our first kiss, but it’s the one that’s going to leave a mark.

      I run my fingers through his soft hair and then pull him closer to me. An electric current is exchanged between us, and even with my eyes closed, I notice the brightness all around us. The same thing happened when Bryce healed me. The only thing in need of mending today is my broken heart.

      Bryce breaks the kiss to lean his forehead against mine. “Thank you,” he says.

      “For what?”

      “For letting me do this. I know I don’t deserve your forgiveness, not after what I put you through, but I’m hoping you’ll let me in again one day.”

      I pull away from him to stare into his eyes. I see no trace of deceit in them, but he’s right in assuming I haven’t forgiven him yet. My body might be quick to succumb to the undeniable connection between us, but my mind can’t let go that easily.

      “I want to trust you, Bryce. I really do. But….” I look away. I don’t want him to read in my gaze that I’m also being deceitful. But I can’t share what I know if I don’t trust him. Too many lives might be destroyed if Bryce isn’t the guy I want to believe he is.

      “All I’m asking for is another chance.” He pinches my chin between his forefinger and thumb and turns my face to his again. “Please, Daisy.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “For starters, let us protect you.”

      I frown, ready to offer a retort.

      “Yes, us,” he continues. “I know you have a connection with the others, and I don’t begrudge you that.”

      “Are you saying you don’t care that I slept with Rufio or Phoenix?”

      Bryce returns to his side of the car and laughs sarcastically. “Of course I care. I’m flawed and selfish. I don’t want to share you with anybody, not even my brother. But if that’s what you want, if it’s what you need, then I’m game.” He looks at me again.

      “And also, I’ve been meaning to return this to you.” He pulls my father’s diary from the storage compartment between our seats. “I’m sorry I’ve kept it for so long.”

      I clutch my most precious possession against my chest as I stare at Bryce, speechless. But thankfully, I don’t have to come up with a reply right away, as his phone pings, announcing an income message.

      He looks at it, then back up at me. “It’s Morpheus asking where we are.”

      “Shit. We totally lost track of time. We have to get back or I’ll be late for class.”

      “Don’t worry. We’re not too far from campus. So, are we good?” he asks.

      My heart wants me to say yes, but my head hesitates. The gleam of hope dims in his eyes, making me feel guilty as hell.

      “I get it. Don’t worry, Daisy. I’ll earn your trust again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            43

          

          
            Morpheus

          

        

      

    

    
      First come the shivers down my spine, and then my hands and arms become numb from the cold. The shadows are restless again but somehow still contained by the bracelets. I stumble out of the cafeteria with my phone already out, not waiting for Rufio and Phoenix to join me. I want to call Bryce, but the hallway is packed with students, and I don’t want to be overheard. No sooner do I finish texting him than someone bumps into my shoulder.

      “What the fuck!” I yell, but the culprit, Pietro, doesn’t even look at me. He’s pushing people out of the way as he sprints toward the school’s exit.

      What the hell is wrong with him?

      “Any word from Bryce yet?” Rufio asks as he and Phoenix join me.

      “No.”

      “Who are you glowering at?” Phoenix follows my line of sight.

      “Pietro Armani. The idiot bumped into me like he’s walking blind.”

      “He’s a moron,” Phoenix replies. “He was playing Formula One in the garage the other day.”

      White-hot pain flares up on my forehead, making me hiss. I press the heel of my hand against it and close my eyes for a second.

      “Oh shit. Is the god in your head again?” Phoenix asks.

      “No,” I grit out. “I think I’m about to have another vision.”

      Rufio and Phoenix grab each of my forearms and help me walk to an empty classroom. It’s humiliating how my gift can turn me into a useless mess. I take a seat and lean my elbows on the desk, holding my head in my hands. The bracelets are ice cold, and they burn against my skin.

      “I’m calling Bryce,” Rufio announces.

      Nausea has my stomach rolling, forcing me to clamp my jaw tight. A groan escapes my lips.

      “Dude, what can we do to help?” Phoenix asks.

      I lift my chin to look at him. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

      “Fuck. Hold on.” He runs to the corner of the classroom and grabs the garbage can.

      “Bryce won’t answer the phone now. Son a bitch.” Rufio glares at the device in his hand. Tiny dark veins appear on his cheeks, and his eyes flash brighter.

      “Whoa. Don’t you dare go crazy now. I can only handle one of you at a time.” Phoenix sets the garbage can in front of me and steps away.

      “Bite me, asshole.” Rufio stares daggers at him.

      I open my mouth to tell them to chill the fuck out when another round of white-hot pain slams into my head. I involuntarily close my eyes, and then the vision comes. Bryce’s SUV on the highway, followed by Pietro’s flashy sports car cutting him off, and then an explosion.

      My eyes fly open. “Daisy!”

      “Daisy what?” Rufio is in front of me. “What did you see?”

      I jump out of the chair, ignoring the throbbing pain in my head. “A collision. We need to get on the road immediately.”
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      BRYCE

      It’s hard to keep my eyes on the road when all I want to do is stare at Daisy. I wish I could read minds. There have been occasions when I thought she heard me in her head, but I don’t have any solid proof of that.

      But the tension inside the car can’t be denied. Does she regret kissing me? She didn’t hesitate or pull away, but now her body is tense as she’s staring out the window.

      “Do you want to listen to some music?” I ask.

      “Sure.” She shrugs.

      I turn on the radio and tune in to her favorite station, The Freaks. I don’t know what song is playing, but the background noise does little to ease the heaviness in my chest.

      “A penny for your thoughts,” I say.

      “I’m not thinking about anything worth sharing. I’m just trying to process everything.”

      “I never asked you, who gave you that dagger?”

      She lets out a heavy sigh. “Strangers. I was on a bus coming back from Saturn’s Bay when it broke down. I wasn’t far from school, so I decided to walk the rest of the way. Then this old couple offered me a ride.”

      “You accepted a ride from strangers?” I can’t help the alarm in my voice.

      “No, at least not at first. But eventually I did. In hindsight, I think they could have been Knights in disguise. It’s possible they compelled me to hop into their car.”

      A strangled noise escapes me. “They could have been working for the ones who are trying to kill you.”

      “Don’t you think I know that?” she snaps. “It’s not like I can protect myself from compulsion.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m not mad at you. I’m fucking pissed that I can’t protect you at all times.”

      “Nobody can, Bryce. It’s an impossible task.”

      My phone stars to ring. I see Rufio’s name flashing on the screen, but I’m not in the mood to deal with him right now.

      “It shouldn’t be impossible to me.”

      “Because you’re a level seventeen?” Daisy scoffs. “Don’t let your ego go to your head.”

      “It’s not my e—” A red sports car zooms past me on the highway. “What the hell!”

      A second later, it swerves sharply to the right, completely cutting me off. I press on the brake, but I know I won’t avoid a collision.

      “Fuck!”

      Daisy yells and everything seems to happen in slow motion. My tires screech while I unbuckle my seat belt with my mind and throw myself in front of Daisy. She reaches for her own seat belt, unbuckling it too.

      What the hell? Is she crazy?

      She then opens her door and grabs me by the lapel of my jacket, yanking me while she jumps out of the moving car. We both hit the ground hard, but not as hard as we should have with the way my car was speeding. We roll together in a tangle of limbs, ending up on the grassy part of the side of the highway.

      It’s then that I realize we were actually moving at a snail’s pace, and suddenly, normal speed returns. My SUV slams into the sports car, and both cars explode in a shower of twisted metal and fire. I throw my body over Daisy’s while projecting my power outward. Bright light envelopes us, shielding us from the blast. But the protective dome can’t deflect the deafening sound of the explosion. The noise seems to go on forever, or maybe it’s just the ringing in my ears.

      After a moment, I rein in my power, and the brightness fades. The soil surrounding us is charred, and there are still a few pieces of metal that are bright red. Dark smoke is quickly blown in our direction, which can be just as deadly.

      “Come on.” I get to my feet, dragging Daisy with me.

      She’s staring at everything wide-eyed and with mouth agape. I curl my arm around her shoulder, bringing her flush against my body. She’s shaking, damn it.

      Together, we amble away from the crash, but it’s impossible to stop staring at it.

      Finally, when we’re at a safe distance, Daisy speaks. “Do you think the other driver was able to get out?”

      “Not likely. I don’t know how we did.”

      Daisy looks at me, stunned. “You mean you didn’t slow time to a crawl?”

      I stare at her for a moment, at a loss for words. “No, Daisy. I can’t bend time.”

      “Are you sure? You didn’t know you could heal either.”

      I shake my head. “But I knew what I was doing as I healed you. I could feel the power coming from my core. I felt nothing while everything was happening in slow motion. It wasn’t me.”

      “What does the power feel like?”

      “I… it’s hard to explain.”

      The sound of a vehicle approaching grabs my attention. Rufio’s car stops on the other side of the crash. He, Phoenix, and Morpheus jump out, and at first, they don’t see us. Rufio lets out a roar and runs toward the burning mess, ripping at his hair.

      “We’re okay,” I yell and wave.

      I finally get their attention, and in another second the three of them are standing in front of us. Rufio yanks Daisy from my hold and crushes her into a tight hug.

      “Fuck. I thought you were gone,” he whispers.

      “I’m okay.” She hugs him back, but after a moment, she eases off.

      Rufio gives her a once-over, and then he looks at me. “How did you get out of the car before it exploded?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Are you okay?” Morpheus asks Daisy.

      “Yeah. A bit sore from the jump, but no broken bones or anything.”

      “Shit, girl. You’re a disaster magnet.” Phoenix pulls her into his arms now and kisses the top of her head.

      “I don’t mean to be,” she replies in a small voice. After a moment, she steps away from him and glances at the wreckage.

      I wrap my arm around her waist, needing to offer her comfort as much as I need her to comfort me. I can’t deny that I’m still shaken.

      Phoenix turns his attention to the crash site. Then he moves closer to it.

      “Where are you going? There could be another explosion,” Morpheus says.

      “Do you know who was driving that car?” Daisy asks.

      “Yes. Pietro Armani. I had a vision about it,” Morpheus looks at me.

      “Shit. Why would he do such a thing?” I ask.

      “I don’t know. He left school in a hurry, almost as if he was compelled to go somewhere.”

      I don’t miss Morpheus’s insinuation.

      “Do you think Drusilla forced him to commit suicide and take us out in the process?” Daisy asks.

      Rufio’s gaze darkens, and then it flashes brighter as his dark veins appear. “It has to be her. Who else wants Daisy dead and can use compulsion?”

      “Don’t jump to conclusions and do something stupid, Rufio,” I say, dead serious. “You know what the consequence is for Idol-on-Idol murder.”

      “What is the consequence?” Daisy asks fearfully.

      Rufio stares into her eyes. “Death.”
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      There’s absolutely no fucking way I’m going to let Drusilla get away this time. I don’t need proof that she sent Pietro on a suicide mission. Whether she’s guilty of that is irrelevant. She’s tried to kill Daisy twice now, and that’s enough reason for me to end her pitiful existence.

      By the time Bryce and Daisy gave their statement to the police and we returned to campus, class was already over for the day. It doesn’t matter. I’ll get Drusilla alone eventually.

      But the day is far from over for me. Naturally, my mother wants to have a word with Bryce and me. The moment the office door closes behind us, she begins the interrogation.

      “What the hell happened today?”

      “I already told you. Pietro decided to play kamikaze,” Bryce replies.

      “I do not appreciate your tone, young man. I spent my entire afternoon on the phone with board members trying to explain how three of my students were involved in a fatal car accident. Never mind the other incident that I had to sweep under the rug.”

      “What other incident? Drusilla’s murder attempt on Daisy?” I ask.

      Mom narrows her eyes, clamping her jaw shut. “No, Morpheus going psychopathic on Drusilla.”

      “The only reason Morpheus used his gift on her was to protect Daisy. You asked me to keep her safe. Is that no longer your priority?” Bryce takes a menacing step toward our mother’s desk.

      “Of course it’s my priority, but Morpheus isn’t even a full-blooded Idol. His parents are Fringes, so it was much harder for me to convince the board to not expel him.”

      “If Morpheus goes, then I’ll go,” I say.

      “Me too,” Bryce adds.

      “Oh please. Your childish threats are ridiculous.” Mom waves her hand dismissively.

      “They aren’t threats. Maybe I’ll join the Knights,” Bryce grits out.

      Finally we get something from our mother other than contempt. Her face blanches. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I beg to differ. I did spend an entire weekend with them, after all.”

      “What do you mean, you spent an entire weekend with the Knights?” Mom rises from her chair.

      “Exactly what I said.”

      “Bryce, don’t even say that as a joke. The Knights are a radical group, and most are wanted dead. They’re dangerous.”

      “Really? I was under the impression you were buddies.” Bryce raises an eyebrow.

      Mom’s eyes widen. “Don’t ever repeat such blasphemy. The Knights are traitors to our kind.”

      “Aren’t you a traitor as well?” I ask. “Didn’t you have a Norm lover when you were younger?”

      “Where did you hear that?”

      I shake my head. “It doesn’t matter. It’s high time you share with us what you want with Daisy and why you played us like fools.”

      Mom rubs her face and sits back down, swiveling her chair to face the window.

      “It’s true that I fell in love with a Norm once. His name was William, and he was the most wonderful man I’ve ever met. But of course, your grandfather would have never allowed his only daughter to marry a lowly Norm.” Mom turns to us, her mouth twisted into an ugly grin. “I don’t need to tell you the grim details of how that story ended.”

      “Our father killed him,” Bryce says.

      Mom’s eyebrows twitch. “You were eavesdropping on my argument with your father, weren’t you?”

      “Yes. What I don’t get is why you had to call Mr. X right afterward,” Bryce continues.

      “Xavier was William’s adopted brother. And you wanted to know where Daisy fits in all this, right? William’s last name was Rodale. He was Daisy’s uncle.”

      And just like that, Mom dropped a bomb on us. I’m stunned, and by the look on Bryce’s face, so is he.

      “Does Daisy know?” Bryce asks.

      “No. Xavier is adamant that she never finds out.”

      “Why? He’s her only living relative besides her sister,” I say.

      “He’s afraid if people find out, it’ll put Daisy and Rosie in danger.”

      “That’s bullshit. If he was so concerned about Daisy’s safety, he would have pulled her out of here after the first attempt on her life. Or better yet, he would off Drusilla himself,” I say.

      “Rufio, I’m only going to say this once. Stop your obsession with Drusilla. She wasn’t the one who tried to drown Daisy, and she wasn’t in school today either.”

      “What? Bullshit.”

      “I’m not lying. She went home this weekend and was absent today. So if Pietro was compelled to cause the accident, it wasn’t her doing.”

      “You don’t think he truly committed suicide, do you?”

      “I can’t rule out any possibility.”

      “No, no way. Pietro was a narcissistic junkie. He wouldn’t simply kill himself,” I say.

      “You don’t know what goes on in the head of anyone, son. But now that you know all the facts, I hope you forget your need for revenge. I can’t deal with any more scandals in this school, especially with the Founder’s Ball coming up.”

      “It’s that time of the year again? It seems you just forced us to attend the idiotic event,” Bryce grumbles.

      “Yes, it’s that time again, and you’d better make sure it goes smoothly.”

      Bryce and I trade glances. He’s grimacing, and I’m sure I share a similar expression. He dealt with his obligation in previous years by being his weird, antisocial self. Phoenix, Morpheus, and I got high and drunk out of our minds. It was during last year’s Founder’s Ball that I made the mistake of hooking up with Drusilla. Yeah, happy memories. I’m so not looking forward to this year’s bullshit.
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      MORPHEUS

      I wait until Phoenix goes to the gym before I check on Daisy. I’m sure he stopped by her room first on his way out, but I don’t sense his presence anymore. I grab the plastic container sitting on top of the counter and head out.

      My heart is beating a little faster than usual as I wait outside her room. I’m not sure why I’m nervous. I knock before I lose my nerve. When Daisy opens the door, the feeling that I’m way out of my depth increases.

      “Hey,” I say like an idiot.

      “Hi. Did you come to check on me too? I’m fine.”

      “Yeah, I can see you’re fine. I brought treats.” I offer her the box.

      She peers through the plastic lid. “Cake?”

      “My mother sends me baked goods sometimes. The only reason I have some left is because Bryce didn’t see it.”

      My mention of Bryce makes Daisy frown. Shit. I forgot they’re still at odds.

      “Do you wanna come in?” She opens the door wider.

      “Yeah.”

      “I saw Mr. Atkins asked to talk to you after class. Did he set a date yet for the quiz you missed?”

      “Next week.” I glance at Daisy’s bed, and for whatever reason, heat rushes to my face. I quickly look to her desk.

      “I’m sorry I canceled our lessons. I needed time away from you guys.” She sets the box down and peers at me.

      “I understand. You’ve been through a lot.” Not knowing what to do with my hands, I shove them in my pockets.

      “Morpheus, can I ask you something?”

      “Sure?”

      “What does it feel like when you use your powers?”

      Of all the things I thought Daisy could ask me, that wasn’t it. “I’m the last person you should be asking that.”

      “Why?”

      “Because my power is different.”

      “Different how?” She braces her hands against her desk and leans against it.

      “Most Idols feel a warm sensation in the center of their chests when they use their powers. It’s natural, pleasing. All I feel is pain when I use mine. That’s why I have to wear these bracelets.” I raise my hands to show her.

      “Do you think you react like that because your parents are Fringes?”

      Her simple question creates all sorts of havoc in my mind. I’m angry, sad, torn. Suddenly, I feel like telling her the truth about my birth, but I stomp on the impulse. She’s my tutor, not my friend. Although, I wish she would be more than both.

      “Maybe,” I say. “But why do you want to know how it feels when Idols use their powers?”

      She sucks her lower lip in, crossing her arms and dropping her chin. “Some strange things have been happening to me since Bryce healed me.”

      “What kind of things?”

      “On the night I went missing, I never left campus. I couldn’t walk far, so I hid underneath a tree to wait until the storm passed. Throughout most of the night, I was plagued with the most excruciating pain imaginable. It felt like I was burning alive.”

      “But you looked like a million bucks the next day.”

      “I know. And I felt great. Invincible.”

      I remember how she confronted Drusilla without fear, how she avoided the punch by moving out of the way faster than I thought possible.

      “What other strange things have you experienced?” I ask.

      “Phoenix and I shared a dream, and he swears it wasn’t one of his visions. And there was one time where he sent me flying by accident and I stopped midair.”

      “And it wasn’t him?”

      “He didn’t think it was, but it had to be him, right?”

      I glance away while my mind is racing. If Daisy has diluted demigod blood, could she somehow become a Fringe?

      “What are you thinking?” she asks.

      “I don’t know yet. I’m curious about one thing. How did you and Bryce get out of the car before it crashed against Pietro’s?”

      Daisy stands up straighter, becoming visibly tense. “I don’t know. Everything happened so fast, it was almost a blur.”

      “I had a vision about the accident before it happened. There was no way you guys would’ve had enough time to get out of the SUV before it crashed.”

      “I thought that maybe Bryce slowed down time.”

      “He can’t do that, can he?”

      “He doesn’t think it was him. If not him, who did it, then?”

      “Do you think you bent time?” I move closer.

      Her eyes are wide with fear, and I hope it’s not because of me.

      “That would be impossible,” she whispers. “I’m a Norm. I don’t have powers.”

      I stop in front of her and, needing to touch her, unfold her arms and lace our hands together. She drops her gaze to them, sucking in a breath before she lifts her chin.

      “What if I said you might the descendant of an Idol?”

      “What?” She tries to pull her hands away, but I don’t let her.

      “I suspect your family is linked to an Idol who gave up her powers many years ago.”

      “But even if that were true, when she gave her powers away, she severed her link to the gods. Why would they return to me?”

      “I don’t know, Daisy.”

      “I’m scared, Morpheus.”

      I know too well what it’s like to be afraid of what’s inside of you. I’ve lived with the fear most of my life. Kind of ironic for a fearmancer to be afraid of his own ability.

      “Don’t be. I’m here for you,” I assure her.

      “Why would you want to help me?”

      I step even closer, about to do a very foolish thing, when I sense Bryce and Rufio nearing her door. I release her hands at once, moving away.

      “Bryce and Rufio are coming home. I’d better go,” I say.

      “Okay. Thanks for the cake and the talk.”

      “Any time. And don’t worry, I won’t tell the guys what you told me, not until we can figure out what’s happening. Promise.”

      “Thanks, I really appreciate it.”

      I nod, already wondering why I said that. I should at least confide in Bryce about my suspicions. But I know the reason I made the vow. It was the fear in Daisy’s gaze about the possibility that she might be turning into something more than a Norm. It gutted me.
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      “You must have a very powerful guardian angel watching over your shoulder, Daisy. I’ve seen the pictures of the crash online. I can’t believe you survived that,” Toby says, watching me closely.

      His scrutiny makes me super uncomfortable. He’s my best friend at school, and he knows most of my secrets, but I can’t tell him that I think I might be turning into a Fringe. Mainly because it’s nuts, but also, after he pretended to be one for so long, I don’t know how he’d take it if my suspicions were true.

      “Not a guardian angel, just a level seventeen Idol with a guilty conscience.” I drop my gaze to my fries, but speaking about what happened yesterday has made me lose my appetite.

      “So you still haven’t patched things up with Bryce, huh?”

      “It’s complicated,” I say.

      “Well, I can always set you up with Stephan.” Toby smiles in a cheeky way.

      I roll my eyes. “Right, because things with him would be sooo much simpler.”

      He shakes his head. “I know. Bad joke.”

      We’re having lunch outside, and there isn’t anyone near us, so I ask, “How are things going at the gallery? Did you learn anything?”

      

      “No.” Toby’s shoulders sag. “It’s been pretty boring, actually. Mr. Silverstone is overseas on a business trip.”

      I push my tray away. I’m definitely not going to eat anything. “That’s too bad.”

      Toby’s gaze zeroes in on my fries. “You’re not going to eat that?”

      “No. Go ahead. You can have them.”

      He switches his tray with mine and digs into my uneaten lunch. After a couple bites of fries, he speaks again. “So, I’ve been meaning to ask you something.”

      “What is it?”

      “There’s a social event this weekend at school. You’ve probably seen the posters splattered all over the walls.”

      “Honestly, I haven’t given those posters a second glance.”

      “It’s the Founder’s Ball. It’s a big deal, bigger than the prom. I was wondering if it would be okay for me to bring Rosie as my date.”

      I freeze. The idea of Rosie mingling with the awful students in this school makes my blood run cold. “I don’t know, Toby. I don’t think Rosie would feel comfortable hanging with our lovely peers.”

      “Actually, I kind of already told her about it, and she’s excited.”

      My heart sinks. I’m not even surprised. Rosie loves to dress up. Of course she would be excited to attend a fancy ball. I want to be angry at Toby for telling her without asking me first if it was all right, but I can’t bring myself to do it.

      “If she wants to come, then it’s fine with me.”

      I feel a little better when I see the happiness in Toby’s gaze. Things haven’t been easy for him either, and he deserves a little joy.

      “Thank you, Daisy. I promise I’ll keep Rosie away from all the assholes.”

      “Hard task.” I laugh. “Shit. That means I need to go shopping for dresses.”

      “I can take you girls to the mall sometime this week.”

      My stomach twists. I’m embarrassed to tell Toby that we never buy clothes at the mall. It’s secondhand stores and thrift shops for us. As I’m still wrestling with the idea, Toby drops another bomb.

      “Who are you going to the ball with?”

      “What? Do I need a date to attend this thing?” My voice rises to a shrill.

      “Well, it’s not obligatory, but it’s a ball, Daisy.”

      I dip my chin, resting my head in my hands. “Great. Just fucking great.”

      “What’s fucking great?” Phoenix slides next to me on my bench, throwing his arm around my shoulders.

      Where the hell did he come from?

      I lift my face and catch Toby’s blanched expression. He doesn’t know about my hookups, so I expected more from him.

      “Daisy is stressing about the ball,” the traitor replies.

      Why would he tell Phoenix that? I’m going to kill him later.

      “What’s to stress about?” Phoenix asks.

      “She doesn’t have a date.” Toby shoves a fry in this mouth.

      “Toby! Shut up,” I snap.

      “Who says you don’t have a date, silly girl? You’re coming with me, naturally.” He kisses me on the cheek, making my already hot face burst into flames. We haven’t hooked up since that first time. I put all the guys in relationship limbo because I can’t deal with the complication of my love life on top of finding out about my family’s past. It’s just too much.

      But knowing what his father did to him after he brought me home for dinner makes me less inclined to accept his offer.

      “Phoenix, can I talk to you for a second?” I begin to stand.

      “Sure.”

      I steer him away from the building until we reach a large tree. Partially hidden from view, I turn to him. “I can’t go with you to the ball.”

      “Why not?” He frowns. “Are you still mad about that group meeting?”

      “Yes. But that’s not the only reason. I don’t think it’s wise for us to be seen anywhere together.”

      “Is this because of Bryce and Rufio?”

      “No, it’s because of your father.”

      All amusement leaves his face. His crestfallen expression twists my heart, hurting like a mother.

      “I don’t care about that asshole,” Phoenix grits out.

      “I care about what he can do to you. I can’t bear it if he hurts you again because of me.”

      Phoenix’s stormy expression softens. He cups my cheek tenderly, and damn, it feels good. “You have no idea how much what you just said means to me.” He leans in and steals a kiss.

      We’re out in public and anyone can see us, but the moment his lips connect with mine, all common sense leaves my brain. I’m clutching the lapels of his jacket now, completely into him. Surprisingly, it’s Phoenix who eases off, ending the kiss too soon.

      “As much as I’d love to keep savoring your sweet lips, I have to control myself.”

      “Why?” The question leaves my mouth automatically, making me sound like a desperate nympho.

      He chuckles. “Oh, Daisy. You don’t know the effect you have on me, do you?”

      The school bell rings and the moment is broken. Phoenix walks backward, still grinning like a fool at me. “The ball is this Saturday. I’ll pick you up at seven.”

      I head back to the picnic table. Toby has both our trays in his hand and is waiting for me.

      “So, you and Phoenix, huh?”

      I narrow my eyes to slits. “Why did you throw me under the bus like that?”

      Toby widens his eyes in a show of innocence. “I didn’t do that.”

      “You told Phoenix I was freaking out that I didn’t have a date to this stupid ball.”

      Guilt flashes in Toby’s eyes. He drops his gaze to the tray. “I have a confession to make.”

      “Fuck, Toby. What did you do?” I place my hands on my hips.

      “I know you and Phoenix hooked up.”

      “What? How?”

      Toby meets my eyes again. “He told me. But since you’ve been giving him the cold shoulder lately, he asked me to help him out.”

      “And you believed him?”

      “Are you saying you didn’t hook up?”

      I sigh, pinching the bridge of my nose. “Ugh. I did, and it’s a mess.”

      “Do you—”

      “No! I don’t want to talk about it. Let’s go. We’ll be late for class.”
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      “Will you quit looking so smug, asshole?” Rufio grumbles from the couch as he dabs Silver-voltage on a piece of cloth.

      “Only if you stop acting like a jealous little bitch.” I laugh and then finish my beer.

      Bryce enters the living room, ready to play his part of the dutiful son. He glances at me for a moment before glaring at his brother. “You’re not ready yet?”

      Rufio brings the cloth to his nose and takes a deep breath. Then he relaxes against the couch and stares calmly at his brother. “I’ll be done in a minute. You can’t expect me to attend this stupid party sober.”

      Morpheus is the last one to join us. His long hair is secured back in a man bun, and his tux is sharp and wrinkle free.

      “You clean up nice, bro. Trying to impress the ladies?” I ask.

      He grumbles and then pulls the sleeves of his jacket down to hide his bracelets.

      “All good there, Morpheus?” Bryce asks.

      “Yup. No headaches, and the shadows are quiet. It’s possible tonight will go down without a hitch.”

      “Mom will be happy.” Rufio stands up and heads for his room.

      I throw the beer bottle in the trash can and pop a mint in my mouth. “How do I look?” I pull on my tux jacket, puffing my chest.

      “Like a glorified penguin,” Rufio mutters before he disappears through the door.

      “Don’t be a hater because you didn’t have the balls to ask Daisy to be your date,” I yell.

      “Just keep her safe, man. There will be a lot of people at this party who want her dead.” Bryce looks pointedly at me.

      He doesn’t need to say it twice. My father, if he decides to make an appearance, is one of them. I’m risking another weekend in his dungeon if he catches me with Daisy, but I didn’t hesitate asking her to be my date to the ball. Fuck him. He took too much from me already. He won’t dictate who I care about too.

      I glance at my watch. It’s seven o’clock sharp. I grab the corsage from the fridge and head for Daisy’s room. In the hallway, I bump into other seniors dressed to the nines as well. Some girls give me appreciative once-overs despite the fact that their dates are present. When they see me stop in front of Daisy’s door, they widen their eyes and gossip in hushed tones. That’s just the beginning. We’ll be turning heads the whole evening.

      I only need to knock on the door once before she opens it. My jaw drops to floor and my tongue rolls out, cartoon style. Daisy is wearing a deep red, snug mermaid dress with a plunging neckline that has my cock hard in an instant.

      “Hi,” I say roughly.

      “Hey.” Her eyes drop to my shoes before she slowly brings them up to meet mine again. “You look nice.”

      “Forget about me. You look incredible.”

      She looks at her own dress and then attempts to make the neckline less revealing.

      “It’s a little too snug for my liking,” she says.

      “It’s perfect.”

      She watches me from under her eyelashes, and by heavens, I want to forget about the ball and spend the entire night worshipping her body. I’ve never craved anyone this badly before.

      “Would you like to come in? I still have to put my shoes on.”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      She shouldn’t have done that. The moment the door closes, I turn her around, push her against the wall, and kiss her. She only has the chance to let out a little squeak before I cut the sound off with my tongue.

      My cock is straining against my pants, begging to come out and play. It’s hard to ignore the desire, but when Daisy grabs my ass and pulls me closer, I fucking lose it. I’m grinding against her like a sex-deprived pervert.

      “I miss you, girl,” I say between kisses.

      “We should be heading out.”

      “I know.”

      Neither of us is willing to stop though. I’m a second away from removing Daisy’s dress when a knock on the door interrupts our moment.

      I pull back and glance at the it. “Are you expecting anyone?”

      “Daisy, are you still there?” a female voice asks.

      With a gasp, Daisy pushes me off her and attempts to smooth the wrinkles on her dress. “Yes, I’m here. Hold on, Rosie.”

      Rosie? Ah, her sister.

      Daisy runs to the bathroom and curses softly. I must have ruined her makeup. Curious to meet her younger sister, I take it upon myself to open the door. I not only find the girl but also Toby standing in the hallway.

      “Hi. Daisy will be out in a second.”

      Her sister’s jaw slackens as she stares at me. My lips curl into a smug grin.

      “Rosie, this is Phoenix. Daisy’s date,” Toby introduces us.

      “I thought Daisy was going to the ball with Bryce.”

      And just like that, my good mood deflates.

      “Bryce had other plans,” I reply dryly.

      “Uh, can we come in?” Toby asks.

      Daisy pushes me out of the way. “Don’t just stand there, let them in.”

      Rosie keeps staring at me as she walks inside, and when her gaze connects with Daisy’s, I read the question there. An awkward silence follows.

      “Well, are you two ready?” Toby asks finally.

      “Yeah, Phoenix just got here,” Daisy tells them.

      I then remember the corsage in my hand. I can’t believe I didn’t drop it when I was dry humping Daisy.

      “Here, I got this for you.” I take the flower out.

      “Oh, thanks.”

      I wrap the corsage around her wrist and then offer her my arm. “Shall we?”
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      DAISY

      I don’t know what possessed me to almost fuck Phoenix before the stupid ball. I’ve been so good at avoiding him and the others for the past two weeks, but damn, the boy looks fine in his tux. Thank heavens for Rosie and Toby’s interruption.

      I can sense her staring at us the whole way toward the gymnasium where the party will take place. In hindsight, I should have told her about Phoenix, but I honestly didn’t want her to grill me about him or why I wasn’t going with Bryce. What would Rosie think if she knew I’m involved with three guys at the same time? Would she think I’ve lost my mind? Sometimes I do.

      The path toward the gym is illuminated by twinkling lights that have been placed on the trees skirting the edges. It’s kind of romantic, and it makes me feel giddy. Or maybe it’s the sexy-as-hell guy next to me who’s awakened the butterflies in my stomach. I never thought I’d feel anything for Phoenix besides hatred, but somehow I fell for his charms, and I don’t even know when it happened. Maybe I’m just attracted to broken things, and there’s no denying the boy is broken. God, I have to help him somehow.

      When we enter the gym, my jaw drops as I gawk at everything. I can’t believe they managed to convert a sweat-smelling, boring gym into a high-class ballroom. It has a chandelier and everything.

      “This is so pretty,” Rosie says.

      “Indeed,” I reply.

      “Do you guys want anything to drink?” Phoenix points at the refreshments table, which seems kind of desolate.

      “No one is drinking the punch,” I say.

      “No one has spiked it yet. That’s why.” He winks.

      “What’s the point of spiking anything?” Rosie asks. “You guys are immune to alcohol.”

      “That’s not really true,” Phoenix replies.

      “It isn’t?” I arch my eyebrows. “I was always under the assumption that Idols were immune to almost everything.”

      “Don’t look so shocked, sweetheart. Your spirits don’t affect us. We have our own special brew. So, going once, going twice….”

      “Yeah, okay, I’ll have a drink,” I say.

      “Me too,” Rosie adds.

      Phoenix turns to Toby. “Wanna help, buddy?”

      “Sure.” He looks nervously at Rosie.

      “Relax, dude. No one will touch them while I’m around,” Phoenix says.

      “Go. We’ll be okay.” I shoo him away.

      No sooner are we alone than Rosie grabs my arm and pulls me closer. “I thought you liked Bryce. What are you doing with that blond? Wasn’t he an ass to you?”

      “To be fair, they all were in the beginning. But Phoenix is not who I thought he was.” I glance at him, so tall, handsome, and strong, but also so vulnerable.

      “Oh my God. You’re falling in love with him!” Rosie says loud enough that she draws other people’s attention.

      “Shhh. I’m not.”

      I better not be falling for him, because then it means I’m also falling for the other three. Even Morpheus, who so far I’ve kept a platonic relationship with, has carved out a place in my heart.

      She puts her hands on her hips. “I know that look.”

      “Oh yeah. Why? Is that what you see in the mirror every day?” I cross my arms in front of my chest.

      Blush tinges her cheeks. She looks in Toby’s direction and sighs. “I think so. Toby is so cute and attentive and nice. It sucks that I only get to see him on the weekends.”

      “Good grief. You just turned into a ball of goo. Do we need to have the talk again?”

      Rosie whips around to face me with round eyes and lips parted. “Hell no. I don’t need Sex Ed lectures from you.”

      Someone whistles next to me. Phoenix. I didn’t even sense his approach. Toby isn’t far behind, looking redder than a tomato.

      “Oh my God. Kill me now.” Rosie drops her chin, resting her forehead in her hand.

      “I happen to know Daisy could be an exc—”

      I elbow Phoenix’s stomach, which is akin to hitting a brick wall. His abs are made of solid steel. But at least I got him to stop talking.

      “I cannot believe this,” a cruel masculine voice says from behind us, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

      Immediately, Phoenix wraps his arm around my shoulder and brings me closer to him.

      “Hello, Father.”

      The cruel Idol glowers at us with so much hatred that I feel it in my bones.

      “I thought I was clear the last time we spoke.”

      He means the last time he tortured Phoenix. Motherfucker. Fury unfurls from the pit of my stomach, leaving me shaking.

      Phoenix hisses, hunching forward a little.

      “Mr. Westbrook. I didn’t realize you were coming tonight.” Principal Fallon joins us, staring hard at the man. Bryce and Rufio are next to her. By their closed-off expressions, they must sense the tension in the air too.

      “Since when do generous alumni need to RSVP to stupid school events?”

      Her nostrils flare, and her gaze narrows. “I don’t care how much money you donated to the school. You won’t cause trouble under my watch.”

      He chuckles. “So feisty. I see Jonathan wasn’t able to tame you at all. Don’t worry, I’ve seen enough.”

      He walks away, but not before he spares one more hateful glance at Phoenix. A look with the promise of retribution.

      As soon as the man’s gone, Phoenix steps aside and loosens the tie around his neck.

      Principal Fallon turns to her sons. “Remember what I said. No shenanigans.” She strides across the dance floor, disappearing from view soon after.

      The band begins to play a lively tune, and Toby, bless his heart, invites Rosie to dance. When they’re gone, I check on Phoenix, who’s looking quite pale now. On a hunch, I drop my eyes to his wrist. His tattoo isn’t glowing, but that doesn’t mean his father isn’t hurting him another way.

      “Dude, are you all right?” Bryce asks.

      “I need some fresh air.”

      He staggers forward, walking like he’s drunk.

      “Did he take anything?” Rufio watches him go.

      “Don’t just stand there,” I demand. “Can’t you see he’s in agony?”

      I follow Phoenix out of the gym, pushing people out of my way roughly. He’s already in the hallway when I catch up with him, leaning against the wall with his eyes closed. His face is twisted into a grimace.

      I touch his face. “Phoenix. Talk to me.”

      He opens his eyes and glances down. “Fuck. I hate that man.”

      He grunts and closes his eyes again while a faint glow comes from his wrist.

      Son of a bitch. His father is torturing him again.
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      I feel it when I’m halfway to the gym building. I was the last to leave the apartment, and when the first telltale signs that I’m about to have a vision manifest, I realize I forgot my cell at home. Fuck.

      Grunting, I focus on putting one foot in front of the other. It’s not only the headache that’s bothering me; the shadows decided to have a party too. With each passing moment, the pain increases to the point that it turns my vision blurry.

      It takes me double the time to walk to the gym, and when I finally enter the building, I’m about to throw up. Ambling forward and clutching my stomach, I hope to get to an empty room where I can lie down.

      The band has already started to play, but there are still students milling about in the hallway. I catch a few glances in my direction, but no one tries to help me. I wouldn’t either. I round a corner and bump into someone who was running in the opposite direction. The impact almost knocks me down. I brace against the wall and glare at the culprit.

      She glances at me for a fleeting moment, but I recognize her nonetheless. Cherise, Drusilla’s minion. What the hell is she doing here? Expelled students aren’t allowed on campus grounds. She disappears down the hallway, but it’s not like I can follow her.

      White-hot pain splits my skull in two, and a roar comes from deep in my throat. I clutch my head while I slide down to the floor. Then the vision comes. The ballroom, Toby and Daisy’s sister dancing, a giant chandelier, then shards of crystal all covered in blood.

      My eyes fly open. Fuck. I need to warn them. My world is still spinning. I’m also cold, so very cold, but I attempt to get up anyway. I don’t have much time. Laughter sounds in my head. His odious laughter.

      “You’re too late. There’s nothing you can do,” the god says.

      I hear a loud crash in the distance. The music suddenly stops playing and is replaced by a bloodcurdling scream.
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      Phoenix is still panting in pain when a crashing sound comes from the ballroom. The music stops suddenly, and then the screams take its place.

      “Rosie!”

      I’m running before anyone can stop me. Once inside, I push through the throng of people who have already formed a circle around something. When I finally manage to get to the front, I find Toby in Rosie’s lap, staring at the ceiling. A random crimson stain slowly spreads through his white tuxedo shirt. No. There’s a piece of broken glass sticking out from his abdomen. Shards of glass surround them. It takes me a moment to understand they’re pieces of the chandelier that was hanging from the ceiling.

      Rosie lifts her tearstained gaze to mine. “Daisy….”

      “Someone call an ambulance!” I yell through the lump in my throat, then crouch next to them.

      Toby begins to spit out blood, and I know he doesn’t have much time left.

      “Out of the way, Daisy. Let me help.” Bryce crouches next to me.

      I clutch his arm and beg, “He doesn’t have much time. You have to heal him. Please.”

      With round eyes, Bryce nods. He didn’t know he could heal before, and I’m not sure if he can summon his healing powers at will, but I’m hoping he can. He’s Toby’s only hope.

      Bryce touches Toby’s chest and closes his eyes. At first nothing happens. A great sense of doom takes hold of me. I’m sobbing, crying my eyes out.

      Strong arms circle my shoulders, pulling me into a hug. I recognize Rufio’s cologne immediately.

      “It’s going to be okay, Daisy,” he whispers in my ear.

      Finally, light pours from Bryce’s hand and spreads over Toby’s body. Rosie lets out a gasp, but she vanishes from view when the brightness spreads to encompass all of us. A minute or less goes by before the light begins to fade. I blink several times to adjust my eyesight.

      Bryce is sitting on the balls of his feet now, his shoulders sagging forward and his chin dipped low. He looks spent.

      “Toby, talk to me.” Rosie touches his face.

      He turns to her and then sits up slowly. The piece of broken glass sticking out from his belly is gone, but the bloodstain on his shirt remains.

      “I’m okay.”

      She reaches for his torn shirt and spreads the fabric apart. There’s no gash where one should have been. “You’re healed.”

      Toby touches the area gingerly, almost as if he can’t believe it’s gone. He turns to Bryce and says, “You healed me. I can’t believe it.”

      “You’re welcome.” Bryce sways on the spot and then topples sideways.

      I gasp, but he doesn’t fall onto the broken glass. Phoenix is standing just outside the circle with his hand raised. The grimace of pain hasn’t left his expression, but he was strong enough to come to his friend’s rescue.

      We lock gazes, and there are so many emotions exchanged in that connection that I can’t begin to put it in words.

      Mayhem ensues soon after when the adults finally join us. Principal Fallon blanches when she sees Bryce passed out and starts issuing orders. Other teachers soon join us and begin to clear the room out.

      I’m still reeling from the experience when Rufio urges me to stand up. Bryce is now being carried out of the room by Phoenix, and my impulse is to follow, but I have to make sure Rosie and Toby are okay first.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      “The chandelier fell on us. Toby pushed me out of the way, and the rest you saw.” She’s clutching her boyfriend for dear life, and who can blame her? She almost witnessed him bleed to death.

      Nurse Ellen materializes out of nowhere. “There you are. Toby, you need to come with me.”

      “What about Bryce?” I ask.

      “I’ll check on him too. Phoenix is taking him to the infirmary as we speak.”

      “Come on, Daisy. Let’s go,” Rufio says.

      We begin to follow the nurse out, and it’s then that I realize I haven’t seen Morpheus anywhere.

      “We need to let Morpheus know about what happened,” I say.

      “He should be here already.” Rufio pauses and glances at the destruction in the middle of the room.

      I don’t like how his jaw becomes tense. “Do you think something happened to him?”

      He looks me in the eyes and says, “A chandelier doesn’t simply drop from the ceiling, Daisy. So yeah, I’m worried something happened to him.”

      As if I couldn’t get more worried than I already am.

      Toby and Rosie stop when they notice we’ve fallen behind. “Daisy? Is something the matter?”

      I’m torn. I want to stay with Rosie and make sure she’s okay, but at the same time, I can’t ignore the apprehension I saw in Rufio’s eyes.

      “I don’t know yet. Stick with Ellen. She’ll make sure you’re safe. Rufio and I have to find Morpheus.”

      Rosie watches me without blinking for a few seconds before turning away. But it was enough for me to read the hurt in her eyes. I just put an Idol before her. Guilt stabs through my chest, making me want to cry again.

      “Daisy, are you okay?” Rufio asks.

      “No.” My answer comes out as choke. “Everything is wrong.”

      “Everything will be fine. You’ll see.” He smiles at me, a vain attempt to infuse me with positivity. But I can see right through his bullshit. I’ll give him points for trying though.

      “Let’s find Morpheus.”

      We don’t find him. He actually finds us as we’re coming out of the room, agitated as hell.

      “Please tell me he was lying. Please tell me I didn’t fail,” he says.

      “Whoa. Slow down.” Rufio holds his friend by the shoulders.

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      “I had a vision of the chandelier falling on top of Toby and your sister. I tried to come warn you, but I was too late.”

      “Everything is fine now, Morpheus. Bryce healed Toby, and they’ve all gone to the infirmary.”

      Despite the good news, Morpheus doesn’t seem relieved.

      “Is there more you’re not saying?” I ask.

      “Yes. Cherise was here tonight.”

      Rufio and I trade glances. I can imagine what he’s thinking because I’m doing the same. She shows up on school grounds on the same evening someone tries to kill Toby and my sister. That can’t be a coincidence.
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      When we get to the infirmary, Ellen has finished checking on Toby. Bryce, however, is lying on the examination table with his arm over his eyes. When he healed me, it was almost like his batteries got completely depleted. It seems the same happened again. But I can’t go check on him before speaking with Rosie first.

      “How are you?” I ask her.

      “How do you think?” She glares. “My boyfriend almost died tonight.”

      “But I didn’t.” Toby pulls her toward him and kisses her cheek. She melts into his embrace, only it does nothing to erase the angry expression aimed at me.

      “Are you coming home?” she asks.

      I blink several times without answering. I wasn’t planning on doing that, but it’s kind of obvious that she would assume I would. Tomorrow is Sunday, and she was almost killed along with Toby. She must be feeling pretty shaken after everything.

      “Oh my God. You aren’t?” she shrieks.

      “I didn’t say that. It’s been a long evening. Why don’t you just stay here with me?”

      Any other day, I’d go with her without a second thought. So why am I hesitant to leave school grounds tonight? It’s almost like a strange premonition is telling me I’ll be needed here.

      “Hell to the no. I refuse to sleep under the same roof as these ruthless Idols. I want nothing to do with them.” She sneers.

      I wince because I sense her outburst is also a criticism of my dating choices. A couple of months ago, I’d be completely on her side. Now, I’m just a mess of contradictory emotions.

      “You should go with your sister, Daisy,” Bryce says from the examination room.

      He’s attempting to sit up with Rufio’s help. Ellen orders him to lie back down.

      “I’m fine, Ellen,” he counters. “I just need to sleep this off in my own bed.”

      “Let me scan you one more time, at least,” she insists.

      “You already did and found nothing out of the ordinary.”

      “Toby, can you drive? I want to go home.” Rosie starts to walk out of the room.

      “Rosie, wait.” I grab her arm. “I’ll come with you.”

      She pulls herself free. “Don’t bother. I’d rather spend time with someone who truly cares about me.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “Hey, hey, girls. Please don’t fight.” Ellen moves in between us. “It’s been a stressful evening, and you’re all still reeling from it.”

      Rosie turns to Toby. “Can you sleep over?”

      “He can’t stay with you, Rosie. Are you crazy?” I raise my arm in a pleading gesture.

      “You’re not my mother!”

      It’s not the first time she’s told me that, but tonight, the punch to the gut is much harder.

      “Stop it! Seriously. Daisy, I know where you’re coming from, but maybe it’s best if Toby spends the night with Rosie. I’m sure nothing besides sleeping will happen.” Ellen looks pointedly at Toby.

      With wide eyes and a blush on his cheeks, he says, “Oh my God. Of course we’re not going to do anything besides sleep. I swear it, Daisy.”

      “Fine. If that’s what Rosie wants.” I cross my arms, feeling completely dejected and powerless.

      “It is what I want. Come on, Toby.” Rosie walks out.

      Toby throws me an apologetic glance and follows her.

      “Do you think it’s safe for them to be driving alone at this hour?” I ask Ellen.

      She puts her hands on her hips and then curses. “Shit. You’re right.” She glances at Bryce, who’s already on his feet and attached to Rufio’s side as if he were drunk. His head is hanging low. “You really won’t let me scan you again, huh?”

      “Nope. You can follow Toby and Rosie home,” he says without glancing up.

      With a sigh, she nods. “Fine. I will. But if you feel like you’re getting worse, call me or just head to the hospital.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      No sooner is she gone than Rufio says, “If you think Toby will keep his promise, you’re seriously mistaken.”

      “Can you please not put disturbing images in my head? You sound just like Phoenix.”

      “Where is Phoenix anyway?” Morpheus, who until now had kept quiet, asks.

      “He dropped me off here and then said he had to make a call, but he never came back,” Bryce replies.

      I freeze. His father was furious after seeing Phoenix with me and had already started to use the tattoo to punish him.

      “Did Phoenix make any strange sounds, like he was in pain or something?”

      Bryce tilts his head to the side. “As a matter of fact, he did grunt a few times when he carried me here.”

      “It couldn’t have been from the physical exertion,” Morpheus points out.

      “It wasn’t. Guys, Phoenix is in big trouble,” I tell them.

      “What kind of trouble?” Rufio asks.

      I’m about to break Phoenix’s trust, but I can’t let him face his father again and not do anything about it. So I tell his friends how I found him all messed up coming from his parents’ house, and also about his tattoo.

      “That’s why you were asking about that symbol you drew,” Morpheus says.

      “Yes. I wanted to find out if there was a way to neutralize its powers.”

      “Remember those odd bruises Phoenix would show up with sometimes when he was younger?” Rufio turns to Bryce. “He never had a good explanation for them.”

      “Son of a bitch. I can’t believe we were that blind.” Bryce presses a fist against his forehead. “Let’s go. We’re getting Phoenix out of that house.”

      I can tell Rufio and Morpheus want to run at breakneck speed, but with Bryce still recovering and the slower-than-molasses Norm here, they have to contend with long strides. During the walk to the garage, Rufio tries reaching Phoenix via his cell phone countless times, but on his latest attempt, it goes straight to voice mail.

      “Damn everything to hell. He must already be there,” he curses.

      Once in the garage, Rufio turns Bryce over to Morpheus and zaps toward his car. I know the guys are superfast, but I’ve never actually seen him run like that. His car is the same SUV model Bryce used to have, only it’s black. I don’t know when he got it back from the side of the road or got the window fixed, but it looks brand new again.

      He backs out of the parking spot before we even reach him, and as soon as we hop inside, he takes off, burning rubber.

      “Jeez, take it easy. We’re still in the garage,” Bryce complains next to me.

      “How are you feeling. Still tired?” I ask.

      He turns and watches me with eyes that are beginning to close. “Nah.”

      “You’re such a bad liar.”

      He slides his hand across the leather seat and covers mine. “I’m glad my healing powers weren’t a fluke.”

      I picture Toby lying in that bed of broken glass while his life ebbed way in a crimson river and get choked up all over again. “Me too. Thank you for trying.”

      “I’d do it for anyone, not only because it was Toby.”

      His statement makes my heart expand and finally let go of the resentment I hadn’t been able to until now. He didn’t know what healing again would do to him. His first experience left him almost completely useless. But I believe he wouldn’t let an innocent person die while he watched if there was a slim chance he could save that person.

      I scooch closer and kiss him softly on the lips. He sighs into me, resting his forehead against mine. Then he simply collapses on top of me.

      “Shit. Bryce, wake up.”

      Morpheus turns around in the front seat. “What happened? Is he breathing?”

      “Yeah, I think he just passed out from exhaustion.”

      I shift in my seat, trying to make Bryce lay his head on my lap.

      “How long did he stay out the last time?” Rufio looks at me through the rearview mirror.

      “I don’t know. I found him out cold in the shower, but I don’t know how long he’d been sitting there.”

      “As long as his problem is only tiredness, then it’s fine. We can handle Mr. Westbrook ourselves. He’s only a level fourteen Idol.”

      “What about his staff? That place was more like a fortress than a house. He must have security there,” I say.

      “Don’t worry, Daisy. We’ll handle them too.”

      I don’t want to poop all over Rufio’s confidence parade, but he also said he could handle those gangbangers and he almost died doing so. And they were Fringes.

      “I wish I had my lightning-glass dagger with me.” I look out the window. I kept the dagger the gang member used on Rufio, but after what Xavier told me, I didn’t want to carry it around.

      “Morpheus, look inside the glove compartment,” Rufio says.

      “Son of a bitch,” Morpheus exclaims. “What are you doing carrying this around?”

      I lean forward to see what Morpheus is holding now. “Is that the dagger I left at the treehouse?”

      “Yeah. Since you kept the one used on me, I decided it wouldn’t hurt having a surprise weapon as well, just in case.”

      Morpheus holds the dagger with care as he hands it over to me. “A bit nuts on your part, but at least Daisy isn’t defenseless anymore.”

      Five minutes later, we’re inside the gated community where Phoenix’s parents live. But when his house looms at the end of the street, Rufio lets out a string of curses.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “The walls and the gate are protected. I can sense the invisible energy coming from them.”

      “Yeah, I can too. It’s fucking strong,” Morpheus adds.

      “What does it mean? You can’t breach it?” I say with a hint of alarm.

      “Oh, we’ll breach it.” Rufio steps out of the vehicle, and Morpheus does the same.

      I glance at Bryce, who’s sound asleep. I try to shake him awake, but he doesn’t budge. He’s truly out to the world. Up ahead, I see the guys doing their best to open the gate, but every time they touch it or try to jump over it, they’re flung backward. When they said barrier, what they really meant was an invisible force shield. Meanwhile, Mr. Westbrook is doing who knows what to Phoenix.

      Rage takes over my body, making my stomach coil tight. Curling my fingers around the dagger’s handle, I get out of the car. There’s a humming right above my skin, a foreign sensation that I don’t care to understand right now.

      When the dagger pierced Rufio, it weakened him. Maybe if I strike the gate with it, I can dilute its force enough to allow Rufio and Morpheus to shatter it completely.

      They’re both are sent to the ground again by the time I near the gate. Motherfucker. I’m done with this piece of shit hurting my guys. Propelled by the fury coursing freely through my limbs, I run toward the gate, raising the dagger above my head.

      “Daisy, don’t get any closer!” Rufio screams, but I ignore him.

      I let out a roar right before I strike. The dagger sinks into one of the rods in the wrought iron gate, sending white-hot pain up my arm. I sense the force of the field trying to push me back like it did Rufio and Morpheus, but I stand my ground. Clenching my jaw, I hold the dagger’s handle with both hands and try to open the gate. It feels like I’m trying to move a mountain.

      I think about Phoenix, how mangled he was when he came back from this place. I remember my parents and the night they were taken from me. All because of Idols like Mr. Westbrook.

      A warm ball of fire seems to form in the middle of my chest. It spreads rapidly through my entire body, crackling like raw energy, making me feel invincible. The tension in the gate suddenly vanishes, and I’m able to pull it open after a hard yank.

      I hear the guys behind me, but there’s also a loud buzzing in my ears, and I can’t make out their words. I don’t stop to wait for them. Still propelled by this mysterious force in me, I take off. As I suspected, Mr. Westbrook has security guards on his property. Two come at me, but they’re Fringes, not Idols. I slash at them with the dagger, cutting the neck of the first one when he gets close.

      The second guard sends a gust of wind my way, but somehow it parts right down the middle, missing me completely. In a split second, I’m on him, burying the dagger deep in his gut. He makes a gurgling sound, looking at me with wide eyes. I pull the dagger free before he collapses.

      I just killed two men and didn’t even blink. It’s almost like I’m having an out-of-body experience.

      “Daisy, wait!” Rufio yells.

      “Rufio, watch out,” Morpheus warns.

      I look over my shoulder as the guys engage with more security guards who have stormed the front of the house. Once again, I don’t wait. The boys can handle those Fringes. I sprint up the stairs, prepared to kick the front door open, but surprisingly, I find it ajar.

      Shit, this could be a trap. Slowing down, I correct the grip on the dagger. My hand is sweaty, and there’s blood covering the handle, making it slippery.

      The entry foyer is empty, but once I clear the narrow passageway, I see a flash of black from the corner of my eye. I turn, dagger ready to strike.

      Vargas, Mr. Westbrook’s butler, raises his hands in surrender. Is he the one who opened the door for me?

      “Where is he?” I ask.

      “The basement. That’s where he usually takes his son.” He points at the stairs going down.

      “Do you know what he does to Phoenix?”

      The man nods, bringing bile to my mouth.

      “And you never thought to stop him?”

      “I’m only a Fringe, miss.”

      Whatever. I don’t have time for his poor excuses. I head for the basement on light feet, not knowing what other nasty surprises the wicked man has in store. When I reach the bottom of the stairs, I hear Phoenix’s soft cries.

      Throwing caution out the window, I push the only door in this lower level open and find Phoenix on the floor, naked and bleeding. His father is standing over him, still wearing his suit pants and white shirt. Only now the outfit doesn’t look so pristine. It’s speckled with Phoenix’s blood.

      Motherfucker. I’m going to kill him.

      I charge, not caring that I’m about to collide with an Idol. His surprise wears off quickly, and with a flick of his wrist, he sends me flying against the mirrored wall to my left. At this speed, I’m going to shatter the glass completely. Only somehow, I slow down. Time seems to pass in slow motion, allowing me to twist my body and land on two feet instead of hitting the mirror. As soon as I touch the ground, the world resumes its normal speed.

      “How the fuck did you that?” His eyes widen, and then he glances at Phoenix. “You did that, you piece of shit?” He kicks Phoenix in his rib cage, and all he can do is curl into a ball on the floor.

      With a roar, I run toward the man, ready to plunge the dagger into his heart. He turns just in time, grabbing me by the throat with one hand and my wrist with the other, forcing me to drop the dagger on the floor.

      “You think you can invade my home and attack me, Norm scum? I’m going to hurt you so badly, you’ll be begging for death before the night is over.”

      “Let… her… go,” Phoenix grits out.

      “Oh no. This is going to be fun. First, I’m going to break all her bones, and then I’m going to take you hard and let her watch.”

      He’s squeezing my throat so tight that I’m beginning to see dark spots in my vision. I can’t pry his hand off my neck, so on a stupid move, I slam the heel of my free hand against his forehead. All the hit should have done is irritate the Idol even more. Instead he lets out a grunt and almost immediately lets me go. He staggers back, rubbing the place I hit him.

      The fire churning in my core surges again. Disregarding my personal safety, I step into his space and grab his head with both hands. A tingling sensation concentrates in my palms at the same time that the asshole’s legs fold and he drops to his knees.

      He cries out as if he’s in terrible pain. The veins in his forehead protrude as his eyes bulge. Only when my hands begin to hurt do I pull them away and step back. I feel sick to my stomach and light-headed.

      Breathing hard, Mr. Westbrook glowers at me with murder in his eyes. He slowly rises to his feet, seething. “You little bitch. You’ll pay for this.”

      He makes a violent movement with his arm, but nothing happens. “What the fuck?” His face twists savagely, becoming redder with the effort. He grunts. “What did you do to me? Why can’t I use my powers?”

      “Maybe because she took them away from you,” Phoenix says from behind his father, back on his feet.

      The man turns, his eyes almost popping out of his head. “How did you get up?”

      Phoenix lifts his wrist, revealing nothing but unblemished skin. “Tattoo is gone, motherfucker.”

      Faster than a cobra, he plunges my dagger into his father’s chest, twisting it for good measure. The hateful man staggers back, looking down as if he can’t believe a common weapon could pierce his Idol skin. He finally drops to the ground, unmoving.

      Phoenix’s gaze meets mine. His face is bruised, his lower lip is busted, and there’s a gash on his eyebrow that’s bled, but the blood is dry now. His wide, naked chest expands and contracts rapidly as if he’s been running a marathon. He slowly moves in my direction until he’s right in front of me. Without breaking eye contact, he captures my face between his hands.

      “You’re not a Norm.”

      I blink fast while my mind is struggling to understand the meaning of his statement. “If I’m not a Norm, what am I?”

      “I don’t know, and I don’t care.” He kisses me then, and I taste the blood from his lip, but I don’t stop. I need this connection with him after everything I’ve done, everything I’ve seen, even if it’s making me cry.
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      Rufio and Morpheus finally join us, breathing hard and sporting manic glints in their eyes. They glance at Phoenix’s father, dead on the floor, then at us.

      “What happened?” Rufio asks.

      “I finally broke free from my shackles with Daisy’s help,” Phoenix replies, keeping his arms around me.

      “You killed your father with the lighting-glass dagger.” Morpheus’s gaze is trained on the man.

      “Yup. My only regret is that he went too quickly.”

      Rufio is staring at me with brows furrowed. “You could have been killed, Daisy. What the hell were you thinking?”

      “I wasn’t. All I cared about was saving Phoenix from that monster’s clutches.”

      Glancing down, he runs a hand through his hair and exhales loudly. “Madness, complete madness.” He lifts his gaze to meet mine. “Don’t you ever do that again.”

      His order makes me see red, and maybe it’s the adrenaline that’s still coursing through my veins, but I step away from Phoenix’s embrace, ready to show Rufio he can’t boss me around.

      “Holy fuck!” Morpheus blurts out.

      “What?” we all ask at the same time.

      “Daisy, can’t you feel it?”

      I frown. “Feel what?”

      “The power in you.”

      Rufio squints, and then his jaw drops. “What the fuck?”

      “Stop staring at me like I’m a freak!” I yell.

      “You’re not a freak. You’re an Idol,” Morpheus announces.

      The air is sucked out of my lungs at the same time that my stomach bottoms out. “Impossible,” I breathe out.

      Phoenix holds my waist and turns me around. “I saw it with my own eyes, Daisy. You bent time, and you sucked my father’s power right out of him.”

      My throat is tight, and my heart is slamming against my rib cage. “How can that be? Idols can only be born.”

      “I’m not… so sure,” Bryce speaks from the door. He’s clutching the doorframe as if he could collapse at any minute.

      “Bryce, what are you doing here? You should be resting.” I stride toward him but halt abruptly, afraid he won’t accept my comfort now.

      “Come here.” He reaches for my hand and pulls me the rest of the way, engulfing me in a bear hug. Hiding his face in the crook of my neck, he inhales deeply before kissing a spot below my ear. “Don’t be afraid, Daisy,” he whispers. “We’ll figure this out.”

      A throat clearing sounds behind us. Easing off the embrace, I look over Bryce’s shoulders to see who the newcomer is. Vargas is standing there, accompanied by Xavier. His eyes are hard, troubled.

      “Is Maximus dead?” he asks.

      “Yes,” Bryce replies.

      “Then what are you waiting for? Move your asses! You can’t be here when the authorities arrive.”

      “Who called the cops?” I glance at Vargas.

      “It wasn’t me, miss.” He looks frightened.

      “Vargas is not the enemy here. Now move. We don’t have much time.” Xavier motions toward the stairs.

      Since Bryce is still recovering, I wrap his arm around my shoulder and steer him toward the exit. But before I reach the landing, I see Xavier stop Rufio.

      “I need your assistance, kid.”

      “With what?”

      “Getting rid of the body.”

      Understanding dawns on Rufio’s face. He returns to the dungeon of horrors, disappearing from my sight.

      “Go on, miss. You need to leave,” Vargas insists.

      Bryce and I don’t speak until we’re out of the house. In the courtyard below, the signs of battle linger. Several bodies are lying around, including the two Fringes I slayed. I skirt around them, closing my eyes so I don’t catch even a glimpse of their lifeless faces.

      Bryce hugs me tighter. “Don’t feel bad about the fallen, Daisy. They worked for a horrible man. They weren’t good.”

      “But did they know who Mr. Westbrook was?”

      “No one can work for such a monster and not know.”

      When we finally reach the car, the others have already caught up. Phoenix has found a pair of sweatpants, but he’s still shirtless and barefoot. He slides into the back seat with me and Bryce, sandwiching me in. Both boys reach for my hands, lacing their fingers with mine. I glance down, and seeing me connected to them like that makes a huge lump form in my throat. I have no idea what’s going to happen now.

      To distract me from my wretched heart, I ask, “How did Xa—I mean Mr. X find us?”

      “Vargas,” Rufio answers. “He called him as soon as we broke through the gates.”

      “So, do you think the butler was working for him this whole time?”

      “I don’t know, but we’ll find out soon enough. He wants us to follow him.”

      “Follow him where?” Bryce asks.

      “Don’t know, but no matter where he’s leading us, we’re getting answers one way or another.”
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      I have no idea where we are when the car stops, but by the bumpier road we traveled on for the past ten minutes, I can make an educated guess that we veered off the main highway. I’m proven right when I exit the vehicle in front of a rustic cabin in the middle of a forest.

      “Son of a bitch.” Bryce tenses next to me.

      “What is it?”

      Xavier stops ahead to meet the man who just walked out of the house. They shake hands. There’s no illumination on the porch, so I can’t see him clearly until he steps down the short stairs and walks toward us. I suck in a sharp breath. Mr. Silverstone.

      Before I can react, Bryce steps in front of me, arms raised and ready to fight. “What do you want with us?”

      Bryce’s reaction spurs the others, who also take an aggressive stance toward the man.

      The blond Idol calmly raises an eyebrow and grins. “Take it easy, boys. I’m not here to harm you or Daisy.”

      I walk around the human shield the guys formed in front of me. “Why are we here?”

      “To welcome you back to the fold, Daisy.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about your lineage.”

      “Magia. That’s what this is about,” Phoenix says.

      “Who is Magia?” I ask.

      “Magia was a powerful Idol who had her powers stripped from her,” Mr. Silverstone explains. We don’t know if it was voluntarily or not. All that matters now is that you’re her descendant, and somehow you recovered Magia’s power. You’re an Idol.”

      “But how is that even possible? Magia died millennia ago. The link to the demigods would be too thin,” Rufio points out.

      “We don’t know that for a fact. Her powers were stripped, not diluted through the generations.”

      “How do you know all this?” Bryce asks.

      Mr. Silverstone grins. “We know many things, boy. Morpheus is not the only Idol who has visions. The return of Magia’s powers was foretold. Through centuries we’ve kept tabs on her descendants. We didn’t know Daisy was the one destined to reestablish the link until she met the four of you.”

      All this information has turned me into a statue. My lungs are closing off; I can barely breathe. “How did I get Magia’s powers back?” I croak.

      “It was me, wasn’t it?” Bryce chimes in. “When I saved Daisy, I somehow healed the broken link to Magia’s powers. You kept me trapped long enough so Daisy would be unprotected. You wanted her to almost die.”

      “It was the only way. You didn’t know about your healing powers. You needed to be triggered.”

      Bryce lets out a roar and sends a bolt of energy in Mr. Silverstone’s direction. I don’t even have time to yell. But the Knight isn’t hit by Bryce’s blast. He moved out of the way.

      “I understand you’re frustrated, but it all worked out in the end,” he says from the other side of the clearing.

      “Bryce, calm down.” I touch his back, feeling the electric current surrounding his body. The power parts away from my hand, almost as if I’m canceling it out. I pull my hand back quickly.

      “What kind of power did Magia have?” I ask Mr. Silverstone.

      “The power to unmake Idols.”
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      The power to unmake Idols. The words bounce around in my skull like metallic balls in a pinball machine. No one says anything for several beats. I can’t speak for my brother or my friends, but I can guess they’re just as shocked as I am. I turn to Daisy. She’s frozen on the spot, and despite the gloom, I can see her face has gone ashen. The need to comfort her is immense, but I hesitate. When she touched me, I felt my power ebb away. It didn’t hurt, but it left me with a sense of wrongness. I know she didn’t do it on purpose, but it doesn’t change the fact that I can’t give what she needs right now. 

      “What does that mean?” she finally asks.

      “It means you can strip the power of an Idol away,” Mr. X replies.

      “Permanently?” Morpheus moves closer to her.

      “Yes,” the asshole Knight responds. “I know this is a lot to take in, and you must have a thousand questions. Let’s go in so we can discuss our next steps.”

      “Our next steps?” Rufio takes an aggressive stance. “Do you think we’re working for you now?”

      “I didn’t say that, but surely you must know how important Daisy is,” the man replies.

      Cold dread licks my spine. Daisy is a newly minted Idol with the ability to render anyone powerless. I can see how an organization like the Knights would like to take advantage of her.

      Over my dead body.

      She shakes her head. “I’m not going anywhere with you. You kidnapped Bryce, spied on me, and who knows, maybe you even paid Mr. Rogers to toss me out of the window.”

      Shit. She could be right about that little detail. I throw my ire at the man, ready to strike him again. If he had anything to do with her attempted murder, he’s as good as dead.

      “Mr. Rogers has no affiliation with us. He’s part of the Neo Gods, a radical group that preaches Idol supremacy. We’re fighting against them.”

      “So you say,” I retort. “But you knew exactly how long you should keep me trapped. So even if what you say is true about Mr. Rogers, don’t deny you had intel that he was going to try to kill Daisy that day.”

      “Of course Gunther didn’t know what Mr. Rogers’s plans were.” Mr. X looks at Daisy pleadingly. “You know I’d never let anything happen to you, sweetheart.”

      “Don’t call her that,” Phoenix snaps. 

      “This is too much. I wanna go home.” Daisy hugs her middle, shrinking into herself. 

      Phoenix moves closer to her, but she steps away, almost as if she’s fearful of what she could do by accident. My heart constricts in my chest. I hate seeing her like that and not being allowed to offer her any comfort. Damn everything to hell.

      “Daisy, we really should ta—” Gunther begins.

      “No! You’ve manipulated me long enough. We’re leaving,” Daisy grits out, projecting an energy field so strong it raises the small hairs on my arms. 

      Shit. She’s not only an Idol, she’s a high-level one, possibly more powerful than me.
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      DAISY

      The silence inside Rufio’s car is absolute. Once again I’m sandwiched between Bryce and Phoenix, but this time there’s no holding hands. Since Mr. Silverstone dropped the bomb that I have the power to unmake Idols, the change in the guys has been impossible to ignore, just like the gap between our bodies is now. I can’t blame them. No one knows how my gift works. What if I accidentally take their powers away with a mere touch?

      I dip my chin and wriggle my hands together. Killer hands. I slashed and struck two men without mercy or thought. Now their deaths sit heavily on my conscience, despite what Bryce said. I can’t reconcile the idea that they were evil because they worked for Phoenix’s father. Vargas, the butler, also worked for the vile Idol, knowing what he did to Phoenix. But in the end, he called for help.

      But if he knew what his employer was doing to his own son, and he was actually working for Xavier, why didn’t he try to help Phoenix sooner? Ugh! There are so many questions that need to be answered, so many pieces missing in this giant puzzle, that thinking about it is splitting my skull in two. I press the heel of my hand against my forehead and close my eyes.

      “Daisy, sweetheart, are you okay?” Phoenix asks. The term of endearment is like a balm over my bruised heart.

      I open my eyes and turn to him. “I’m getting a headache. Nothing major.”

      His face is still a mess of welts and dried blood. Gazing at him makes my chest hurt like a mother. I raise my hand to touch his cheek, but I catch myself just in time. I drop my arm and look away.

      “You can touch me,” he says before he tries to grab my hand.

      In a kneejerk reaction, I twist away from him, which sends me flush against Bryce. There’s an energy convergence where we touch; it crackles and makes the small hairs on my arm stand on end. I pull away from him almost immediately.

      “Sorry,” I mumble.

      “Daisy—” Bryce starts.

      “What was that?” Rufio asks with a hint of alarm in his voice.

      “Nothing. Keep your eyes on the road,” Bryce grits out, almost as if he’s angry about something.

      My stomach coils tightly, and the sense I’ve done something awful increases. I shrink into myself, biting my lower lip to keep the tears at bay. I’ve never felt more wretched in my entire life. I should have called shotgun. No risk of me bumping into anyone by accident.

      Morpheus turns in his seat and stares at me. “You look distraught. Are you in pain?”

      At once, everyone is looking at me, including Rufio in the rearview mirror.

      “Are you?” Bryce asks, his voice tight.

      “No. How far are we from campus?” I ask to change the subject.

      “Ten minutes or so.”

      I drop my eyes to my lap and ignore their scrutinizing stares. When we got on the road, I was tempted to ask Rufio to take me to Rosie. But considering how we parted ways, and the fact that I’m now an Idol, I decided against it. How am I going to tell my sister I turned into something she hates? Maybe that’s what’s troubling me the most. I’ve lost so much already; I can’t bear to lose Rosie’s love too.

      The ten minutes feel like an eternity. No one speaks the rest of the way, and when we arrive at Gifted Academy, I don’t make eye contact with any of them while I walk to my room. They leave me alone during the trek, but as soon as I stop in front of my door, Phoenix touches my forearm.

      “Daisy—…”

      I jerk away from him. “Don’t touch me!”

      He winces as if I’d slapped him, and the glint of hurt in his eyes is almost too much to withstand.

      “I’m sorry,” I say quickly. “I don’t want to risk… you know.”

      “You’re not going to take my powers away.”

      “You don’t know that.” With shaking hands, I try to open my door. Impossible.

      “I don’t think you should be alone right now. Why don’t you spend the night with us?” Rufio suggests.

      My heart lurches inside of my chest. I’d give anything right now to be able to find comfort in their arms, but I can’t.

      I shake my head. “No. I need to be alone.”

      Finally, I manage to unlock the door and escape into the confines of my room. When the lock clicks shut again, I lean against the wall, feeling guilty as hell. We’ve all been through a lot, especially Phoenix, but I can’t offer them solace, not when I’m hollow inside. I choke on a sob, biting the inside of my cheek to keep the tears at bay for a while longer. I can’t let them hear me bawling my eyes out with their super hearing.

      Crap on toast. That’s an ability I now possess as well.

      It’s easy to discern each of their steps as they walk away from my door toward their apartment. I hear the soft click of their lock as clearly as if I were standing in front of their door.

      Suddenly, I can’t breathe right. My lungs constrict, and there’s a huge lump in my throat. I brace my hands on my knees, fighting the bolt of anxiety attack with everything I have, which isn’t much. I’m spent. Dark spots appear before my eyes, and my head feels light. I think I’m going to pass out.

      Forcing my legs to move, I stumble toward the bed. I’d rather collapse on my mattress than the floor. By a miracle, I reach my destination. Toppling forward, I hit my face on the soft pillow with my eyes already closed. It’s the last thing I remember doing before I’m dragged into oblivion.
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        * * *

      

      MORPHEUS

      “I don’t like this. Daisy shouldn’t be alone right now,” I say, tempted to go back out and knock on her door.

      “She has a lot to process. We all do.” Bryce walks toward the window, shoulders visibly tense.

      Without a word, Phoenix heads for his room. Damn. Here I am only worrying about Daisy while one of my best friends has survived an ordeal I can’t even begin to imagine. But I don’t say a word or try to stop him. Phoenix, more than anyone else, needs time alone.

      When I turn to the living room, I find Bryce and Rufio staring in the same direction I was. Both have matching furrowed brows and hard-set jaws.

      “I can’t believe that son of a bitch was abusing Phoenix all these years and we didn’t know about it. It makes me so fucking mad.” Rufio grabs an empty beer can from the coffee table and turns it into dust in the blink of an eye.

      “It was probably the tattoo he had on his wrist that prevented him from speaking,” I say. “The mark of the binding god Ogmios. It had power over him.”

      “Daisy was able to figure it out.” Bryce looks away again, folding his arms in front of his chest.

      I push my long hair back, but what I really want to do is yank it hard. I’m so frustrated with everything.

      “What are we going to do about the Knights?” I ask to stop berating myself for failing Phoenix. “Can Gunther Silverstone be trusted?”

      “No,” Rufio and Bryce reply at the same time.

      “All right, then we’re on the same page. But what do we do? They’ve been keeping tabs on all of us for years, it seems. Shit, they knew Bryce had the ability to heal. How did they know that?”

      “I suspect my mother is responsible for sharing that intel.” Bryce turns to me, his eyes narrowed to slits.

      “But how could she have known?” Rufio asks in turn.

      I snap my fingers as the realization hits me. “Your lineage. There must have been someone in your family who had the ability to heal.”

      “So what? That wouldn’t guarantee I’d be the one to inherit the ability.  It could have been Rufio.”

      “There must have been signs when you were growing up,” I reply. “If they believed Daisy was meant to regain Magia’s power, they wouldn’t gamble with her life without knowing for sure you would be able to heal her.”

      “I could have failed or not arrived in time,” Bryce replies through clenched teeth while his power increases tenfold, coiling around his frame like a living thing. The lights flicker for a moment before returning to normal.

      “What if we play along with the Knights for now to see what they truly want?” Rufio has a dangerous glint in his blue eyes.

      “What about Daisy?” I ask. “They want to use her.”

      Rufio runs a hand through his hair. “Fuck.”

      “She’s an Idol now with an extremely dangerous gift. Do you know how many people would want her dead if they knew?” I continue.

      “If they want Daisy, they’ll have to come through me,” Bryce states.

      “And me,” Rufio adds.

      I stare in silence at the two brothers who are usually like night and day, but today they’re the same in their determination to protect Daisy. Any fool would be able to read the devotion in their eyes. They’ve fallen in love with her. Her status change would send lesser Idols running, but not them. And not me either.

      I can’t explain what I feel for her. But if anyone tries to harm her in any way, they’ll wish they were never born.
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      The sand is soft and warm under my feet. The water lapping at my heels is cool, though not to the point of giving me shivers, and the light breeze blowing my hair feels like a caress against my skin. In front of me, the white shore stretches for a few yards until thick tropical vegetation rises into a wall of green and luscious foliage. Without fear, I move toward it, despite the fact that I can’t see what’s inside the rich forest. Any danger could be lurking behind the almost impenetrable barrier. 

      My feet sink into the sand as I walk forward. With each step, my heartbeat increases until it’s drumming so fast, it’s all I can hear pounding in my ears. As I approach, the forest trembles, and like magic, the trees and shrubs part down the middle, revealing an idyllic landscape that takes my breath away. 

      A beautiful azure lake reflects the light from the sun. Its crystalline water is peaceful and beckoning. Colorful huts surround the lake, and right behind the cluster of happy homes, tall trees rise to the sky, forming a protective wall around the settlement. They’re connected by bridges and vine cables. At the top of those trees, more colorful structures stand on thick branches. But the most alluring detail of all is the people. Norms, Fringes, and Idols, all living in complete harmony. I can feel their peaceful energy rolling out in waves toward me. I’m staring at a paradise where races don’t matter.

      This must be Starlight Island. I can’t believe that after all these years, I’ve finally found it.

      I run toward it, eager to join the sanctuary, when the trees close in again, cutting me off from the village. The sky that until a minute ago was clear and bright blue changes into dark and ominous clouds. Everything turns obscure, and the only source of illumination comes when lightning strikes the gray canvas, followed by the terrifying roars of thunder.

      Seized by sheer terror, I turn around to flee, but there’s nowhere to go. I’m on an island, and there’s no boat out of here. Cold rain falls from the sky, fast and furious. The droplets hit my skin like pellet bullets. This is no ordinary rain. I should run for cover, but the only option is the oppressive forest behind me. 

      I know I shouldn’t enter it, but if I don’t, I’ll be flayed alive. With a curse through my teeth, I bolt toward the unknown. The moment I breach the forest, I hear a burst of evil laughter that turns my blood cold. A shiver runs down my spine, and I’m all too aware of the malicious presence nearby.

      A low growl echoes not too far from me, making my heart skip a beat. I should pivot and face what’s stalking me, but I can’t move. Twigs break and dry leaves crunch before hot and foul breath fans over the back of my neck. I close my eyes while my body is taken over by uncontrollable shakes.

      “There’s no running away. You’re mine now,” the beast says before it strikes.
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      I jolt awake, sitting up in the process. My accelerated heart feels like it’s going to explode out of my chest. Blinking fast, I do a quick sweep of my room to make sure I’m safe. Sunlight is pouring from my window, but the sense of foreboding still hangs in the air.

      “It was only a nightmare, Daisy,” I murmur.

      It takes me a good minute before my breathing returns to normal, and then I finally realize I fell asleep wearing my evening gown. The fabric is deep red, but even so, I’m able to see dark splatters on my bodice and skirt.

      Blood.

      Sudden nausea hits me. I bolt out of bed and run for the bathroom, barely making to the toilet in time. I can’t remember the last time I ate, so there’s not much in my stomach to empty, and I’m soon dry heaving. When it’s safe for me to pull away from the bowl, I stand on shaky legs and push my matted hair off my face.

      I scrutinize my reflection in the mirror, and finally the magnitude of what happened last night, of what I did, hits me like a cannonball. My stomach twists painfully, but there’s nothing else to expel. I move closer to the mirror, touching my face, stretching the skin under my eyes. I look exactly like I did before Bryce healed me and inadvertently reawakened the Idol spark in me.

      I’m a killer.

      The thought pops in my head unbidden, and immediately my legs become weak. Placing my hands on the sink, I lean forward, dipping my chin. It’s not the first time I’ve killed. But I didn’t feel any remorse when I skewered the gangbanger who hurt Felicity. And maybe that was the reason; he hurt my friend and deserved what he got. But those Fringes were only doing their jobs. There’s no way to know if they were aware Mr. Westbrook was a monster. The uncertainty is what’s bothering me.

      In a fit of rage, I yank the ball gown off my body, careless that I’m tearing the delicate fabric off. I’ll never wear this dress again. I hop into the shower and attempt to wash away all the guilt and turmoil swirling in my chest. A loud sob erupts from my throat, and this time I don’t fight the tears. I let them out until I feel hollow.

      When I finally emerge from the bathroom, my skin is red thanks to all the rubbing I did. My stomach groans, reminding me that I haven’t eaten in a long time. I put on a pair of sweatpants, an old T-shirt, and sneakers. It’s the best I can do. I grab my debit card, praying the scholarship funds have hit my account already; the last time I checked my balance, I only had enough money to buy a bag of peanuts from the vending machine.

      Lost in my thoughts, I open the door without looking, unprepared for the body that topples down against my legs. I let out a yell as I jump away. Morpheus falls on his back with a soft thud.

      “Ouch,” he says.

      Pressing my hand against my chest, I exclaim, “What the hell! What were you doing sitting against my door?”

      He sits up first and then jumps to his feet. His hair is pulled back into a messy bun, and there’s scruff on his chiseled face. The roguish look suits him, and slowly my shock morphs into craving. I’m consumed by the urge to run my fingers over his chin, but it’s a desire I must fight. The last time I touched him, I made his shadows disappear. Now I know why.

      “I was waiting for you to wake up,” he replies sheepishly.

      My heart does a backflip, but I try to ignore it.

      “And you couldn’t have waited inside your apartment?”

      “I wouldn’t have been able to sense you were awake.”

      “I’ve been up for at least half an hour.” I cross my arms in front of my chest before my traitorous body decides to reach over. Why am I so tempted to connect to him? Could it be because now I can’t?

      The corners of his lips twitch upward. “I dozed off.”

      “Did you sleep at all last night?”

      His grin wilts and his eyes take on a haunted glint. “Not really. Lots to process. How about you?”

      I drop my gaze to the floor, ashamed that I slept like the dead despite everything. “Yup. I passed out, actually.”

      “It’s understandable and quite normal.”

      I look up again. “Why is that?”

      He shoves his hands in his jeans pockets and shrugs. “It was the first time you used your powers. That takes a toll on your body. You’ll get used to it.”

      A bout of anxiety pierces my chest, and I’m afraid I’ll start hyperventilating again. The moment I step foot inside the school building tomorrow, everyone will know I’m an Idol.

      “What’s the matter, Daisy? Your face turned white all of a sudden.”

      My stomach decides to protest just then, reminding me of the reason I was heading out.

      “You need food,” Morpheus states. “Come on. Things always look better on a full belly.”

      “And after coffee,” I add.

      He smiles, showing me his adorable dimples. The haunted look in his eyes fades away. He points toward the hallway. “After you.”

      I hesitate for a second, biting my lower lip.

      “What is it?” he asks.

      “I might have to borrow money from you. I’m not sure if I received my financial aid yet.”

      Morpheus pinches his lips and frowns. “Seriously, Daisy? You’re not paying for breakfast.”

      “Nonsense. I can pay.”

      “I invited you. Therefore, it’s my treat.”

      I finally move, locking my door for good measure. It’s pointless to argue with Morpheus or any of the guys. To them, paying for stuff isn’t a big deal, but if I start accepting it, it’ll make me feel like a moocher.

      “All right, but please don’t take me anywhere super fancy where they charge an arm and a leg for a plate of bacon.”

      “Good grief. You really have the wrong idea about me,” he replies with a chuckle.

      “You go here.” I shrug to save face, but the truth is I know nothing about Morpheus besides he has a scary gift.

      When we reach the garage, I discover I did indeed peg him wrong. I thought he was just like everyone else around here, swimming in riches. But Morpheus’s car isn’t brand new like the ones his roommates drive. It’s an old Jeep with a few scratches and a bent bumper. I stare at the front of his car for a moment.

      “I have to ask, is it safe to enter your vehicle?”

      He follows my line of sight and makes a disgruntled sound. “Yes it is. I didn’t crash my car, if that’s what you’re thinking. Phoenix did that.”

      “How?”

      “He got bored and decided to make shit fly. My poor car was a casualty.” He taps the metal hood affectionately before he circles around the front of the vehicle and opens the driver door.

      The door unlocks on my side, so I follow suit, sliding in as well. Inside, there’s no new car smell. The scent is smoky, metallic, and warm, a combination of lavender, lemon, cedar, vanilla, and rum that’s all Morpheus.

      Damn. I was never able to distinguish between different scents like this before. Talk about enhanced senses, and also intoxicating smells. I’m getting light-headed, and it has nothing to do with hunger. Or maybe it is—only I’m hungry for something other than food.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            Daisy

          

        

      

    

    
      Morpheus doesn’t say where he’s taking me, but I also don’t ask, too busy trying to control the hormones that are wreaking havoc on my body. Is it possible that my newfound powers are also responsible for giving me an increased libido? Just freaking great. Like I wasn’t already flirting with the line of sex addiction. I rub my legs together and look out the window. I hope he can’t sense my arousal.

      To take my mind off what’s happening to me, I decide to ask Morpheus a practical question. “Do you know how to mask your Idol power?”

      “I never tried, but I suppose I could if I wanted to. Why?”

      “I don’t want anyone in school to know about me.” 

      Morpheus doesn’t speak for several beats, making me curious. I look at his face, but I can’t guess anything from his profile. “Do you think I’m wrong for wanting to keep it a secret?”

      “No, absolutely not. I’m in complete agreement with you.”

      He signals to turn at the nearest exit, and after a few yards, he veers into the parking lot of a small diner. It’s not even nine yet and the place is already packed.

      “Popular spot,” I say.

      “Yeah, they serve amazing Swedish pancakes.”

      My stomach grumbles again, as if sensing nourishment isn’t too far away. I reach for the door handle, but Morpheus touches my arm, stopping me. I tense in an instant and pull away.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.” He looks straight ahead, clenching his jaw hard. 

      Shit, I think I hurt his feelings. Morpheus and I have an undefined relationship. The attraction is there, at least on my part, but unlike his roommates, he’s always kept his distance from me. He’s standing firmly in the friend zone, and I’m unsure whether he wants to cross that line.

      As crazy as it sounds, I want him to do it.

      “No, Morpheus, it’s not like that. I don’t know how my newfound powers work. I’m afraid to accidentally unmake you.”

      He peers into my eyes with his brows furrowed. “You’re not going to accidentally unmake me.”

      “You don’t know that.” I nibble on my lower lip. 

      Morpheus’s eyes drop to my mouth, and I belatedly realize what it must look like. My face is on fire now. “Let’s go in. I’m starving.”

      “Wait. The reason I stopped you is because I wanted to tell you something.”

      “What is it?”

      “I can’t possibly begin to imagine what you must be feeling right now. I was born an Idol, and most of the time my power feels more like a burden than a gift. So, if you need to vent, curse at the gods, I’m here for you.”

      His offer turns me into a pool of goo. At the same time, my heart overflows with joy. I’d kiss him if I dared.

      “Thanks, Morpheus. I really appreciate it.”

      He answers with a panty-melting smile, and I swear, the temperature in the car goes up by a hundred degrees. Before I combust on the spot, I get out, taking deep breaths to calm down. Morpheus circles around to the front of his car and waits for me to join him.

      “Ready for this?” he asks.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be. It’s not like I know anyone inside.”

      I totally jinxed myself.

      The moment I enter the establishment; I recognize a few faces from school. Shit. And I haven’t learned how to mask my power yet.

      The group from Gifted Academy is sitting at a booth in the back. Two couples from senior year who, judging by their attire, haven’t been to bed yet. The guys are still wearing their tuxes, albeit their ties are missing. The girls are in their skintight, sparkly evening gowns, but their makeup is more Halloweenish than glamourous. Hello, raccoon eyes.

      My throat becomes dry. If they see me, they’ll know.

      Quick as a whip, Morpheus grabs my hand and drags me out of the diner before we’re spotted. Stunned for a moment, I don’t pull free from his grasp. His touch is warm and sure. But when something cold licks the back of my wrist, it sends an unpleasant jolt up my arm. With a gasp, I glance down. The shadows that sometimes cover Morpheus’s wrists are writhing and spreading up both our arms.

      I yank my hand away. Morpheus twists his face into a grimace and covers his wrist with his other hand. 

      “I’m so sorry,” he chokes out.

      “Are you in pain?” I take a step toward him.

      With a grunt, he ambles toward his car. “No.”

      “Don’t lie to me. What can I do?”

      He rests his hand on the car’s hood and dips his chin. “Shit. I think the god is coming back again.”

      “The god? What are you talking about?”

      Morpheus looks at me, his face now completely white. “I can’t explain right now. Can you drive?”

      Hell. I can’t say no. I really need to get my driver’s license soon. “Yeah, sure.”

      I take the key from Morpheus, careful not to touch his fingers. I don’t think I sucked the power out of him when we held hands, but I have no idea what triggers my powers, so who knows.

      With my heart stuck in my throat, I slide behind the wheel and wait for Morpheus to take his seat. He grunts again, letting his head fall back against the headrest. His eyes are closed and his brows are furrowed, making a sharp V. A sheen of sweat covers his forehead, and with a quick glance, I see the shadows are restless and now all the way up to his elbows.

      “Where should we go?”

      “My parents’ house. I need to see my mother.”

      “Okay. Where is that?”

      “Ever… dale.”

      Crap. Everdale is an hour from here, and he can barely get words out. I put the car in Drive and peel out of the parking lot, burning rubber as I go.

      “Should I call the guys?” I ask.

      “They can’t… help me.”

      Curling my fingers tighter against the steering wheel, I take deep breaths. They’re meant to calm me, but I don’t think anything can make my heart stop galloping at breakneck speed.

      “Ugh!” Morpheus leans forward, clutching his head with both hands.

      “Morpheus!”

      “Don’t… mind me. Just… drive.”

      I put the pedal to the metal, praying there aren’t any cops on the way. I thank my luck that it’s Sunday and traffic is barely nonexistent. I manage to make it to Everdale in half the time, during which Morpheus’s condition only worsens. The exit sign for Everdale looms ahead, but I have no idea where to go.

      “Morpheus, I need an address.”

      His head is still low and his eyes are shut.

      “Morpheus, can you hear me?”

      He pulls his cell phone from his jeans pocket and hands it to me, unlocking the screen with his finger before letting go. Guessing what he wants me to do, I search his contacts. I find his mother’s information, but there’s no address.

      “Call—” His reply is cut short by another grunt.

      I press the Call button, slowing the car down as I come onto the exit ramp. The phone rings several times, and I begin to lose hope. If she doesn’t answer, then what?

      “Hello?” a female voice says on the other side of the line.

      “Oh thank goodness,” I breathe.

      “Who is this? Why are you calling from my son’s phone?” Her voice becomes agitated.

      “Forgive me. This is Daisy. I’m Morpheus’s friend from school. He’s not feeling well, and I’m driving to your house.”

      “What’s wrong with him?”

      “It’s….” I turn to him, noting the shadows have covered his arms and are now expanding toward his upper body. “The shadows. They’re everywhere.”

      She makes a disgruntled sound first before saying, “Get him here as quickly as you can.”

      “I’m in Everdale already. I need your address. Morpheus can’t talk.”

      Instead of giving me the address, she guides me over the phone. Their upper-middle-class neighborhood isn’t far from the highway, and within five minutes I’m parking in front of their house. A petite woman with dark curly hair runs outside. She opens the passenger side door and helps Morpheus out. I join them in front of the car but keep my distance from him.

      “I can’t believe this is happening again,” she says almost to herself.

      “How often do the shadows take control like that?” I ask, following them in.

      She doesn’t answer, making me think I’ve stepped over some boundary.

      She takes Morpheus to his childhood bedroom; it still has toys on display on the shelves and a bedspread featuring a cartoon design. Morpheus is lying flat on his back with his eyes closed now. His mother sits on the edge of the bed and taps his cheek.

      “Morpheus, darling, can you hear me?”

      He groans something incoherent but doesn’t open his eyes.

      His mother turns to me. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know. We went out to get breakfast, and then suddenly, the shadows went out of control.” 

      I don’t tell her that I touched him, that my strange gift might’ve been the cause. This is so new, and I have no idea what I’m capable of.

      “His bracelets have been reinforced recently. They should be holding. Something must have weakened their magic.”

      I swallow the huge lump in my throat. Not something, someone. I must have accidentally touched the bracelet and sucked the magic that controlled Morpheus’s shadows.

      “This is all my fault,” I finally confess.

      “How is it your fault?” She stands, watching me through slits now.

      Fuck. I should have kept my mouth shut.

      The doorbell rings, saving me from Mrs. Malek’s wrath. She walks out of the room in a hurry. As for me, I don’t move from my spot at the end of Morpheus’s bed, guilt and fear keeping me rooted to the spot.

      Mrs. Malek returns a moment later accompanied by two older men wearing elaborate priest robes. Their gazes are vacant, and by how they don’t focus on anything in particular, I realize they’re blind. 

      They head straight to Morpheus’s bed, though, implying they’ve been here more than once. Poor Morpheus. What a cursed gift. 

      The priests stand on each side of Morpheus’s bed, stooping over to place their weathered hands over his bracelets. With eyes closed, they begin to recite a prayer of sorts. Their bushy eyebrows furrow in concentration, and minutes go by without any change on the blasted shadows. Mrs. Malek is standing by the door, clutching her pearl necklace and watching the scene with round eyes. 

      Perhaps sensing my stare, she turns to me, accusation flashing in her dark eyes. 

      Damn. Way to win points with Morpheus’s mother.

      The priests stop chanting, and the woman takes a step forward. “Were you able to reinforce the bracelets?”

      “No, ma’am. The threads that held the magic together have been completely destroyed. Nothing will do besides forging new bracelets.”

      “But that’ll take days!” she shrieks.

      I look at Morpheus, almost completely covered by the shadows. If it weren’t for the rise and fall of his chest, I’d think he’s dead. Anguish twists my insides. I can’t let him be devoured by darkness, especially since I’m the one responsible for releasing it. I approach his bed, and before I can talk myself out of it, I touch his chest. 

      “What are you doing? Step away from my son!” Mrs. Malek screams.

      “I can help him,” I grit out without taking my eyes off Morpheus’s face.

      “Let the girl try, Mrs. Malek,” one of the priests says. “I sense great power coming from her.”

      I think only the priest’s words are preventing Mrs. Malek from tackling me off Morpheus. If I can’t help him, she’s going to flay me alive. She’s a Fringe, a fact that’s obvious to me now that I have the special Idol senses. But she’s as fierce as a lioness. 

      The shadows cover my hand at first, cold and harsh against my skin. I focus on sending them back to where they come from instead of wishing them gone entirely. My palm is sweating now, which I suspect has more to do with my nerves than any side effects of my ability. I feel resistance at first, but slowly the shadows recede, returning to the silver bracelets.

      Odd. The priest said the accessories are useless now.

      Morpheus opens his eyes with a gasp, which is my cue to pull away.

      “Morpheus!” His mother drops to her knees next to his bed, touching his face. “How do you feel?”

      “Awful.” He looks at me. “Did you…?”

      “Yeah. I had to. I’m sorry.”

      He sits up slowly, sporting a frown. “Why are you apologizing? You saved me.”

      I glance down, feeling undeserving of his praise. 

      “Oh my. You’re still so cold. I’ll bring you some hot chocolate and soup.” His mother stands again.

      “Mom, aren’t you going to offer Daisy something to eat too?” Morpheus asks, and I want to disappear.

      “It’s okay—” The room begins to spin, and I have to press my hand against my forehead and close my eyes for a moment.

      “Daisy,” Morpheus says.

      “Impossible,” one of the priests mumbles.

      Someone curls a hand around my forearm, steadying me. I open my eyes and am surprised to see it’s Mrs. Malek who came to the rescue. She’s watching me differently now, curious. It’s better than the animosity from before, at least.

      “Are you okay?” she asks.

      “Yeah, it’s nothing. I didn’t have breakfast yet.”

      “Have a seat. I’ll escort the Zions out and prepare some food.”

      “Okay.”

      The Zions, blind as they are, have their eyes trained on me. I wonder if they’re truly blind. They don’t budge until Mrs. Malek urges them out the door. 

      “Daisy, sit down. You look as white as a sheet.”

      I begin to move toward the desk chair, but Morpheus taps the mattress. “Sit here, next to me.”

      “I don’t think that’s wise.”

      “You just used your powers on me, and I’m still an Idol.”

      “How do you know?”

      He gives me a droll stare. “Trust me, Daisy. If you had stripped my powers, I’d know.”

      I open my mouth to reply, but the angry and loud voice of a man coming from somewhere in the house makes me stop.

      “What are they doing here?” the man asks.

      “What do you think? Morpheus needed them,” Mrs. Malek replies.

      There’s more grumbling and then the bang of a door shutting hard.

      Morpheus stares at his bedroom door with a glower. “Great. My father is home.”
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      I didn’t think I could sleep despite being bone-tired. The fight at Mr. Westbrook’s mansion took a toll on me. At first, we thought we were only dealing with Fringes, but the asshole also had Idols working for him. It’s the reason it took so long for Morpheus and me to storm the place. 

      To my surprise, I did fall asleep, even with all the thoughts whirling in my head. And apparently I slept like the dead, because it took relentless banging on our front door to jar me awake. I jerk to a sitting position with my heart stuck in my throat. My first thought is about Daisy, naturally. But it’s another girl who’s calling out from the hallway.

      I don’t recognize her voice right away; my head seems to be stuffed with cotton candy. When I get to the living room, Bryce has already beat me to the door.

      “Who is it?” I rub my eyes and yawn.

      “Renata Pomme,” Bryce grits out.

      I’m alert in an instant. What the fuck is Drusilla’s minion doing here?

      Bryce yanks the door open. “What do you want?”

      “I need your help.”

      I push Bryce out of the way so I can glower at the girl. She’s still wearing an evening gown, but her appearance is disheveled. Her eyes are red and puffy, and her mascara has run down, making her look like a zombie.

      “You have some nerve showing up here,” I sneer.

      “I wouldn’t have come if I had any other choice. Drusilla has gone crazy.”

      Bryce scoffs. “That’s rich. Fuck off before I decide to make you pay for everything you’ve done to Daisy.”

      Renata’s eyes turn as round as saucers. “I’m sorry about Daisy. I don’t have anything against her. I was—”

      “Following Drusilla’s orders. Like that’s an excuse.” My power swirls in my chest, and energy crackles between my fingers. The only thing keeping me from pulverizing the girl is the school rules. 

      With a sob, she replies, “I’m sorry. You have no idea how hard this school is if you’re not part of a clique.”

      “You’re not seriously trying to gain our sympathy with that pathetic story, are you?” I ask. “You followed Drusilla’s orders because you’re just like her: a jealous, mean-spirited cunt.”

      Renata winces, taking a step back. “Call me all the names you want, but Drusilla is out of control. She made me do this to myself.” She pulls her strapless gown down, revealing cuts all over her breasts. The sight is gruesome and renders me speechless.

      “Why?” Bryce asks. 

      “I don’t know!” Renata covers her chest again, losing her shit. Fat tears run down her cheeks, and I don’t believe they’re fake. Not after what she showed us. 

      “We went back to our apartment after the ball, and she started acting strange,” she continues. 

      “Strange how?” I ask.

      “Almost as if she was high. She was spewing nonsense about gods and destiny, how chaos would descend upon us. Then she started to bleed from her eyes and nose. When she looked at me, there was no recognition in her gaze. That’s when she started to torture me.”

      “How did you escape?” Bryce poses the question now.

      “She collapsed. I didn’t wait to see if she was okay. I ran away.”

      “And what do you want us to do about it?” I keep glaring, clueless to why she thinks we should care about her or her odious friend.

      Renata hugs herself and dips her chin. “I don’t know. Maybe because you’re the strongest Idols in school and… I don’t want Drusilla to get in trouble in case she took some stupid drug.”

      “Wait here. I’ll get dressed.” Bryce whirls around, and I follow him.

      “I can’t believe this. Are you going to help her?” I ask, already angry at my brother.

      Bryce looks at me like I’m dimwitted. “Drusilla has the same mark we do. What if her condition is related to the god who owns our asses? Aren’t you curious?”

      Damn. My hatred for the girl blinded me to that. “Okay, let me check on Phoenix first.”

      I head for his room, not bothering to knock before I go in. His bed is unmade, but he’s not there. 

      “Phoenix?” I head for his bathroom, but he’s not there either. Fuck.

      I meet Bryce in the living room. “We have a problem. Phoenix is gone.”

      He pinches the bridge of his nose and lets out a string of curses. “We’ll call him on the way to Drusilla’s.” He looks to Morpheus’s bedroom. “Is he still asleep?”

      Frowning, I go check. Unless he took something last night, he’d be up thanks to all the ruckus. No sign of him, and his bed is made. 

      “Morpheus bailed too. Maybe he and Phoenix are together.”

      Bryce strides out without sparing me a glance, but when he walks in front of Daisy’s door, he glances at it, pausing for a split second. As much as I want to find out what the deal is with Drusilla, checking on Daisy is more important.

      “Shouldn’t we—” I start.

      “She’s not there,” Bryce answers through clenched teeth and resumes his brisk pace.

      Right. Now that Daisy is an Idol, she has a signature that we can sense even through closed doors. I check just in case, but her apartment is empty. Where the fuck is she? She doesn’t own a car, and her buddy Toby didn’t spend the night on campus. 

      Stop worrying about her like you’re a whipped boy, Rufio. Most likely she’s with Morpheus and Phoenix. I pull my cell out and call Morpheus first. It rings until it goes to voice mail. It’s the same deal with Phoenix. I can’t call Daisy because she doesn’t have a phone. A problem I have to fix as soon as possible. I have to be able to reach her at any time I want or I’ll go crazy.

      Fuck. When did I become so needy?

      Drusilla and Renata’s apartment is in a different building than ours since they aren’t seniors. It’s a five-minute walk, which we make in two. Bryce is as eager to deal with the situation as I am.

      Only it’s much worse than I thought.

      Drusilla is in the common area, terrorizing a group of Fringes in front of an audience. The sound of her cackle and her manic appearance puts me on high alert. Her hair is a mess, and there’s dried food and other crap all over her face. 

      The Fringe girls are all on their hands and knees, licking the floor. The sight wouldn’t have given me a second thought a few weeks ago, but now it makes me see red.

      I’m ready to put a stop to it, but Bryce beats me to the punch. Without a word, he sends Drusilla flying across the area until she crashes against one of the vending machines. The crowd immediately parts so Bryce and I are on full display. If they knew what was good for them, they’d leave. But the prospect of a showdown between two powerful Idols isn’t something these idiots would miss. They have a taste for blood, just like I used to have. We’re no better than savages.

      Bryce stalks toward Drusilla, who’s already getting back on her feet. She pushes her mangled hair off her face, standing on unsteady legs. Now that I can see her properly, I realize the gunk on her face is blood that poured from her eyes and nose. Her gaze is bloodshot and downright crazy.

      “Oh, Bryce. I should have known you’d make an appearance. You’ve now become the knight in shining armor to all the worthless bitches in this school.”

      “You’re out of your mind. What did you take?” he asks.

      “What did I take? The best fucking thing in the world. The nectar of the gods. I’m invincible.” She throws her head back and laughs.

      The Fringes, momentarily free from Drusilla’s compulsion, begin to rise from the floor. But she catches the action and yells, “Who told you to stop licking? Back on your knees!”

      Immediately the girls drop down.

      This needs to stop.

      I take a step in her direction when she lets out a wail and her legs fold from under her. Murmurs reign supreme all around us, but so far, not a single member of school faculty or security has shown up. Useless leeches. 

      “What’s wrong with her? Maybe we should call the nurse,” some random girl says, but I don’t stop to see if anyone will follow through. 

      “Get up, bitch,” Bryce commands. His voice trembles with barely contained rage, and I don’t even need to look to know his body is crackling with raw energy. He’s about to fucking unleash his full blast on Drusilla. I don’t care about her well-being, but if he hurts her in front of all these witness, he’s fucked. 

      I reach Drusilla and drag her to her feet. She digs her long nails into my forearms hard enough to pierce my skin. “Don’t make me hurt you,” I grit out.

      “Oh, I’m banking on it,” she replies, but her voice sounds different, deep and—

      Son of a bitch. She sounds like the god!

      Damn it. I need to render her unconscious, but I don’t think whacking her over the head will do the trick.

      “I want to die, Rufio. Use your powers on me.”

      In an instant, my powers manifest of their own accord. It takes me a split second to understand Drusilla used compulsion on me. But I was never affected by it before. Damn everything to hell.

      “Rufio, let her go!” Bryce yells.

      “I can’t!”

      My fingers tingle as my gift ebbs freely from them. Drusilla is still clutching my arm, and there’s nothing I can do to stop her from crumbling to dust before me. Distraught gasps echo all around me, followed by Drusilla’s demented cackles as she disintegrates. I break free when her arms collapse, but there’s no stopping her complete destruction now. I gave her what she wanted, what she compelled me to do. In a few more seconds, she’s gone.
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      Once the adrenaline wore off, I couldn’t face my friends. Shame took over me. They know what that bastard did to me. Even after death, he can still make me feel worthless, dirty. Like a coward, I hid in my room. But being alone just meant I had no distraction. Memories of the abuse returned to haunt me, smother me. 

      I was fucking glad I had a stash of Silver-voltage in my drawer. The dosage I took was enough for a week, but damn it, I took it all. Even so, oblivion was hard to come by. So I focused on the only bright spot in the nightmare that was tonight.

      Daisy.

      Fearless and furious, she charged in that room of torture like a warrior goddess. She defied my father, not knowing she was an Idol. It’s no surprise I feel what I do for her. I don’t even know what it is, only that it’s overwhelming and absolute.

      I don’t care that she has a dangerous gift, that she could strip away my godly powers with a mere touch. If I had to make a choice between not being with her or living my life as a Norm, I’d choose the latter. 

      Slowly, the numbness starts to spread through my body. Finally, the drug is doing its job. I pull my cell phone out and turn it on. The asshole switched it off when it wouldn’t stop ringing last night. It’s a miracle he didn’t smash it.

      As I suspected, there are several missed calls from my friends, but there’s also a call from an unfamiliar number. They left a message. I don’t know what prompts me to listen to it now, but I do. It’s the fucking cops. They want to take my statement about my parents’ home invasion and my father’s disappearance.

      We don’t know what happened after we left. I didn’t care then, and I don’t care now. The police can kiss my ass.

      I head for the shower and spend an absurd amount of time under the scalding hot jets. But no matter how hard I scrub, I can’t get rid of the filth. I don’t think I’ll ever be free of the stain on my soul.

      When I return to my room, the space feels confining. The walls are caging me in. Daybreak is a few hours away, but I need to get out.

      Mercifully, the living room is empty when I head out. I don’t know how long until I’ll be able to look my friends in the eye. It’s only when I hit the garage that I realize I don’t have my car. Rufio drove us back, which means my wheels are still parked at my parents’ house. No wonder the cops are hounding me. Fuck.

      I stop next to Rufio’s car and try the door. It’s unlocked. He left the fob inside. Predictable. Not that anyone here is concerned about grand theft auto.

      I start the car and drive out of the garage without a destination in my mind. I wish I could just keep going and never come back, but the thought of never seeing Daisy again makes my chest tight. 

      As soon as I cross the gates of Gifted Academy, I press down on the gas pedal, testing the engine’s limit. The car goes from zero to sixty in less than five seconds. The lurch flattens my back against the supple leather seat, but it doesn’t bring me exhilaration. In my current state, I’d have to be strapped to a rocket to feel anything.

      Ten minutes into my aimless drive, I become aware that I’m a fucking glutton for punishment. My deranged conscience leads me to the last place on the Earth I should be: my very own hell. But I don’t turn around when the first checkpoints come into view. I stop in front of the community’s gate, since Rufio’s car doesn’t have credentials, and have an internal argument about what to do. I don’t have ID on me, but it’s needless when the security guard shines his flashlight on my face. Without a word, he lets me through. 

      Once inside the gated community, the need for speed vanishes; I’m driving so slowly that I’d be faster on foot. My stomach coils in anticipation. I have no idea what coming back to my place of torture will do to me. I’m obviously already unhinged. Am I going to lose my mind completely?

      Sunrise has already begun. I kill the headlights as I approach the mansion’s gates. They’re closed, but I can see police tape all over the courtyard, and there are several vehicles parked in front of the house. The cops must be inside, combing my father’s property inch by inch. The bodies of the slain security guards have been cleared away. In hindsight, maybe Rufio should have gotten rid of those too.

      My phone begins to ring, the sound too shrill and irritating. With a frown, I glance at the screen. My mother is calling. Bitch. She knew exactly what my father was doing to me all these years, and she didn’t once try to help me. Now that the bastard is gone, she’s as good as dead to me too.

      I hear the sound of voices coming from ahead. I can’t be caught here by the police. My father was a very powerful man in the community, and the authorities need to find the guilty party as quickly as possible.

      I put the car in Reverse, spinning it around too fast. The tires screech. Way to go, Phoenix.

      I glance at the rearview mirror for signs of pursuit. No cars are behind me. I exhale loudly, relieved.

      Too soon.

      The community exit gate is shut, and in front of it are two black SUVs blocking my way. I could push them aside and blow up the gate with my mind, an option I consider for a split second. But in the end, common sense prevails. Rufio took care of my father’s body, and I trust the fucking Knights cleaned up the rest. They want something from us, after all.

      No, they want something from Daisy.

      Shit. It would be much easier to manipulate Daisy if we weren’t around. My brain has deserted me; that’s the only explanation for my actions in the last hour. I shouldn’t have taken so much Silver-voltage. It’s too late now. A quick scan tells me those cops are Idols. They aren’t messing around.

      One of them stops next to my door and knocks on the window. I school my face into a neutral expression—a skill I mastered a long time ago—before I lower the glass. 

      “Good evening, Officer. How can I help you?”

      “Mr. Westbrook, please step out of the vehicle,” the unfriendly suit says.

      “What for?” I narrow my eyes, fully projecting my level fifteen Idol essence. I want this idiot to know who he’s messing with.

      “Sir, don’t make me ask again.” He puts a hand on his hip, showing me his Taser. Idols are immune to bullets, but those suckers deliver an energy blast strong enough to fry an elephant. 

      I fight the urge to roll my eyes. I can get ahold of his stupid weapon before he can blink.

      “Seriously? Is that supposed to intimidate me?” I ask, because why not? I haven’t made a good decision in the last hour. Might as well keep the streak going.

      The guy curls his lips into a sneer. “No. But maybe this will.” He places his hand on the door, and in only a few seconds, the car’s frame turns bright orange and the temperature inside rises to almost the melting point. 

      “Fuck!” I send the door flying into the distance and jump out of the car before I turn into ashes. Too bad I didn’t hit the jackass in the process.

      Before I can do anything else, I’m hit on different spots of my body by several electrical shocks. I could have withstood one discharge but not several at once. I fall on my knees with my jaw clamped shut. A metallic taste fills my mouth while I try to ride the electric currents without passing out.

      The motherfucker who melted Rufio’s car stands in front of me. “You should have done what I told you.”

      “I don’t follow orders from those beneath me,” I grit out.

      The guy chuckles, but he can’t hide the rage in his eyes. So I’m dealing with an asshole in a position of power but with an inferiority complex. Just fucking great.

      “It seems to me you’re not as powerful as you think.” He signals to someone behind me, and then cold cuffs trap my wrists. My powers become numb. Fuck. They must be using the same material the Knights had access to. 

      The cop who cuffed me helps me to my feet. But if they think I’m going let them take me away without a fight, they’re fucking wrong. I may not be able to use my telekinesis ability, but my core power, the gift to give people illusions, is barely affected by their feeble restrains. 

      I could conjure up the nastiest scenarios—I have several from my own memories—but I opt for something simple and fast. I stick everyone around me into an endless void. The gasps that immediately follow give me a great sense of satisfaction. I prepare to bolt, but the infernal man who melted my mode of transport is staring at me through slits. He’s unaffected.

      How is that possible?

      “Nice try, punk, but your illusions don’t work on me.”

      “How the hell are you doing that? You’re not powerful enough to block me. You’re barely an Idol.” I get back onto my feet.

      “True, but let me give you a free piece of intel.” He approaches me, still displaying a smug grin. “It pays to work for the right people.” From inside his shirt, he pulls out a glass vial attached to a leather string, which he has around his neck. “Your father made sure I was immune to your gift in case you went rogue.”

      Knowing the motherfucker standing in front of me worked for that monster makes me see red.

      “What the fuck is that?”

      “What, you don’t recognize your own blood? Your old man had plenty to spare. I heard he enjoyed pounding you on a regular basis.” 

      With a roar, I charge the man. Hands cuffed behind my back be damned.

      He was expecting that and swiftly moves out of my way. Distracted by his goading, I lose control of the illusion keeping his accomplices occupied. They recover fast and blast me again with their Tasers. Excruciating pain comes first before everything goes dark.
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      I want to go back to campus, but my mother is adamant that I rest for a few more hours. There’s no woman more stubborn than Shereen Malek. Staring pleadingly at Daisy doesn’t help.

      “Don’t look at me like that. Your mother is right. You need to rest,” she says.

      I sit back down on my bed with arms crossed and a frown. I can’t blame Daisy for siding with my mother. I still feel like shit, so it’s logical to assume I look like crap too. I’m not sure what the hell happened to me. The shadows broke free from the bracelets without warning, and it wasn’t the god punishing me as I had thought initially. 

      “Why do you want to leave so suddenly anyway?” she asks.

      “My father is home, and I try to avoid the man as much as I can.”

      “Why?” She sits on the end of the bed, eyeing me with curiosity. 

      Damn it. She’s so pretty it hurts. I can see signs of the ordeal she went through last night in the dark circle under her eyes, but it doesn’t change the fact that she’s stunning. My heart begins to beat a staccato rhythm, and my mouth goes dry.

      I realize I’m staring like a fool and didn’t answer the question yet. “Because he hates me.”

      Her delicate eyebrows furrow together. “How can he hate his own son?”

      My chest feels tight. My father has always treated me with contempt, and I didn’t understand why until I overhead one of my parents’ many arguments. I never told anyone the truth because it makes me so ashamed, even if it’s not my fault.

      I shrug and drop my gaze to my lap. “Beats me.”

      Daisy scooches closer but stops short of touching me in any way. “It’s his loss. You’re an amazing person, Morpheus.”

      I give her a droll stare. “Please. How can you say that after the way I treated you?”

      “True. You were an asshole in the beginning, but I believe wholeheartedly that people can change.”

      “I haven’t changed. I’m still an asshole.”

      Why am I trying to tell Daisy that I’m not a good person when I yearn for her so much? Maybe after all these years being told I’m an aberration, a mistake, I’ve started to believe it. It doesn’t help that the god who marked me loves to put me down every time he’s in my head as well.

      Mom comes into the room again. “I’ve put a spread of hearty food for you and Daisy in the kitchen.”

      “What about Dad?” I ask.

      My mother’s expression falls. “He’s in his study.”

      Daisy stands first, and I follow suit. Who knows, maybe I won’t suffer my father’s presence after all. 

      In the hallway, the smell of waffles reaches my nose, and my stomach reacts accordingly. Two distinct rumbles echo. One came from me. I look at Daisy with a grin.

      “Sorry,” she says sheepishly.

      I chuckle. “Don’t be. I promised you breakfast over an hour ago.”

      When my mother said spread, she really meant it. She prepared not only waffles but pancakes, eggs, soup, and even sausages.

      “Wow, Mrs. Malek. How did you get this ready so fast?” Daisy asks.

      “I suppose Morpheus never told you about me.” She watches me with a playful accusation in her eyes.

      “No, our friendship is new,” Daisy replies and then smiles at me. 

      My face goes hot in an instant. I’m glad I don’t blush. Hell and damn. Why am I acting like a shy schoolgirl around her?

      “I’m a Fringe, as you can tell. My gift is speed. Mind you, I’m not as fast as any of you kids, but I can make things faster than the average person.”

      Daisy twists her face into a grimace, which my mother misses. I wonder what part of Mom’s statement troubled her. Was it because she implied Daisy is an Idol?

      “Now, sit down before the food goes cold.” Mom motions for both of us to take our seats.

      Daisy doesn’t say a word as she fills her plate with a little bit of everything. She won’t look into my eyes now, and I want to know what’s troubling her. But I can’t ask freely while my mother is around, hovering. When I manage to capture Mom’s gaze, I plead with my eyes for her to leave. She shakes her head and grins, but before she can actually make herself scarce, my father stumbles into the kitchen. He’s clutching a half-empty bottle of whiskey, and his eyes are bloodshot. 

      “What are you still doing here?” he slurs.

      My spine becomes tense immediately. Fleetingly, I spare a glance in Daisy’s direction. She’s staring at my old man with round eyes. 

      “Tarek, please.” Mom moves toward him, but he sidesteps her. 

      “Shut up, woman. Every time those damn Zions come into this house it’s because something is wrong with that freak.” He points at me with hatred in his eyes. I wince, even though that’s not the first time he’s insulted me like that. I suppose it’s worse now because Daisy is witnessing it.

      “Morpheus is not a freak,” she defends me. “You should be glad to have a son like him.”

      “Who the hell are you to tell me how I should feel about that aberration?” Dad stumbles forward, and when Mom tries to pull him back, he shoves her. She hits the counter hard and winces.

      I push my chair back and jump to my feet. “Don’t you dare take your frustrations out on her.”

      “She’s my wife, and I’ll do whatever I please.”

      “Not in front of me, you won’t.” I purposely bring the shadows back from their confinement. They spring forth unbidden, despite the bracelets at my wrists. Daisy was the one who got them under control before, and it’s clear the magical accessory is now useless.

      “Morpheus, don’t do it. He’s not worth your life,” my mother pleads, but I’m barely listening. The whooshing in my ears is almost drowning every other sound.

      I lash out at the man who I had wanted to make proud since I was a little boy. But it’s clear that’s never going to happen. He can’t see past my mother’s mistake. His eyes bulge, followed by a gasp. He drops the bottle of whiskey to the ground, shattering it to pieces, before clutching at his chest.

      “Morpheus, please. Let him go.” Now it’s Daisy who begs.

      Her voice pulls at my heartstrings and I falter. My father drops to his knees, breathing hard. His heart is probably about to explode with all the fear I put there. Pure darkness seems to have invaded my body and consumed my soul.

      Daisy was wrong. I’m not a good person.

      Only when I sense her touch on my arm do I pull my gift back.

      My father tumbles forward, propping his hands on shattered glass and spilled liquor. He lifts his eyes to mine, and his face is contorted in rage. “You filthy bastard. I curse the day you were born. Get out of this house and never come back.”

      “With pleasure,” I say through clenched teeth.

      “Morpheus, wait. You can’t leave like that,” Mom pleads.

      “Yes I can. I don’t belong here, Mother. I never have.”

      I march out of the kitchen, seeing nothing in my way. The ominous sound of thunder rattles the walls of the house, and when I burst out the front door, the sky decides to fall down in thick droplets of rain. How fitting.

      “Morpheus! Wait!” Daisy comes running after me.

      I stop next to my car, but I don’t turn to her. I can’t face her, not after what she saw.

      She circles around, stopping in front of me. There’s barely any space between our bodies. The rain is coming down fast, drenching us within seconds. Daisy doesn’t seem to care about that as she stares into my eyes.

      “I told you I was an asshole, Daisy.”

      “For defending your mother from a mean drunk? I don’t think so.”

      “He’s right about me, though. I am an aberration.”

      “Shut up. I don’t want you to say that. You’re not an aberration.”

      I lift my hands, which have completely disappeared under the shadows. “Look at me. I’m made of darkness, Daisy.”

      She grabs them, and immediately the shadows recede. We both watch the phenomenon for a few seconds before Daisy speaks. “Darkness isn’t bad. Without it, there can be no light.”

      I curl my fingers around hers and then finally have the courage to do what I’ve been craving for so long. I pull her toward me and crush my mouth to hers. The kiss is demanding and harsh, full of need, but Daisy doesn’t resist. She opens her lips and allows me to invade her mouth. The darkness I felt deep in my soul diminishes, but it doesn’t disappear completely. In the back of my head, I think that maybe Daisy is using her power without knowing. But I don’t care. As long as she lets me hold her, she can unmake me.

      I grab her face between my hands and deepen the kiss, pushing her body against the car so I can meld my body to hers. An electric spark runs through my veins, turning me into fire. She clutches my shoulders and pulls me even closer to her, pressing my erection against her belly. Fuck, I want to do more than just taste her mouth. 

      She eases off a little and whispers, “Let’s get out of the rain.”

      “Is it raining? I didn’t notice.” I capture her lips again, biting the bottom a little before switching my attention to her neck.

      Daisy arches her back, and I take that as an invitation to pepper kisses toward the swell of her breasts. But then I remember where we are and stop. I’m burning up for her, but I can’t let things go any further while we’re standing in front of my parents’ house.

      I pull away and reluctantly say, “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Do you want me to drive?”

      “No, it’s okay. I feel better now.” And I need the distraction. 

      “Good. I don’t have a driver’s license.”

      “Really? We need to remedy that.”

      She smiles tightly before walking around the vehicle.

      Shit. Did I say something wrong?

      I slip behind the steering wheel, hating the feel of wet clothes against the leather seat. Daisy joins me inside, shivering. 

      I turn on the engine and crank up the heater. Then I remember I left an old sweatshirt in the back seat of the car. I twist around and look for the discarded piece of clothing, finding it on the floor. Great.

      “Here. It’s a little dirty, but at least it’s dry.”

      “Thanks.” Daisy takes the offering and sets it next to her. She then bites her lower lip before peeling her wet T-shirt off.

      With a hard swallow, I force my gaze toward the road and put the car in Drive. My dick, which was at half-mast, is at full attention again.

      We don’t speak for several minutes until Daisy breaks the silence.

      “Your bracelets are broken.”

      Of all the things she could say, that wasn’t what I expected.

      “I figured as much. The Zions couldn’t fix it this time?”

      “No. They said the magic in them was utterly destroyed. I’m afraid I did that.” She looks out the window.

      “How?”

      “I think I accidentally touched one of them.”

      I suppose if Daisy can take away an Idol’s power, she can break an ancient spell too. 

      “I had to eventually learn how to control my gift without help, so don’t beat yourself up for it.”

      “It’s not only that. I think that when we kissed, I started taking your powers away. What if I can’t control it? What if I can’t touch anyone without unmaking them?” Her voice rises to a shrill.

      I turn on the blinkers and pull onto the side of the road.

      “Why did you stop?” she asks.

      I unbuckle my seat belt and face her. “You only had your full powers for less than twenty-four hours. It will take time to learn to master it.”

      “But what if I accidentally touch someone before I do?”

      I grab her left hand tight, knowing she’ll try to pull away. “Practice on me.”

      Her eyes go round. “Are you crazy? What if I unmake you?”

      “You won’t.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      Dropping my gaze to our joined hands, I take a deep breath. I never thought I’d be sharing this secret with anyone. “The reason my father hates me so much is that I’m not his biological son.”

      “Oh, Morpheus….”

      I hear pity in her tone, so I’m quick to continue. “Please, don’t feel sorry for me.”

      Daisy pinches her lips together and keeps watching me intensely. Her beautiful hazel eyes shine with emotion. “I feel sorry for him, not you.”

      Shaking my head, I laugh derisively. “I’m sure he wouldn’t appreciate your sentiment.”

      “Do you know who your biological father is?”

      “Not his name, but I know what he is.”

      “What?” She squeezes my hand tighter.

      “He was a demigod, Daisy.”

      Her eyes get rounder and her bee-stung lips make a perfect O. “Oh my goodness. That means you have the strongest link to a deity possible. You should be stronger than Bryce.”

      “Yeah, I know.”
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      “Rufio, what have you done?” I ask. 

      My brother turns to me with eyes wide and a pale face. He opens and shuts his mouth, but no sound comes forth. Around us, the crowd stares in stunned silence. 

      “You killed her,” Renata murmurs, covering her mouth next.

      Rufio’s face contorts into an anguished expression, and it’s what propels me to finally take action. I look around the room. There are twelve students, all of them with cameras in their hands. I don’t think twice before I fry their devices with my mind and also disable the security cameras, sending a destructive electric current through the relays to make sure nothing is left of the footage. Unfortunately, there’s nothing to be done about the witnesses. I don’t have the power to alter memories, but at least there isn’t hard evidence of what happened here.

      I hope no one was broadcasting live. Fuck.

      I grab Rufio’s arm and steer him toward the exit. 

      “What are you doing?” he asks.

      “We need to get out of here,” I reply through clenched teeth.

      “We can’t just leave.”

      Once outside, I whirl on him. “Rufio, you just killed Drusilla. Do you know what’s going to happen to you?”

      “Bryce and Rufio, come with me at once,” a familiar voice says from behind me.

      “Mother, we don’t have time for your bullshit,” I grit out.

      She takes a step toward us, her eyes flashing with anger. “Do not argue with me. To my office. Now!” 

      A violent gush of wind comes from her, creating a mini tornado around Rufio and me. She’s never used her gift against us before, which means she knows exactly what happened, and she’s furious.

      “Fine. We’ll come with you!” Rufio shouts to be heard over the howling wind.

      The gale recedes, but our mother isn’t paying attention to us now. She’s glaring at the small crowd of students who followed us out.

      “Get back to your quarters this instant. Any student found in the common areas today will be facing expulsion.”

      Shit. What the hell is she doing? Imposing a crazy curfew like that on a weekend. She’s rattled, another first for her. That can only mean she doesn’t have a solution to get Rufio out of the giant clusterfuck he’s in now.

      We follow her but at a safe distance. Her power is amplified, and it’s rolling out in waves; one wrong word from us and there will be hell to pay.

      She stops in front of the main building, and by the rise and fall of her shoulders, I can tell she’s taking deep breaths. She whirls around, checking the perimeter. I do the same, noticing no one has followed us. 

      “I have to get you out here,” she tells Rufio.

      “Where am I going to go?” 

      “For now, we’re going home. I have to think.” She rubs her forehead and then resumes her brisk walk.

      We circle around the building and head toward the staff’s parking lot. There are only a few vehicles there, being the weekend and all. 

      “How did you know about what happened?” I ask as soon as we’re all in her car.

      “I saw the beginning of the altercation on the security feed. I raced here. If I had been on campus when it started, I wouldn’t have let things go that far.”

      “The entire thing was caught on camera before I cut the feed. How come no security guards came to stop Drusilla?” I ask.

      Mom clenches her jaw so tightly that a muscle on her jaw twitches. “It seems this was a setup. What I want to know is what possessed Rufio to kill that stupid girl in front of all those witnesses? Do you have a death wish? Is that what this is about?”

      “She compelled me to kill her.”

      “That’s impossible. Drusilla was a level twelve Idol. She wouldn’t be able to compel you.”

      “She hasn’t been a level twelve for a while,” I say.

      Mom takes her eyes off the road for a second to look at me. “What do you mean?”

      “She leveled up,” Rufio replies.

      “Leveled up? What do you think this is, a video game? There’s no leveling up in real life.”

      “We don’t know how she did it, okay?” I lie. 

      I can’t tell our mother about the island of horrors or the god who roams there. She’s too cunning. That knowledge could potentially be disastrous in her hands. I don’t know what her plans are, but I have no illusions that it’s something good.

      “I’m not lying about Drusilla. She compelled me to turn her into dust. I’m not stupid enough to off the girl like that.”

      “It doesn’t matter if you’re telling the truth or not. No one will believe you,” Mom retorts. 

      “I destroyed the recording from the security feed and also all the phones in the room. That ought to count for something,” I argue.

      Mom snorts. “In this day and age, at least one video must have been uploaded online before you had the foresight to destroy the evidence.”

      “Are you implying Rufio will be prosecuted for murder?” My voice rises.

      “Only if they catch him.”

      “I’m not going to run away and spend the rest of my life in hiding,” he snaps.

      “What do you suggest, Rufio? You killed the daughter of one of the most influential Idols in this country. He’ll want your head.”

      She pulls up the driveway of our home. I was so engrossed in the conversation that I didn’t even notice the ride. Mom must have driven like a maniac to make it here so quickly.

      “If you want me to flee, this is the last place I should be,” Rufio counters.

      Mom gets out of the car without saying a word.

      I turn in my seat to look at Rufio. “Just say the word and we’re out of here.”

      “And go where, Bryce? Let’s face it. I fucked up royally. I should have known better than to get near that bitch.”

      “Don’t you dare blame yourself for what Drusilla did to you.”

      Rufio laughs derisively. “This wasn’t even her doing. It was the god’s punishment. He must know that Daisy is an Idol now. He was too keen on destroying her. He didn’t want Magia’s powers restored.”

      “One more reason to make sure the authorities don’t get a hold of you.”

      Rufio’s door gets yanked open suddenly and our father is standing there.

      “Get out. Now!”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I jump out of the car in a flash, ready to defend Rufio from our father’s wrath.

      Dad’s breathing is coming out in bursts as he stares Rufio down. But my brother simply raises his chin and stares defiantly at him.

      “You must be the stupidest kid alive,” our father finally says. “No matter how much you hate someone, you don’t kill them in broad daylight in front of witnesses.”

      “Unless that someone is a Fringe or a Norm, right?” I reply angrily. “Then it doesn’t matter.”

      Dad whips his gaze to mine. “Don’t even start with me. I know you and your brother have been cozying up with that Norm whore.”

      “Daisy is not a whore,” Rufio grits out.

      The slap on the face is swift. Rufio doesn’t stand a chance to move out of range. Our father is also a level fifteen, and just like our mother, his gift is tied to the elements. In his case, he can control mineral materials. In a head-to-head confrontation, they would be equally matched in terms of power, but Dad has experience on his side. Plus, Rufio isn’t thinking straight right now. 

      Covering his face with his hand, he glowers at our father. Dark sparks of energy coil around his body, the telltale sign he’s about to blow. Fuck.

      “Go ahead. Try to strike me,” our father goads. “You’ll not only miss, but you’ll also seal your fate.”

      With a flick of my hand, I shove Rufio away from him. He slides across the courtyard, stopping a few yards from us.

      “Bryce, what the hell!”

      Ignoring him, I turn to Dad. “Drusilla compelled Rufio to kill her. You may choose not to believe me, but that’s the fucking truth. The question is, are you going to help him or not?”

      The man stares at me through slits for several beats, and it takes a herculean effort on my part to not squirm under his gaze. I’m stronger than he is, but years of oppression and brainwashing make me feel like I’m still a child. 

      “I’m aware of the circumstances. Your mother filled me in,” he finally replies.

      “I’m not running away,” Rufio insists as he approaches. “If that’s your idea, forget about it.”

      A glint of pride shines in our father’s eyes. “I’m glad to hear that, boy.”

      “So what’s your plan?” I ask. “Mom was fresh out of ideas.”

      “Forget about your mother. This is all her fucking fault anyway. If she had paid more attention to her duties as principal instead of mingling with the riff-raff, this wouldn’t have happened.”

      “That doesn’t change the fact that Drusilla is dead, and her father will more than likely want retribution,” I say.

      Dad sneers. “I’m not going to lose my son thanks to some deranged bitch. It’s high time you two step up to the role you’ve been destined for.”

      Rufio furrows his eyebrows. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You’re coming with me.”
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      A splash of cold water on my face jars me awake. My hands are cuffed behind my back, and I’m strapped to an uncomfortable metal chair. I shake my head to get rid of the droplets of water stuck to my eyelashes, but it takes a few seconds for the blurriness to dissipate. 

      The smug cop who had a vial of my blood hanging around his neck is standing in front of me. 

      “Sorry to wake you so roughly, but time is of the essence.”

      “You can’t keep me trapped like this. I’ve done nothing wrong.”

      He presses his index against his lips and tsks. “Really? You’ve done nothing? So refusing to cooperate with the authorities and assault is nothing to you?”

      He turns to a figure hidden in a corner by the shadows. “Don’t you hate how privileged kids are so fucking entitled?”

      “It sounds to me like you have a problem with those better off than you,” I say. “Jealous much?”

      The cop’s face twists into a scowl, but he attempts to mask his reaction with a forced grin. “I’m definitely not jealous of you, considering the charges you’re facing.”

      Maintaining a mask of calm and innocence, I ask, “Charges? You have to do better than that, buddy.”

      “Let’s start with home invasion and kidnapping.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      He laughs without humor and begins to pace in front of me. “So that’s how you want to play, huh? All right, I’ll indulge you. At approximately one in the morning today, your father’s property was invaded by a group of Idols who killed all the security guards. Their mangled bodies were left for us to clean up, but your father is missing.”

      I smile. “Boy, that’s what you have going for you? Damn, you’re not only scraping the bottom of the Idol scale, you’re also fucking dumb.”

      The punch comes so fast, I have no warning. It sends my head back, and it would have toppled the chair too if it wasn’t bolted to the floor. My head is ringing and my nose is throbbing. The motherfucker better not have broken my nose.

      “I’d be more careful about the words you use with me, boy. You’re my bitch now.”

      I watch him through slits, and at the same time, I test the strength of the cuffs around my wrists. They’re still dampening my powers but not completely. I bet I can break free if I focus hard enough. And when I do, this asshole is fucked.

      “Keep telling yourself lies if it makes you feel better. But you and I both know you can’t keep me here. You have nothing on me, and I bet the security tapes you’ve confiscated from my parents’ house showed zilch.” 

      I’m totally bluffing. My mind was reeling when I left my father’s property, and I have no fucking clue what was done to the tapes. But my gamble pays off. The asshole’s brows scrunch together, and his lips become nothing but a thin flat line. 

      “Cut the bullshit, you little fuck. Where’s your father?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You’re lying, and I have no qualms about using creative ways to extract the information from you.” He lifts his hand, which is now ablaze. “How about I start off by melting your pretty face away? I bet your lady fans would love that.”

      He’s not bluffing. I seriously doubt this chump is an actual cop.

      He approaches me menacingly, his eyes filled with mirth. I try to ignore the nearing flames, focusing instead on fighting the material that’s dampening my powers. I don’t need to overcome it completely, only enough to break free from the cuffs.

      His hand is mere inches from my face now. “I’m going to ask you one more time. Where’s your father?”

      I don’t answer because I need every ounce of focus. I picture those damn cuffs flying off my wrists, but I also sense the resistance. It’s giving way, though.

      “What is it, boy? Cat got your tongue?”

      My nostrils flare when I give the final push. The barrier of dampening powers on the cuffs cracks, followed by the soft click of them opening. Faster than lightning, I jump off the chair, sending the cop flying back. He crashes against the interrogation room mirror, cracking the surface, and doesn’t get up. His silent pal in the corner comes into view, a short bald man with a round belly. He’s chewing on a toothpick, and he looks as dangerous as a stool. A quick scan tells me he’s a Fringe, a low-level one.

      “Do you want a piece of me too?” I ask.

      “Nah. I was just here because Agent Torrance needs an audience when he’s feeling particularly nasty.” He turns to his unconscious coworker. “Nice job there.”

      The door to the interrogation room opens, and in comes someone I didn’t expect to see at all—my mother. She’s accompanied by another guy in a sharp gray suit. He’s so tall and thin, he looks like death himself.

      “Phoenix, are you okay?” she asks.

      I don’t know how to answer her question. It’s the first time in my entire life that she’s asked about my well-being. Not even when I was a small child did she show concern. Her eyes travel the length of my body before she looks over my shoulder. Her companion steps forward.

      “Have you been interrogating my client without his lawyer present?” he asks the Fringe cop.

      “Not me, sir. He was.” He points at the asshole cop, still crumpled on the floor.

      “On what grounds? My son has done nothing wrong,” Mom states vehemently.

      “To be honest, I don’t know, ma’am. Agent Torrance believes your son is involved in your husband’s disappearance, but he has no proof of that. Between you and me, he’s got nothing.”

      “What’s going on here?” Another cop comes in, eyeing the scene with suspicion. “Who authorized you to barge into an interrogation room unaccompanied?”

      “The name is Mr. Frisk. I’m Mr. Westbrook’s attorney. I was just informed that one of your agents has illegally detained and interrogated my client without any motive.”

      “What happened to Agent Torrance?” the man asks.

      “He slipped and fell,” the short guy replies with a shrug.

      “And you expect me to believe that?” He puts his hands on his hips.

      “It doesn’t concern me what you believe or not. We’re leaving, and make no mistake, we will be contacting the head of the bureau and demanding a thorough investigation of what has clearly been an abuse of power.” My mother’s lawyer turns to me. “Come on, son. We’re going home now.”

      My spine turns rigid in an instant, an involuntary reaction to the word “home.” But then I remember the reason that my stomach coils is no longer there to torment me.

      I walk ahead of everyone, ensuring I don’t make eye contact with the new agent who came onto the scene. I have a suspicion he knew exactly what Agent Torrance was up to, and I don’t want to give him any reason to keep me trapped here.

      As we make our way through the precinct, I feel everyone’s gaze on me. This time I don’t keep my gaze down. On the contrary, I sweep the room and take a mental note of every single agent who’s glaring in my direction. Those are probably the ones who were in my father’s pockets. Do they all know how to neutralize my core gift, or was that information only Agent Torrance had?

      Fuck. One person who can block me is already one person too many.

      The sun is already up, but dark clouds are approaching from the east. The smell of ozone in the air tells me a big lightning storm is coming. But is it a regular occurrence, or is that damn god coming for retribution? 

      I don’t say a word to my mother, nor do I make eye contact. She’s as bad as my father in my book. The last thing I want to do is get into a car with her, but the other option is to walk back to campus.

      Mother’s lawyer is driving, and we both sit in the back. I look out the window and pretend she’s not there.

      After several minutes of silence, she finally speaks.

      “Phoenix, I can’t begin to tell you how sorry I am about everything.”

      I scoff. “Please, Mother. Spare me the remorseful speech.”

      “I don’t blame you for resenting me.”

      I whip my face to her. “Resenting you? I don’t resent you. I hate you.”

      She winces and then drops her gaze to her lap. “I deserve that.”

      “I just want to know why. Why did you let him do all those awful things to me?” I choke out.

      “I had no choice. I was marked too. I had the same tattoo you did.”

      I narrow my eyes to slits, not buying her excuse. “Since when?”

      “Since I married him. He told me that in his family, it was a tradition for the wives to receive their husband’s mark. I was so in love with him that I didn’t hesitate. I thought the idea was terribly romantic. Little did I know what it really meant.” She drops her gaze to her lap and wriggles her fingers together.

      I don’t speak for several beats while I process her story. All these years, I thought my mother didn’t care about me at all. But she had been my father’s prisoner, just as I had been. Bile pools in my mouth. Still, I can’t accept the fact that she never tried to save me.

      My vision is blurry, and the lump in my throat is making it hard to breathe. Covering my mouth with a closed fist, I look out the window. Fat tears run down my cheeks while tremors rack my body.

      “I tried to take you away from him before he marked you. He found out, of course. But instead of punishing me, he took his anger out on you.”

      I close my eyes, remembering the first time my father laid his hands on me. He didn’t rape me then, but he did almost kill me. I choke on a sob, hating that he can still make me feel this terrible even after his demise.

      “I was terrified that if I tried again, he’d kill you.” Her voice cracks at the end.

      “He was close on many occasions,” I reply bitterly.

      “I’ll never forgive myself for all the years you had to endure his torture. I’m so, so sorry, Phoenix.”

      She sounds so shattered, so remorseful, that it cracks my heart even more. We were both victims of a monster.

      I turn to her. “Mom….”

      She lifts her tear-streaked face to mine, and finally the dam breaks loose. I throw myself in her arms, and for the first time, she comforts me. The tears come faster and more violently. They’re like a waterfall of all my suppressed emotions, finally being allowed to break free. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to build any kind of relationship with her, or truly forgive her, but right now, I’ll pretend she’s the mother I’d always wished she were.
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      “Do the guys know?”

      He shakes his head. “No. You’re the first person I’ve told.”

      His confession makes my heart beat faster. Not even his closest friends know, yet he confided in me.

      “Why is that?”

      Morpheus’s shoulders sag forward. “I didn’t want them to know my mother was unfaithful. I know it sounds stupid, but it makes me so ashamed that she valued having an Idol child more than being true to her husband. No wonder he hates me.”

      “Oh, Morpheus. Don’t make excuses for his awful behavior.”

      “It doesn’t matter anyway. Now he finally has the guts to do what he’s been dreaming about since I was born. He was terrified my real father would punish him if he kicked my mother and me to the curb. It seems alcohol has erased that fear.”

      “Was he also afraid of you?”

      Morpheus laughs without humor. “Oh yeah. Very much so. But I’m not as powerful as he thinks I am. My mother didn’t think things through when she decided to produce an Idol child at all costs. Because she’s a Fringe, I can’t handle all the power I inherited from the demigod who sired me. That’s why when my powers began to manifest, she had these bracelets made.”

      “So that’s why you think you can be my guinea pig? Because of your direct link to a demigod?”

      “Yup.” Morpheus releases my hand and removes the bracelets.

      I hold my breath, expecting the shadows to leap forth and devour him whole, but they remain hidden.

      “Morpheus, I still don’t think that’s a good idea,” I say.

      He reaches over, cupping my face. I should push him away, but my careless heart has other ideas. I lean into his caress, covering his hand with mine. My heart flutters, and radioactive butterflies break free in my belly.

      “I want to kiss you again,” he breathes.

      “I want to kiss you again too.”

      The rain is still pouring outside, and we can’t see anything beyond the gray curtain. We’re trapped in our own cocoon, and there’s nothing keeping Morpheus from crossing the distance between us. And he does just that.

      Overwhelmed by desire, I do the same, meeting him in the middle. The moment our lips touch, an electric current runs through my body, igniting a furnace inside of my chest. It spreads rapidly like wildfire. My bones burn and my skin yearns for everything he can give me. I need him so desperately, it’s almost like I want to take his entire essence into myself.

      That’s when I feel the wrongness of it. I’m sucking Morpheus’s powers out of him.

      I pull away suddenly, breathing hard.

      His eyes are half closed but lust-filled. He leans forward, trying to capture my lips again, but I have no choice besides pushing him away.

      “Morpheus, we can’t. I’m sorry.”

      His gaze goes from smoldering hot to ice cold in a split second. “Why?”

      “Didn’t you feel it? I was taking your powers.”

      His eyebrows arch. “I didn’t notice.”

      I face forward, hugging myself. “I’m like a succubus. This is awful.”

      “You’re nothing like that. We’ll figure this out together.”

      I look at him. “I didn’t take it all, did I?”

      “I don’t think you took anything, to be honest. Let’s test it out.”

      “How are you going to do that?” I cower away from him. “Please don’t put fear into my heart.”

      An emotion I can only describe as remorse strikes Morpheus’s features. “Daisy, I’ll never do that to you again.” He turns away, rubbing his face. “You have no idea how much I regret treating you so terribly before.”

      I nibble on my lower lip, hating the way the memory of my early days at the academy makes me feel. So much has happened since that it was easy to simply push those sentiments under the rug. Apparently, I’m not over it. But I don’t want to be the type of person who holds grudges, who can’t truly forgive. That kind of negative emotion will only turn me bitter.

      “I believe you,” I say, “but the memory is still too vivid in my mind.”

      “If I have to spend the rest of my life atoning for that, I will.”

      I glance at him, finding his eyes shining with so much sincerity, so much emotion, that I wholeheartedly trust him.

      “How are you going to test if you have all your powers?” I ask to get back on track.

      “Right.” Morpheus stares at his bracelet-free wrists. “This is the first time that I’m not wearing the protection of the bracelets, and the shadows aren’t tormenting me.”

      “But they did when I accidentally disabled them.”

      “True.” He looks me in the eye. “I’m going to bring them forth.”

      “On purpose?”

      “Yes. I did it before when I thought Drusilla had done something to you.”

      The memory comes to the forefront of my mind. Morpheus turned his shadows into a whip. It was absolutely terrifying.

      “They almost consumed you then.”

      His lips twist into a sardonic grin. “Good thing you’re here. If it happens again, just touch me.”

      I can’t help but hear the double meaning of his words, which makes my cheeks warmer.

      He switches his attention to his hands again, and a couple of seconds later, the shadows reappear, writhing like snakes. They coil around Morpheus’s wrists slowly this time, not out of control like before.

      Without warning, Morpheus flicks his left wrist, sling-shooting the shadows forward. They hit the windshield, spreading through the glass until they block the view entirely. The inside of the car turns almost pitch black thanks to the now tinted windows.

      “I’m still an Idol, which means….” He grabs my hand.

      My heart skips a beat. I’m nervous for more reasons than one. The leather seat creaks as Morpheus moves. He leans forward, stopping an inch from me. “I think we should continue where we left off,” he finishes.

      The speakers blast the most god-awful ringtone, destroying the moment like a vengeful machete.

      “What the hell!” He digs his cell phone from the car’s console. It automatically got connected wirelessly to the sound system. The incoming call’s number is also flashing on the car’s display.

      I frown, recognizing it. “Why is Toby calling you?”

      “Is that who it is?” Morpheus asks.

      “Yeah, I memorized his number.”

      At once, Morpheus answers the phone. “Hello?”

      He turns to me with eyebrows furrowed together. “I’m not home, but actually, she’s next to me. Hold on.” He offers me the phone. “He wants to talk to you.”

      I take the device from him, already worried. “Toby? What’s going on?”

      “Finally! I’ve been trying to reach you for hours.”

      “Why? Is everything okay? Is Rosie with you?”

      My plan was to grab breakfast and then ask Morpheus to drive me to see Rosie. But the situation with him derailed me completely. Now the urgency to see my sister returns with a vengeance. I have to talk to her.

      “She’s in her room. I’m calling you from your landlord’s living room. She made me sleep on the couch, by the way.”

      Like I was truly worried about Toby and Rosie sleeping in the same bed, considering everything that’s happened in less than twenty-four hours.

      “You sound agitated.”

      “I need to speak with you in person, but I don’t want to leave Rosie alone. Can you get a ride here?”

      “I’m on my way. Toby, you’re scaring me. Why can’t you tell me over the phone?”

      “I—shit, I can’t, okay? When do you think you can get here?”

      Morpheus must have heard every single word Toby said, because he lifts his arm and the shadows covering the windshield return to him. The rain is no longer coming down like it’s the end of the word, and visibility is much better.

      “In an hour or so,” I reply.

      “Good. I’ll see you then.” He ends the call before I can ask any more questions.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “You heard him, right?”

      Morpheus nods. “Sorry. He was loud.”

      “Did he sound nervous to you?”

      “Yeah, a bit.”

      “He wants to talk to me in person. Do you mind driving me to my old place?”

      “Not at all.” Morpheus adjusts his pants, reminding me of what we were about to do. The throbbing between my legs is also a tell.

      I’m disappointed and glad for the interruption. I was ready to succumb to my feelings for him, disregarding his safety. He may be confident I can’t take away his powers, but I’m not so sure.

      “When did you give your phone number to Toby?”

      “I don’t remember ever giving him my digits, but Toby was involved with several school organizations last year. It’s possible he got it from the school administration. He said he called Bryce, Rufio, and Phoenix first, but I was the only one who actually picked up the phone.”

      “That’s strange. Do you think they’re all right?”

      “They were all in their bedrooms before I left, and it’s still quite early.” His gaze lands on the digital clock on his dashboard.

      “It’s almost noon. How can you think that’s early?”

      “It’s Sunday, Daisy. And no one had any sleep last night,” he replies, but his words sound hollow to me, almost as if he doesn’t believe them.

      “I’m mostly concerned about Phoenix.” I look out the window.

      “We all are. He wouldn’t talk to us last night. He locked himself in his room as soon as we got into the apartment.”

      “You never suspected?”

      “I only started to notice something was off recently. As a matter of fact, it was when you came into the picture.”

      I don’t know what to make of that statement. “Uh, okay.”

      “I’m not saying this as a bad thing. I think you were meant to save us, Daisy.”

      “Don’t be crazy. I’m not a savior.”

      “You’re a warrior, dauntless, fierce. That’s probably why we wanted so much to destroy you in the beginning. You upset the status quo. You challenged us.”

      “I was only trying to survive.”

      “I know.” He reaches over and takes my hand. This time, the electric shock is mild, barely noticeable. “You’re not alone anymore.”

      My heart squeezes tightly. Losing my parents at such a young age put me in survival mode and forced me to build a shield around it. My parents’ death left a hole in my chest. If I pretended it wasn’t there, I could face another day. But everything changed when Morpheus, Rufio, Bryce, and Phoenix came into my life. I couldn’t have known how much they would mean to me in such a short period of time.

      “Can I make a confession?” I ask.

      “If you want to.”

      “I think I’m more afraid now that I’m an Idol than before when I was a hopeless Norm.”

      “Is it because of your ability to unmake Idols?”

      “In part. I feel I’ve been manipulated my entire life and this is only the beginning. The Knights want something from me. What if I don’t want to cooperate with them? What’s going to happen to me then?”

      “Daisy, I want to make something very clear to you. No one is making you do anything you don’t want to. I don’t care if they’re Knights or the gods themselves. I won’t let them.”

      “Would you challenge a god to protect me?” I ask in disbelief.

      He takes his eyes off the road for a second to look at me. “I’ve already done it. We all have.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            10

          

          
            Rufio

          

        

      

    

    
      After our father dropped the statement that it was high time for us to fulfill our destinies, I knew it didn’t mean anything good. It might have taken me a while to see the man for who he is, but I know now that all the years he preached about the supremacy of Idols was a load of bullshit. Daisy made me see that Norms and Fringes are people just like us. They aren’t vermin undeserving of living.

      Hate isn’t something you’re born with. It’s taught. And Bryce and I couldn’t have possibly had a better teacher than Daddy dearest.

      We don’t go into the house; instead, our father urges us toward his vehicle. Bryce aims for the passenger seat, but Dad stops him. “No. I want both of you in the back seat.”

      “Why?” my brother asks.

      “Because I said so.”

      He waits next to the car until we obey him and then orders us to wear the blindfolds we find inside.

      “Are you kidding me?” I glare at the piece of black fabric in my hand.

      “You haven’t earned the right to see where I’m taking you yet. Don’t argue with me, and put that thing on, damn it.” He slams the back door shut and walks around the car.

      “Where do you think he’s taking us?” I ask Bryce.

      “I have no idea, but I say we do exactly as he commands.”

      I open my mouth to offer a retort, but Bryce cuts me off. “Do not argue with me, and follow my lead.”

      He ties the blindfold behind his head and sags against the leather seat. Reluctantly, I do the same. Going to a mysterious location with our father beats getting arrested for killing Drusilla. I still can’t believe I fell right into her trap. I’m the stupidest person alive.

      When I hear my father slide behind the wheel, I ask, “How long until we get where we’re going?”

      “You’ll know when we get there.”

      The silent engine turns to life; the only telltale are the soft vibrations beneath our seat. A lurch forward tells me we’re on the move.

      A minute later, my father speaks again, though not to us.

      “Delta, I have a job for you.”

      Who the hell is Delta?

      “I just sent you several images. I need you to get a team of Sweepers and follow the standard procedure on every single person in those pictures. Call me when the job is done.”

      “What the hell was that all about?” Bryce asks.

      “I just did what your incompetent mother should have done from the get-go.”

      “What the hell are Sweepers?” I ask in turn.

      “Idols who can scrub minds. Bryce thought fast and destroyed the security tape footage and the cell phones of everyone present, but there’s still the issue of their memories.”

      “Isn’t scrubbing minds forbidden by law?” Bryce pipes up again. 

      “So is killing an Idol,” Dad replies sternly. “I’m cleaning up the mess Rufio made by whatever means necessary. Do you have a problem with that?”

      “No.”

      “What if someone broadcasted that live?” I ask.

      “Who do you take me for, Rufio? It was the first thing I took care of. The only loose ends now are those witnesses. Next time you decide to kill someone, do me a favor and don’t have an audience.”

      “Don’t plan to,” I grumble.

      It seems that not being able to see where we’re going makes the trip much longer. Also, without visual stimuli, all I can think about are the events of the night before. Does my father know about what happened to Mr. Westbrook? They weren’t friends, but Saturn’s Bay is a small town, and everyone knows everyone. Damn it. We shouldn’t have trusted Mr. X’s associates with the cleanup. What if they missed something? 

      I don’t think my father will be so willing to help if he finds out we invaded Mr. Westbrook’s home and killed a bunch of Fringes and Idols in the process. Don’t get me started if he discovers that I helped get rid of that monster’s body. I don’t regret any of it, and I’d do it again if given the chance, but it’s best to face one bad situation at a time.

      No one speaks for the remainder of the trip, but I know Dad is headed for the mountains by the vehicle’s inclination and the way it keeps swerving left and right. The motion is making me carsick thanks to the blindfold. I clamp my jaw shut. Puking all over my father’s pristine car won’t help me one bit. 

      Finally, the car begins to slow down, and a minute later, it stops. There’s a whirring outside, which I immediately associate with the sound of a gate sliding open. The tires crunch against loose gravel as we move forward. A second later, the car dips at a forty-five-degree angle, if I were to guess. 

      “We’re here. You can remove the blindfolds,” Dad says after a minute.

      I blink my eyes several times to adjust them to the brighter lights. Bryce opens his door and gets out, prompting me to do the same. If I didn’t know we’d traveled through several hills, I’d say we’re underground. But since we did, we’re most definitely inside a mountain. A vast space with a high domed ceiling greets us. The walls are smooth concrete, but after ten feet or so, they stop abruptly to reveal the rough-cut rock.

      Ahead of us, the stainless steel doors to an elevator stand almost lonely in the background, if it weren’t for the Idols wearing combat uniforms and sunglasses standing on each of its sides. A quick scan doesn’t tell me their level on the power scale; they’re masking it. There’s only one reason that comes to mind for their trouble: they want people to underestimate them, which means they’re packing power.

      Without a word, our father strides toward the elevator. The guards remain frozen as if they were marble statues. The doors slide open and my father steps inside. Bryce and I follow him, but I make a point to stare at one of the guards to see if I can get a reaction from the guy. Nothing. Not even a jaw muscle twitch.

      “What is this place?” I ask as soon as the doors shut again.

      “This is where the birth of a new era for Idols will take place.”

      My stomach twists savagely as if I had eaten something rotten. His words remind me of what our mother said to me not too long ago, that a shift was coming and we had to prepare for that. I wonder if she told Bryce the same thing. It’s a pity I can’t read minds.

      The elevator goes down and down. It almost feels like we’re going to the center of the Earth, or worse, Hell. It stops suddenly, and when the doors slide open again, they reveal nothing but a long and narrow corridor. A golf cart is parked next to the elevator, but Dad doesn’t veer toward it. Instead, he leads us to a single door to our left with a scan pad next to it. He leans forward and a blue light runs overs his right eye. Damn, a door secured by a retina scan. I wonder what we’ll find inside. 

      “Go in,” my father says while he waits by the door.

      We enter a small meeting room with a long rectangular table that has six chairs on each side and one chair at the end. Not what I imagined, and I’m disappointed. All that modern technology to secure a meeting room? Seriously? 

      Two Idols are in the room, sitting at the end of the table. The door slams shut behind us, sealing Bryce and me in the room with individuals who aren’t masking their powers. The man on the left is a hulking albino with short cropped hair and pink irises. He’s wearing a dark suit that’s straining against his beefy arms. His traps are so developed that they almost make his neck disappear.

       The Idol at the head of the table is, for lack of a better word, ancient. The man has so many wrinkles on his face that he resembles a shar-pei. He sits stooped in his chair, sinking against the supple leather as if his frail body frame can’t support his head. But despite his feeble appearance, he’s the most powerful being in the room. He’s a level seventeen, just like my brother, but the added years of experience make up for the difference, I’m sure.

      My father strides in their direction and takes the seat to the old man’s right.

      “Those are your boys, heh?” he says.

      “Yes, Master.”

      Wait. “Master”? Hell and damn. Is this a fucking cult?

      “I thought you didn’t know if you could trust them,” the albino guy says, making my spine rigid in an instant.

      Our father glances in our direction. “I have my concerns, especially after what happened today.”

      “What the hell!” I say, ready to burst out of here. This is looking more and more like a trap.

      Bryce steps in front of me. “If you don’t trust your own sons, why did you bring us here?”

      I move out from behind my brother who, I have no doubt, is using his body as a shield to protect me. But I don’t need his protection. I don’t care if those Idols are powerful. I am too.

      “To prove I didn’t waste my time by marrying your mother.”

      “War is upon us, and alliances must be declared,” the old geezer says. “Your father tells me you’ve been mingling with a Norm girl. Is she hot?”

      The man gets a leery glint in his eyes, making me want to blow him to dust.

      “Yes, for a Norm,” Bryce replies coldly. “She was a toy thing we shared.”

      “Ah, toys are good. I’ve been known to enjoy Norm pussy in my good old days.” The man flashes his yellow teeth. “As long as that’s all they are, toys to be discarded after you get bored.”

      “Naturally. She means nothing to us,” Bryce continues.

      “So you say,” my father replies. “But your mother also told me a similar lie, and in the end, she was fucking a Norm behind my back, so forgive me if I don’t take your word for it.”

      “And you killed one of your own,” the albino man adds.

      “Drusilla wasn’t one of us. Her best friend was a Fringe. She didn’t share the same values we do,” Bryce adds.

      What the hell is he talking about? Drusilla was just like the other Idols in school, a Norm-hater, and I wouldn’t go as far as say Cherise was her best friend. Bryce is lying through his teeth.

      “Was that the reason you killed her, boy?” The old geezer looks at me.

      Fuck. I can’t tell those suckers that she compelled me. I can’t look weak in front of them.

      “She got under my nerves and I lashed out,” I answer instead.

      “Are you saying you lost control of your powers?” The albino man raises his white eyebrows.

      “No, I said I lost my temper. Not the same thing,” I grit out.

      “Mr. Dharma is a powerful player in the Idol community. We don’t want to lose that potential source of investment. A war costs money.” He turns to the old man.

      “I’ve already taken care of the incident. There won’t be anything linking Rufio to her death by the end of the day,” my father replies.

      “Very well.” The master links his hands together. “The young one has proven he can kill without remorse. That’s a quality I greatly admire in an Idol. The question is, are you willing to prove your loyalty to the cause?”

      “And what is the cause?” I ask.

      “For years, Idols had to make concessions so weaker creatures like Fringes and Norms could coexist with us. The time has finally come for us to claim our gods-given destiny. They have blessed us with their gifts for one reason, to make this planet a better, prosperous place. To do so, we must eliminate the scourge.”

      Bile fills my mouth and my blood runs cold. I know exactly what’s coming next. 

      “You’re fighting for Idol supremacy,” Bryce says.

      “Exactly.”

      “And what do you want from us?” Bryce takes a step forward without showing an ounce of emotion. 

      “Jonathan is sure you would be loyal to the cause, but we can’t take any risks, legacy or not. You must earn your place within our organization.”

      “How?” I ask.

      “We’ve heard rumors the Knights have gotten a secret weapon, an Idol capable of unmaking our kind.”

      Shit. They know Daisy exists, but do they know who she is?

      “You will find that Idol and kill him.”

      Him. They don’t know it’s her. A sense of partial relief washes over me, but not completely. I open my mouth to ask what happens if we don’t, but Bryce beats me to the punch.

      “Consider it done.”
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      I didn’t know what to make out of Morpheus’s statement. What did he mean that they’ve all defied a god to protect me? But I don’t ask in the car because I sense that’s a conversation that needs to happen among all of us.

      We don’t speak much on the drive to my old neighborhood. To be honest, my head is filled with thoughts and worries. The most pressing one is obviously about Rosie, and the closer we get to Mrs. Wilmot’s house, the more nervous I become. I don’t know how to mask my powers yet, and even as a Norm, she’ll be able to tell I’m different.

      When Morpheus parks in front of the house, I don’t get out of the car right away, just keep staring straight ahead. The rain has stopped, but the sky is still dark gray, matching my somber mood perfectly.

      “What’s the matter, Daisy?”

      “Rosie and Toby will know about me as soon as I stand in front of them.”

      “We never got to practice masking your gift. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “In a way, it is. Let’s try now.”

      “Do you think I can learn it that quickly?”

      He gives me a little smile, showing just the hint of his adorable dimples. “It’s not difficult.”

      I let out a shaky breath. “All right. Teach me.”

      “Close your eyes and imagine you’re naked.”

      I squint. “What kind of exercise is that?”

      His smile widens, and his eyes dance with amusement. “I swear I’m not trying to be a perv. Do you trust me?”

      “Crazy as it sounds, I do.” I close my eyes. “Okay, I’m naked.”

      Morpheus doesn’t speak for several beats, which prompts me to open one eye to peek at him. His gaze is a little dazed, and I suspect he’s also picturing me naked. Desire once again makes itself known, but I stomp on it for now.

      “Hello? What’s next?” I ask.

      He clears his throat. “Right. Your naked image is your power, bright and obvious to anyone who looks at you. Get dressed slowly, and with each piece of clothing you add, you’re covering your power from prying eyes.”

      I do as he says, even though the exercise is a little silly to me. I put on underwear, then a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. But even so, I’m not completely covered yet. I can still see the brightness peeking out from underneath my clothes. I add a thick sweater, a scarf, gloves, and top it all off with a ski mask. The only thing showing now is my eyes.

      When I look at Morpheus again, the smile is still plastered on his beautiful face, but the shining in his eyes is pride.

      “Did I do it?”

      He nods. “You did. You masked your powers.”

      “Really? But am I going to be able to keep it masked for long periods of time?”

      “Now that you’ve associated the mask with wearing clothes, you should be able to keep it on subconsciously.”

      I nibble on my lower lip while my thoughts stray. It sounds too easy.

      “Please don’t do that,” he almost groans.

      “Do what?” I focus on him again. He looks pained.

      “Bite your lips like that. It makes me wish I was the one doing it.”

      Heat rushes to my face, and my body is once again on fire. He’s not even touching me.

      A loud knock on my window jolts me from the lust-infused fog that had wrapped around me. Toby is standing outside. He must have spotted Morpheus’s car from the house.

      “Here goes nothing,” I say before I open the door.

      “Hey, Daisy. How is everything? How’s Bryce?” he asks, bouncing from foot to foot. He seems nervous.

      “Toby, is everything okay? Did something happen to Rosie?”

      “She’s fine. Still shaken about what happened last night, but I think she’ll get over it soon.”

      The sound of a door banging shut tells me Morpheus is also out of the car. He walks around the vehicle and stands next to me.

      “You said you wanted to talk to me about something. What is it?” I ask.

      He looks nervously in Morpheus’s direction and then back to me. “I think Bryce did something to me when he healed me.”

      My eyebrows furrow together. “What are you talking about?”

      Morpheus places a hand on the small of my back, sending chills up my spine. “Daisy, look at him closely.”

      I do as he says, but I see nothing different about Toby. He’s projecting the faint energy Fringes usually do, but that’s thanks to the device he has around his neck.

      “I don’t see anything out of the ordinary,” I reply.

      “His aura is different,” Morpheus points out, and Toby’s face blanches.

      “It’s because of his necklace,” I say.

      Toby shakes his head. “I’m not wearing my necklace, Daisy. That’s what I’m talking about. I think Bryce turned me into a Fringe.”

      My jaw drops of its own accord while my brain spins at breakneck speed.

      “Son of a bitch.” Morpheus runs a hand through his hair.

      “How did you figure that out?” I ask Toby.

      “I thought I was losing my mind at first. I was trying to sleep on your landlord’s uncomfortable couch when I heard her mumbling about her not getting paid enough to deal with so much bullshit. I opened my eyes a fraction and saw her looking through the mail. Her lips were nothing but a slash across her face, but I kept hearing what she was saying.”

      “Are you implying you heard her thoughts?” I ask.

      “I don’t know, to be honest. When Mrs. Wilmot went quiet, I thought I’d hallucinated the whole thing. Then I went to see Rosie. She was sound asleep, so I just watched her for a few minutes before I heard her voice in my head.”

      I take a step back, an involuntarily reaction that, unfortunately, Toby catches.

      “You’re afraid of me now.”

      “No, it’s not that.”

      “Can you hear what I’m thinking right now?” Morpheus takes a step forward.

      “No. I can’t.”

      Morpheus turns to me, his eyes hard. “I think we have one more issue to add to our plates.”

      “What does that mean? Am I a Fringe for real now?” Toby’s voice rises to a pitch.

      Morpheus whirls on him. “A little louder so Daisy’s nosey landlord can hear it.”

      I look over Toby’s shoulder, and sure as shit, she’s watching us from the window. “I believe someone paid her to spy on us.”

      “Who?” Toby asks.

      I don’t answer him. Instead, I trade a meaningful glance with Morpheus. My prime suspect is Mr. Silverstone. Xavier was the one who referred us to Mrs. Wilmot, and he works for the Knights’ leader.

      “Toby, you need to come back to campus with us right now,” Morpheus says.

      “What about Rosie? I can’t simply leave her without saying goodbye.”

      “Wait here. I need to speak to her alone anyway,” I say.

      Mrs. Wilmot hides behind the curtain, and when I walk in, she pretends to be busy wiping the dust from the furniture.

      “Daisy. What a surprise.” She smiles tightly in my direction.

      “Hey, Mrs. Wilmot.”

      She sets the duster on the table and approaches me. “I have to say, I was quite shocked that you allowed Rosie to bring her boyfriend home with her. She’s only fifteen.”

      “I trust Rosie and Toby. I knew they wouldn’t do anything inappropriate. He slept on the couch, didn’t he?”

      “Who can tell?” She shrugs. “He was sleeping on the couch when I went to bed, and I did find him on the couch this morning, but whether he stayed there the entire night is another matter.”

      I have to fight the urge to roll my eyes. “I’m going to talk to Rosie.”

      My tone was clearly dismissive, but Mrs. Wilmot follows me down the hallway. “How was the ball? Did you have a good time? Rosie wouldn’t tell me anything.”

      “The party was nice.”

      I finally reach the end of the hall and turn to our landlord. “I’ll talk to you later, Mrs. Wilmot.”

      She twists her expression into a scowl, perhaps catching the fake, overly sweet tone in my voice. I lock the door behind me, finding Rosie sitting at her desk and staring out the window.

      She turns to me. “What are you doing here?”

      “I came to see how you’re doing.” I walk closer.

      “A little too late for that.” She looks away again.

      “Rosie, come on. Don’t be like that.”

      With a huff, she swivels on her chair. “Don’t be like what? Upset that my sister chose an Idol boy over me?”

      “Shh. Keep your voice down. Mrs. Wilmot is most likely eavesdropping.”

      “I don’t care if she hears it.”

      I sit at the edge of the bed and wait a couple of beats before I say another word, hoping Rosie’s rage won’t last too long. I can’t talk to her when she’s like that.

      The silence stretches for a few more seconds before she breaks.

      “That’s it? You’re just going to sit there and stare at me?”

      “No, I’m waiting until you’re ready to hear my explanation. I didn’t mean to pick you over anyone, Rosie. As a matter of fact, it broke my heart that you thought that.”

      “Whatever, don’t try to twist this around and put the blame on me. Confess you just wanted to spend the night with your boyfriend. I hope he was worth it.” She crosses her arms over her chest and looks away with a pout.

      Phoenix. Thinking about him makes my heart ache. How is he coping with everything that happened? How do we move forward? I care deeply about him, Morpheus, Bryce, and Rufio. What does that mean for the future, considering what I can do?

      “My night was horrible, Rosie. I couldn’t come home with you because a friend needed me.”

      Her eyebrows twitch together. “Friend? Toby is your only friend at the academy, and he was with me.”

      I’m torn about what to tell Rosie. I’d never kept anything from her before, but since joining Gifted Academy, the secrets keep piling up.

      “I was talking about Phoenix. He was in tro—”

      “Phoenix again. You’re so full of shit, Daisy. It’s almost like you’ve turned into another person since you joined that school. Your priorities are all screwed up!”

      I jump to my feet, angry at Rosie now. “All I’ve ever done is try to protect you. My priorities are not screwed up. The only thing that’s changed is that you’re not the only person I love anymore.”

      Rosie’s green eyes round, right before she turns them into slits and her complexion becomes beet red. “Screw you, Daisy!”

      She grabs the snow globe on her desk and throws it in my direction. It would have hit me straight on my forehead if I hadn’t made it fly at slow motion. I step out of its trajectory before time resumes to normal. The object hits the bed, bouncing on the mattress.

      “How the hell did you do that?”

      Shit. I used my powers in front of Rosie, and now she’s staring at me like I’m a monster.

      “Oh my God. You’re one of them now.”
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      “Rosie, wait. Let me explain.” I raise a hand in her direction, but she steps out of my reach.

      “Stay away from me.”

      Before I can stop her, she bolts to the door and bursts out of the room. Mrs. Wilmot was standing right outside and gets pushed aside when Rosie storms through. Shit. She must have heard what Rosie said. Of course, just because I suspect she works for Mr. Silverstone doesn’t mean that’s true. She could be working for someone else with a darker agenda.

      I don’t stop to help the woman. Getting knocked down is what she deserves for spying on us.

      Rosie heads straight to the front door, but suddenly Morpheus is standing there, blocking her way. His wild hair is framing his face, and he’s not trying to tame his power. He’s the personification of what used to give us nightmares, only now he elicits something else from me instead of fear.

      But it’s not the same for Rosie. She halts just short of colliding with him.

      “What are you doing in my home? Get out!” she shrieks.

      Morpheus raises both hands, trying his best to project a nonthreatening posture. He’s even masking his power; the first time I’ve ever seen him do it.

      “Rosie, you don’t need to be afraid of me. I’m Daisy’s friend, and I’m not going to harm you.”

      “Bullshit. You’re an Idol, and you’re all bad,” Rosie accuses.

      Toby walks around Morpheus and moves closer to her. “What happened?”

      Rosie gasps, and I know she’s sensing the difference in her boyfriend. “Where’s your necklace? Tell me you’re wearing it.”

      Toby’s guilty expression says it all. “Rosie, don’t be afraid. I’m still me.”

      He tries to grab her hand, but she walks backward. “Don’t touch me.” She whirls on the spot, facing me. “You stay away from me too.”

      “Rosie, you need to calm down,” I tell her gently.

      She shakes her head while fat tears stream down her cheeks. “No. I’m not going to calm down. I knew going to Gifted Academy was a terrible idea. And look at you now. You’re a monster. They made you one of them!”

      I wince, crying now too. I knew it would be difficult to make Rosie accept what happened, but I couldn’t have foreseen how much her rejection would hurt me.

      “Son of a bitch.” Toby looks at me. “You’ve also changed.”

      Movement in my peripheral catches my attention. Mrs. Wilmot is behind Rosie, and before I can stop her, she stabs my sister’s neck with a needle. Rosie’s eyes roll back in their sockets, and then she collapses in our landlord’s arms.

      “What the fuck!” Morpheus advances but stops short of attacking the woman since she’s now using Rosie as a shield.

      “What did you do?” I grit out, trying to control my rage. My body is shaking so hard it’s rattling my teeth.

      “Don’t worry, Daisy. Andrea didn’t harm your sister,” a familiar voice replies from my right. Principal Fallon joins us in the living room, wearing her usual sharp suit and resting bitch face. “She only gave her a mild sedative.”

      “What fresh hell is this?” Morpheus glowers at the woman. “What are you doing here?”

      “Hello to you too, Mr. Malek,” Principal Fallon replies in a cold tone. “I see that you’re doing much better now.”

      I trade glances with Morpheus. Is she referring to the incident at the diner this morning? Has she been following us?

      “Why are you here?” I question.

      “I came because I need your help.”

      The anger is still running rampant through my veins, but her words give me pause. Help with what?

      “Great. One more person wanting a piece of Daisy,” Morpheus replies angrily.

      “It’s not for me. Rufio and Bryce are in trouble.”

      My heart skips a beat before it begins to beat madly inside of my chest. “What happened to them?”

      Principal Fallon turns to my landlord. “You can set the girl down and leave, Andrea.”

      Mrs. Wilmot lays Rosie on the sofa and, without making eye contact with me, disappears down the hallway. At least now I have one of my questions answered. My landlord was being paid by Principal Fallon to keep tabs on Rosie and me. But for what purpose? I thought she was in cahoots with Xavier.

      “What’s going on? What happened to Bryce and Rufio?” Morpheus asks.

      “An incident occurred this morning in the juniors’ dorm. Rufio accidentally killed Drusilla Dharma.”

      “No,” I breathe. Rufio wouldn’t kill a student like that, even if that person was Drusilla.

      “What did she do to him? He would never be foolish enough to kill anyone,” Morpheus chimes in.

      Principal Fallon switches her attention to Toby, who’s kneeling in front of Rosie’s unconscious form.

      “You can speak freely in front of him,” I say.

      “Rufio claims Drusilla compelled him to kill her. I want to believe my son, but everyone knows Drusilla wasn’t strong enough to affect him. But that’s not what I’m worried about. My husband took Rufio and Bryce somewhere, and I’m afraid nothing good will come of it.”

      I haven’t had the displeasure of meeting the man, but I know he killed my uncle, which forces me to agree with Principal Fallon.

      “What do you want me to do?” I ask.

      “For starters, we need to return to campus as soon as possible.”

      That’s not what I expected her to say.

      “You came all the way here to tell us to return to campus? Are you kidding me?” Morpheus scoffs.

      Principal Fallon squints in his direction. “Watch your tone, Mr. Malek. I’m still your principal.”

      “You drugged my sister and paid my landlord to spy on us. You’d better start giving me answers if you want my cooperation,” I say.

      “I drugged your sister because she was hysterical. You’re no longer a Norm, Daisy. You’re an Idol now, so you’d better start acting like one.”

      “Daisy is an Idol?” Toby unfurls from his crouch. “Holy shit. This has to do with Bryce healing both of us, right?”

      Principal Fallon turns her keen eyes on my friend. “It’s possible, but only two instances don’t give us enough evidence to draw conclusions.”

      Bullshit. Of course it does. Bryce is the only common factor in both situations.

      “It seems you’ve leveled up to Fringe status,” Principal Fallon continues. “What can you do?”

      I want to urge Toby to keep his mouth shut, but he’s not looking at me. With squared shoulders, he answers, “I can read minds, maybe. At least I think I can.”

      “Really?” The woman raises an eyebrow.

      Damn it, Toby. Why did you have to tell her the truth? After finding out his father’s employer is involved with the Knights, how can he so carelessly give that information to another Idol in a position of power?

      “Are you for real?” Morpheus snaps. “Your son killed another Idol, and my guess is it happened in front of witnesses. That’s punishable by death, yet you’re more concerned about a newly minted Fringe?”

      Principal Fallon’s nostrils flare, and there’s a flash of pure hatred in her eyes. Damn. Morpheus hit a sore spot, but what I’m truly stuck on is the part about the death penalty. I know Idol-on-Idol killing is considered the worst of crimes, but the fact that Rufio might die because of it makes me icy cold with fear.

      “How dare you imply that I don’t care about my son,” Principal Fallon retorts.

      The front door bursts open and a gust of violent wind breaches through, disheveling my hair. This is her doing; I can sense her power controlling the molecules of air, bending them to her will. On instinct, I raise my hand. The wind parts, going around me. Principal Fallon reins in her powers, and they recede like a wave.

      “So the prophecy was true. You did inherit Magia’s gift,” she says. “Do you have any idea what that means?”

      “With all due respect, ma’am, I’m not interested in hearing about some glorious future you have planned for me. I want you to leave my house at once.”

      “But—”

      “I said leave!”

      She flinches, right before her face turns into a grimace. “Can I expect to see you tomorrow at school?”

      “We’ll see.”
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      I’m still numb when I return to campus. As much as my mother’s revelation helped ease some of the pain, it doesn’t change the fact that my own father tortured me for years and she didn’t help me. I’d like to think that if I knew someone was hurting my kid, I’d move mountains to kill the person responsible.

      I stop briefly in front of Daisy’s door, but I don’t sense her inside. She’s not home. A splint of worry enters my chest, but I try to ignore it. I can’t become one of those people who overprotects the ones they care about. Daisy is a survivor, a fighter; she doesn’t need a damaged Idol like me as her protector. 

      The apartment is empty when I arrive, which I see as a blessing. Eventually I’ll have to face my friends, but I’ll avoid them for as long as I can.

      I head for the kitchen because I haven’t eaten anything in more than twenty-four hours. I’m not particularly hungry, but I know I can’t starve myself. My stint in jail is just a prelude for what’s to come. I have no illusions that me killing my father will go unpunished. 

      I prepare a sandwich, mindless to the ingredients I’m adding to it. I’m about to sit down and eat when I hear the sound of an incoming call. Since my phone was fried together with Rufio’s car, the call can only be coming from my laptop. Curious, I head to my room to check it. A quick swipe shows me Morpheus’s mug on the screen. I debate not answering him for a split second, but then I realize that for Morpheus to be trying to reach me via video message, this must be an emergency.

      I click on the Accept Call button. 

      “Damn it, Phoenix, it’s about time. Where have you been? Your phone is going straight to voice mail,” Morpheus barks.

      “Fuck, you don’t want to know. What’s the emergency now?”

      “I do want to know, but you can tell me later. Are Bryce and Rufio with you?”

      “No. I just got here. The apartment is empty.”

      “Son of a bitch.” Morpheus runs his hand over his long hair, yanking it back.

      I hear Daisy’s voice in the background and my heart lurches forward, despite the heaviness there.

      “Where are you going?” I ask, noticing they’re in Morpheus’s car.

      “To Unearthly Desires. You have to meet us there.”

      “Wait, what? Why are you going to the strip club? Are we meeting with… you know, the guys from last night?”

      I can’t risk saying “Knights” over the internet. Who knows who might be listening?

      “I can’t tell you right now. Can you make it there or not?”

      Shit. Rufio’s car is a pool of melted metal thanks to that asshole agent, and my car is probably impounded for investigation. I have to find another mode of transport. I suppose adding grand theft auto to my rap sheet won’t make my situation worse. Nothing beats patricide. 

      “Yeah, I’ll be there ASAP. How is Daisy?”

      Morpheus glances to the back seat and then hands his phone to her. 

      “Phoenix, are you all right?” she asks.

      I notice her hair is damp, and she’s wearing one of Morpheus’s sweatshirts. A spike of jealousy pierces my heart, but I try to ignore the sentiment. Daisy is already involved with three of us, so what if Morpheus joins in the mix?

      “I’m fine,” I lie. “How’s everything with you?” 

      “Adjusting. But don’t worry about me, okay? Just get to Unearthly Desires safely.”

      Hell, I’ve never wanted to kiss a girl as much as I want to kiss her right now. It seems my feelings for her have tripled in the last twenty-four hours.

      “Okay, babe. I’ll see you soon.”

      She smiles and sweet baby Martians, there are fucking butterflies in my stomach now. Even after her image vanishes from the screen when the call ends, I’m still picturing her in my mind.

      I jump off the chair, ready to bolt, but a quick look at my reflection in the mirror makes me pause. My clothes are filthy, soiled with mud and soot from the altercation with the cops. I also stink of smoke and sweat, so I head for the shower instead. I may be depressed, but I ain’t walking around like a fucking bum. 

       I’m ready to go in less than five minutes. At the door, I spare one quick glance at the sad sandwich I made and, with a grunt, grab it to eat on the go. I take a bite as I walk, but I could be eating drywall as far as I know. The damn thing is tasteless.

      Turning a corner, I collide with someone who was striding in the opposite direction.

      “Hey, watch it,” I snap.

      It takes me a second to notice he’s not a student. He’s an older man with white hair, a patch over his right eye, and a nasty scar running the length of his right cheek.

      I’m tense in an instant. Fuck, another agent sent to collect me.

      Only the guy barely glances in my direction as he continues on. 

      What the hell? If he’s not here for me, then that can only mean…. 

      I retrace my steps and watch the stranger as he strides down the hallway. He doesn’t change his pace as he walks past Daisy’s door, continuing all the way to the end and then making a right. Instinct is telling me the guy is up to no good, but he’s not here for Daisy or me, so fuck it, he’s not my problem.

      By the time I get to the garage, the strange Idol is already forgotten. I do a quick scan of the assortment of vehicles at my disposal. Since it’s Sunday, most of the cars are gone, but one in particular catches my attention—Bryce’s SUV. If he didn’t take his car, and Bryce and Rufio aren’t with Morpheus, where the hell are they? Damn it. I wonder if that’s the reason Morpheus was chasing after me and he wants to meet in person.

      Without a second thought, I stride toward the white SUV. Unlike Rufio, Bryce didn’t leave his fob inside. But it doesn’t matter. A quick command with my mind has the door unlocked in a second. Getting the engine to start takes another minute. I’d be easier if I could control energy like Bryce does, but I’ve learned to move more than objects with my mind throughout the years.

      Almost silently, the engine turns to life. I don’t peel out of the parking garage like a maniac this time, too aware that stealth is more important than speed. That fucking agent won’t give up on me just because I lawyered up. But the question is, how do I get rid of him? I suppose going to Unearthly Desires is the right call, despite Morpheus’s motives. Last night, I was too stunned to ask a lot of questions. Today, I’ll get straight answers from Mr. X.

      Ten minutes after I leave the campus grounds, I notice I’m being followed. It’s not an official car but a maroon station wagon. That doesn’t mean it isn’t that fucking cop again. It doesn’t matter. I gotta lose the tail.

      There isn’t a lot of traffic on the highway today, so I have to get creative. First, I make sure the driver is indeed following me, swerving to an exit at the last minute to see if the station wagon will do the same. Sure as shit, it follows me.

      Okay, then. Now I can carry on with my plan without remorse.

      Shit. I was never one to be concerned about regret, yet here I am making sure I don’t hurt an innocent person by mistake. Daisy’s changed me in more ways than one. She made me care about her, for starters. Never in a million years did I think I’d fall in love with a Norm.

      The sudden realization freezes me for a second. Son of a bitch. I’m in love with her, and that’s the fucking truth. No wonder I felt such jealousy earlier.

      And now I care about strangers too. Whatever. The motherfucker in that maroon car is definitely following me, so I won’t hold back.

      I let him tail me until we reach the Ardia bridge, which connects the north and south sides of Saturn’s Bay, then slow down to way below the minimum speed limit. The car behind me will either keep up with my pace or he has to overtake me. 

      He chooses to slow down too, but not before he gets close enough for me to see who’s behind the steering wheel. It’s not the asshole cop who arrested me last night, but it’s one of his coworkers from the precinct.

      That’s all I need to know.

      Before he has the chance to change lanes and increase the distance between our cars, I put everything I have into sending the station wagon against the bridge’s safety railing. He crashes hard against the metal, the friction creating sparks, before he loses control of the vehicle and spins. That’s when I press the pedal to the metal and take off, leaving him eating dust. It’s too bad I had to slow down to perform that little trick; if he’d been driving a little faster, he would have gone over the bridge.

      My blood is pumping with adrenaline, and the euphoria lifts the fog that had been dragging me down for so long that I forgot what it was really like to feel alive. I turn on the radio, tuning it to a heavy metal station and blowing up the speakers. I scream from the top of my lungs in sync with the current song.

      I don’t ease off the gas pedal, almost wishing a cop would try to pull me over. But I already crossed the invisible line into Norm and Fringe territory. No cops will dare to stop me here. They know only Idols would be driving this car.

      The number on the speedometer doesn’t decrease until I hit downtown. Then I sober up and check if I have another tail. I was a little reckless for assuming I’d have only one, but after driving in circles for fifteen minutes, I’m satisfied no one else followed me. It’s safe to head to my final destination.

      Now my heart begins to beat faster for another reason. Daisy. It’s been less than twenty-fours since we saw each other, but I’m craving her like a junkie craves their next fix. I don’t think I’ll be able to keep my distance from her, even though she’s afraid to touch us now.

      There are a few cars in front of the upscale strip joint, but I circle around the building to park in the back. Morpheus’s car is there already, sitting next to a black sedan I assume belongs to Mr. X. Two men guard the back door, but they don’t stop me or ask my name. Both are high-level Fringes.

      “Mr. X is waiting for you,” one of them says as he opens the door.

      The second security guard walks ahead of me, and I follow him wordlessly. I’ve never been to this part of the club before.

      The guard stops in front of a door and knocks. “The last guest has arrived, sir.”

      The door opens inward and Mr. X fills the frame. At once, shame washes over me. He also knows what my father had been doing to me in that basement. The man barely spares me a glance, though, simply moves out of the way and lets me in.

      My eyes immediately zero in on Daisy, who’s sitting on the couch. Her sister, Rosie, is asleep on her lap.

      Okay, that I didn’t expect.

      “You’re here,” she says.

      “Yeah. You didn’t think I would come?” I move closer. Too bad her sister is in the way or I’d crush Daisy in my arms.

      “I knew you would. But….” She trails off, and I get what she doesn’t say. Time is perilous now for everyone in this room.

      “What’s up with your sister?” I ask.

      “Their landlord sedated her,” Morpheus replies from the corner of the room. I didn’t even notice him. 

      “What? Why?”

      “Because she found out about me and freaked,” Daisy replies.

      “It was probably the shock of discovery. She’ll come around. We started dating when she believed I was a Fringe, remember?” Toby says from the other side of the room. 

      I quickly glance in his direction, ready to return my attention to Daisy, when I sense a strange energy around him. Wait a minute. I look closely at him. 

      “What happened to you?” I ask.

      “Eh, I—”

      “He’s a Fringe now. For real,” Morpheus replies.

      I whip around to face him. “Come again?”

      “I need you all to stop talking at once.” Mr. X walks to his desk, sporting a seriously pissed-off expression. He touches the ring on his left hand and the bookshelf on his right swings open, revealing a secret passage. “Everyone, get in there.”

      My spine goes rigid. “Hell to the fucking no. I’m not falling for that bullshit.”

      “This isn’t a trap, kid. It’s a safe room where we can talk without fear of being overheard.”

      “And we’re just supposed to believe you?” Morpheus takes a step forward.

      The man narrows his eyes to slits. “May I remind you that you called me? I also assume you have a thousand questions. Do you want answers? Get the fuck in there!”

      My hands curl into fists. I’d punch his face if he wasn’t Daisy’s uncle, and if we didn’t need answers.

      “What about Rosie?” Daisy asks.

      “I think it’s best if she stays here,” Mr. X replies in a much softer tone. Either he’s an excellent actor or he does care about Daisy. 

      Even so, her shoulders tense. “I can’t leave her.”

      “She’ll be okay in my office, honey,” he adds. “But it’s best if she doesn’t learn any more information she can’t handle.”

      “I’ll stay with her,” Toby offers.

      I can see that Daisy is still torn, but honestly, I’d prefer if the ginger is also not privy to the conversation we’re about to have.

      “All right, then.” Daisy scooches sideways, careful not to jar her sister too much. The girl doesn’t even stir. 

      She finally stands and Toby takes her place on the couch. I don’t waste a second. In one long stride, I reach her and pull her into my arms. She gasps softly but doesn’t try to break free. Instead, she buries her face in my chest while her arms go around my waist. Ignoring the audience, I kiss the top of her head and breathe her in. Tingles run all over my body, and the damn butterflies from before are having a fucking party in my belly.

      Suddenly I’m hit by a dizzy spell, and my legs feel like they’re made out jelly. What the hell!

      “Daisy! Step away from him,” Morpheus warns.

      I sense her trying to move, but my arms are locked tight around her. I don’t want to let her go.

      Someone finally yanks her away from me, and the motion affects my balance. I stagger back as the world spins, forcing me to shut my eyes.

      “Son of a bitch,” Mr. X mutters behind me. Then his hands are on my elbows, steadying me.

      When I blink my eyes open, there are dark spots in my vision. But I can still see Daisy staring at me wide-eyed and terrified.

      Fuck. Did she do this to me?
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      Our father drops us off in front of our dorm building and strangely doesn’t tell us anything else. The sense of wrongness doesn’t leave me after he departs, though. It feels like an itch in my brain that I can’t scratch.

      Rufio waits until the car disappears down the driveway to whirl on me. “What the fuck, Bryce!”

      I know exactly why my brother is giving me the death stare. The hothead can’t grasp why I agreed to help the Neo Gods.

      “Give me your phone,” I command.

      “What—”

      “Give me your fucking phone, Rufio!”

      Grumbling, he shoves his device into my waiting hands. “Here, asshole.”

      I look at the screen, and sure as shit, there are several missed calls from Morpheus. I don’t bother unlocking the phone, though. I simply fry its system.

      “Why did you do that?”

      I toss his now dead phone back at him, and then I do the same thing with mine. “For all we know, these devices are now compromised. We’ll get new ones on the way.”

      “Where are we going now?”

      I stride toward the garage without answering him. On the way here, I made a mental note of all the players we’ve encountered so far, and the only one I don’t completely distrust is Mr. X, Daisy’s uncle. I have to believe his affection for her is genuine. If I’m wrong about him, then we truly don’t have anyone to turn to.

      Rufio catches up with me but doesn’t continue to pester me with questions until we’re in the garage. “Bryce, I swear if you—”

      I stop abruptly, and Rufio collides with my back.

      “Fuck!” I say.

      He walks around me, rubbing his face. “What now?”

      “Take a look. Do you see anything amiss?”

      “Not rea—son of a bitch. Where the hell is my car?”

      With the garage practically empty, it’s easy to notice his car and mine are both missing.

      “Mine is also gone.”

      “Do you think that Delta guy our father called is behind this?”

      “I don’t know. But staring at an empty garage isn’t going to help us.” I spin around and retrace my steps.

      “Now we can’t even call a cab thanks to you, idiot.”

      I don’t reply. If it makes Rufio better to call me names, so be it.

      Once out in the open, I veer toward the school gate.

      “You’re not going to our apartment? We can call a car using one of our laptops.”

      “No. It’s best if we don’t.”

      “So how do you propose getting to where we need to go? On foot?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course not. We’re taking the bus.”

      From the corner of my eye, I catch Rufio’s jaw drop. “You do know what that is, right?” I ask just to be antagonistic.

      “Bite me, asshat.”

      The guard stationed at the check-in point does a double take when Rufio and I cross the gate, then asks, “Where are you going, fellas?”

      “Across the street.” I point to the bus stop.

      He furrows his eyebrows and then shakes his head. “Crazy rich kids.”

      Once on the other side, Rufio stares at the information board attached to the bus sign pole. “Do you even know how this works?”

      “What do you mean?” I sit on the bench, resting my elbows on my knees.

      “I’ve never taken a bus before. How do we even pay for it?”

      “You’re pathetic,” I mutter.

      Suddenly, the bench I’m sitting on disappears underneath me and I fall flat on my ass. “Son of a bitch. Are you fucking kidding me?”

      Rufio stares at me with a grin on his face. “Who’s pathetic now?”

      I jump back to my feet, wiping the dust from my jeans. I’m tempted to retaliate, but the sound of the approaching bus stops me in my tracks. “You’re lucky,” I tell him.

      Rufio flips me off before hoping aboard the bus. “How much for a ticket?” he asks the driver.

      “It depends. How far are you going?”

      “Uh, give me a sec.” He turns to me. “Bryce?”

      I walk around him and push a hundred-dollar bill toward the driver. “This oughta cover. Keep the change.”

      The bill disappears in the driver’s greedy hands. Wordlessly, I head for the back of the bus. I dampen my Idol power, but it’s too late. The few Norms on board have noticed what we are and are now watching us with fear in their eyes.

      I pick a seat in the last row by the window. Rufio joins me, still sporting a scowl. Some passengers who were sitting near us move to the front of the bus.

      “Wanna bet they’ll hop off at the next stop?” Rufio asks.

      I snort. “Like I’m going to bet on that. I know they will.”

      Sure as shit, all but one passenger exits the bus at the next stop. I feel bad for scaring them off, but masking my powers around Norms isn’t something I’m used to. It doesn’t happen automatically.

      “I’ll be damned. We have one courageous Norm among us,” Rufio mutters.

      I angle my body forward to see what the man is up to. “He’s asleep.”

      “Of course he is.” Rufio props his legs on the seat in front of him, crossing them at the ankles. “Now can you tell me where we’re going?”

      “I figured that after last night’s shenanigans, you’d be in the mood for some distraction.” And that’s all I’m going to give Rufio. If he can’t figure it out on his own, then he’s a moron.

      He squints. “Really? That’s your big idea?”

      “We’re out of options, brother.”

      “But he works for… you know.” Rufio turns to the sleeping man. Maybe we shouldn’t be having this conversation here.

      “Let’s not talk about it now.” I point at the Norm, to which Rufio responds with a groan.

      “How long until we get there?”

      I shrug. “Beats me. Two hours maybe?”

      “Two hours? That’s crazy.” He shoves his hand into his jacket pockets and then curses. “Damn it. I forgot you fried my phone. How am I supposed to keep myself entertained?”

      “Did you just seriously say that? What are you, a toddler?”

      Rufio crosses his arms over his chest and pouts, illustrating my point.

      This is going to be a long fucking trip.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rufio fell asleep thirty minutes in. All the stress must have taken a toll on him. I should be glad that I don’t have to deal with his pent-up aggression, but his ill humor served to distract me from my thoughts. What’s swirling in my head is not something I want to dwell on too much. I honestly don’t know how we’re going to get out of the mess we’re in. We have Knights, Neo Gods, and Mom all wanting to use us for their nasty plans. Yeah, I vowed to kill the new weapon the Knights acquired, and if my mother asks me to do something for her—which will most likely be the opposite of what my father did—I’ll pledge my alliance to her as well. But how long will I be able to bullshit them?

      I didn’t have much choice when it came to those assholes preaching Idol supremacy. Unfortunately, thanks to Rufio’s mistake, I had to promise them something that makes me sick. Even if the weapon wasn’t Daisy, I’d never complete the mission. As far as I’m concerned, they’re the ones who need to be exterminated.

      The bus is about to make another stop, and the driver yells, “Hey, Harry, your stop is coming up.”

      Not only does the sleepy man jar awake but so does Rufio. He looks at his surroundings, almost as if he’s dazed, and then he glances at me. “Fuck. This isn’t a nightmare.”

      “It’s good that you’re up. We should be at Unearthly Desires soon.”

      Harry stands up and heads for the exit door, which is near us. He looks at us through bloodshot eyes. No wonder he didn’t move a muscle during the trip—he reeks of alcohol. “Did you say Unearthly Desires?”

      I tense instantly but try not to show it. “Yeah. So?”

      “Don’t you care about your soul, young man? Here, you should visit our church.” He reaches inside his wrinkled jacket and pulls out a flyer.

      “Thanks.” I take the paper from the man so he won’t gift us with a sermon.

      But the bus stops then, and even if he wanted to convert us to his religion, his time is up. He misses a step and would have ended up with his face on the curb if I hadn’t helped him with a little telekinesis.

      “What a weirdo,” Rufio says as soon as the bus door shuts. “I don’t know why you bother with those losers.”

      “Trust me, my motives were self-serving.” I glance at the flyer in my hand. It’s the picture of an old store and a sign that says Church of the Bold and the Fearless. Whatever.

      I flip it between my fingers, ready to toss it out the window, when I catch the scribbled note on the back.

      “What’s that?” Rufio takes the flyer from my hand.

      “‘Long live the Rinnegati.’ Shit. Isn’t that the name of the family linked to Magia?”

      “Yup.” I grab the flyer again and shove it in my pocket. “Come on. Our stop is next.”

      Rufio looks out the window. “How do you know?”

      “I pay attention to my surroundings when I’m driving. I recognize that convenience store.”

      It’s our luck that it starts to rain as soon as we exit the bus. We could take cover inside a store, but more than ever, I’m keen to reach our final destination.

      Let’s hope Mr. X is there.
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      It turns out Xavier had an entire other room underground. The bookcase opened to a set of hidden stairs that led to a meeting room with a round table, another set of leather couches, and a liquor cabinet. We’re sitting around the table with gloomy expressions and faraway looks. We just told him about what happened at Mrs. Wilmot’s, and Phoenix told him about his arrest.

      It’s no surprise that not a word has been spoken for several minutes. I keep my eyes glued to the table while I wrestle with my guilt. A simple embrace almost cost Phoenix his powers. I could feel his essence coming into me, but I couldn’t stop or move away from him. My experiment with Morpheus made me careless. He can withstand my power because he’s stronger than me. I have to remember that.

      Xavier rubs his face and then knocks once on the table. “There’s no stopping this now. Jodie has finally made her play.”

      “Did you know she was paying Mrs. Wilmot to spy on Rosie and me?”

      “No I didn’t. I wouldn’t have allowed it if I knew. But going behind my back is on-brand for Jodie.”

      “That woman is a piece of work, isn’t she?” Phoenix grumbles.

      “Why did you return to the scene of the crime?” Morpheus asks him.

      I glance at Phoenix, and when our gazes connect, my heart crumbles. He’s hurting so much still, and I can’t even give him comfort.

      He breaks the connection first and looks in Morpheus’s direction. “I don’t know. I guess I’m a glutton for punishment.”

      “I’m not surprised your father had connections in the bureau. But don’t worry, we swept the place. Besides the bodies we thought it was best to leave behind, they won’t find any evidence of what happened there.”

      “What about Vargas? Can he be trusted to keep his mouth shut?” Phoenix asks.

      Xavier nods. “Yes. He’s committed to the cause. He won’t say a word.”

      “What is the cause? What do the Knights want?” I ask.

      “Equality.”

      Phoenix snorts. “They must have taken too many hits of Silver-voltage. The Idols in power will never accept equality among races.”

      “That’s where Daisy comes in.” Xavier looks pointedly at me. “She’s the Equalizer.”

      “What?” I squeak. 

      “I don’t like the sound of that,” Morpheus chimes in.

      “What does that mean? Is she going to be at the forefront of this war you’re planning to rage against an entire society of powerful beings?” Phoenix asks.

      “Your existence was foretold, Daisy,” Xavier states. “I’m not sure if you’ll have any choice in the matter.”

      “Stop talking like I’m a child,” I retort. “And I do have a choice. I have zero interest in turning into a weapon for the Knights.”

      “I don’t want that for you either. But I’m afraid it’s only a matter of time before other people find out that Magia’s powers have returned.”

      “You can’t expect her to be your war’s champion. She’s only one person!” Phoenix slaps the table hard.

      “I’m not fighting in a war,” I say stubbornly, but deep down, I know Xavier is right. I won’t have a choice. The hounds are already sniffing around. 

      The intercom in front of Xavier begins to ring. With a frown, he presses the Accept button. “Yes?”

      “I got two Idol kids here who wish to speak with you. They say there’re Daisy’s friends.”

      I sit straighter in my chair. 

      “What are their names?” Xavier asks, staring at me.

      “Bryce and Rufio Kent.”

      “Thank fuck they’re all right.” Morpheus collapses against the back of his chair.

      “Where are they now?” Xavier asks.

      “At the back door. Should I let them in?”

      “No.”

      “What do you mean, no?” I jump out of my chair, ready to get out of here and allow them entry myself.

      “Instruct them to enter the premises through the front door and get comfortable in the club. I’ll be with them shortly.”

      “Why did you do that?” I ask.

      “Because if they were with their father, it’s possible they were followed.”

      “Do you think Mr. Kent knows about Daisy?” Morpheus stands as well and places a hand on my lower back. Phoenix follows the movement and narrows his eyes. The energy surrounding him changes in nature, becoming aggressive. I gasp out loud, not used to feeling things like that with my new Idol abilities.

      The furrow eases from Phoenix’s face, replaced by an arch of his brow. “What’s the matter?”

      “Nothing.”

      Xavier heads for the door. “You stay here. I’ll go talk to them.”

      “Hell to the no. I’m coming with you.” I step in front of him.

      “Daisy, it’s best if you’re not seen here.”

      “Why not? I worked here before. As a matter of fact, that’s the perfect cover.”

      “One look at you and everyone in that club will know you’re not a Norm anymore.”

      I use the technique Morpheus taught me, and when Xavier’s eyes widen in surprise, I know it worked again.

      “How did you learn to do that so fast?” Phoenix asks.

      “Morpheus taught me.”

      My answer doesn’t comfort Phoenix for whatever reason. I’m getting serious jealous vibes from him, which is odd. He was the one who forced me into a meeting with Bryce and Rufio, after all, and he didn’t seem to mind then that I was seeing the three of them at the same time.

      “Fine. You can come, but you have to wait in my office. There’s no need to parade you in front of my clientele,” Xavier replies.

      “Most definitely not,” Phoenix agrees.

      I have several sassy responses on the tip of my tongue, but I keep them all bottled up. Phoenix is hurting so much right now that if being antagonizing is helping him cope, then he can be an ass. 

      We all follow Xavier back to his main office, but when we walk out of the hidden passage, Toby and Rosie are gone.

      “Where is my sister?” I shriek.

      “Fuck. This can’t be happening.” Xavier is on the phone in an instant. “Where the hell are the two kids I left in my office?”

      I’m ready to bolt and search for them, but reason tells me I should wait to learn more. 

      “I see,” Xavier continues. “I don’t care. You should have alerted me immediately.”

      He ends the call and looks at me. “They’re fine. It seems Toby called Gunther to collect him and your sister.”

      “That son-of-a-bitch Knight?” Phoenix barks.

      I’m livid, but I attempt to control my anger for now. “Did Toby say where they were going?”

      “I think he left a note.” Morpheus hands me a piece of paper he found on the couch’s arm.

      I read the text quickly and then turn it into a tight ball. “Stupid ass.”

      “What did the note say?” Phoenix moves closer but stops short of touching me.

      “He was afraid Rosie would wake up here and freak out even more. He took her back to his place.”

      “So he says. He has powers now. Who knows what’s going on in his mind,” Phoenix retorts.

      “Toby wouldn’t lie to me like that.” I’m quick to defend him, but not even I believe my bullshit. Toby lied not only to me but to everyone at school.

      “I’m sure Rosie is safe with Toby,” Morpheus says.

      “Since when are you the sensible one?” Phoenix asks angrily.

      “Okay, enough with the testosterone contest,” Xavier barks. “Stay here while I see what your other boyfriends have to say. I can’t have another situation in my club.”

      Xavier is about to head out when the door opens and Bryce and Rufio fill the frame.

      “Son of a bitch. How did you get here?” he asks angrily.

      Rufio enters first, followed by Bryce, who shuts the door behind him. Both of them look at me, and the longing in their gazes hits me hard. But the memory of what I did to Phoenix in this very office reminds me I can’t touch them.

      “Hello? I’m waiting for an answer.” Xavier waves his hand in front of the guys. 

      “Please. Like your security can stop us,” Rufio answers.

      Looking at the floor, Xavier presses the bridge of his nose. “Please tell me you didn’t create a commotion. It’s not like I don’t have a bull’s-eye on my back already.”

      “We were discreet,” Bryce replies, then moves his attention to me once more. “Daisy, are you all right?”

      “Yes, and you? I heard about what happened earlier.” I glance quickly at Rufio.

      “I’m not sorry that bitch is dead, only that she compelled me to do it.” He shoves his hands in his pockets and shrugs.

      “What does that mean for you, though? Weren’t there witnesses? Aren’t you a wanted man now?”

      Rufio gives me a lopsided grin. “Relax, babe. I’m not an outlaw… yet.”

      “Your mother said you spent the afternoon with your father.” Xavier watches them closely.

      “Is it safe to talk here?” Bryce asks.

      Almost as if we’re in a mystery movie, Morpheus, Phoenix, and I trade a meaningful glance. All we’re missing is the ominous soundtrack.

      “Shall we go back to the secret meeting room?” Morpheus asks Xavier.

      “No,” he answers. “You’re going back to the academy.”

      “We came here because we have something important to tell you. Now you’re sending us home?” Rufio throws his hands up in the air.

      “I know what you want to say, but you can’t tell me. You can’t tell anyone. Do you understand? Go back to the academy and act normally. Daisy, you must keep your powers concealed at all times no matter what.”

      “I know,” I say. 

      “Why can’t we tell anyone where we were today?” Bryce asks.

      Real fear shines in Xavier’s eyes. “You simply can’t. Not even Daisy, Morpheus, or Phoenix.”

      “What kind of bullshit is that?” Phoenix turns on him, once again projecting his aggressive energy.

      “Just trust me on this. You don’t know how dangerous Jonathan Kent and the people he works for are.”

      “You know them?” Rufio asks Xavier.

      “I know of them, and that’s enough.”
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      I wait until the apartment is quiet. I don’t know if my roommates are sleeping or not, so I walk on my tiptoes. On the way back, Daisy called Toby and gave him a tongue lashing for leaving Unearthly Desires with Mr. Silverstone. I don’t know what excuse Toby gave her, but by the end of the call, she was even more depressed. 

      As a matter of fact, the mood of our entire party was foul. By unanimous agreement, we decided a good night of rest was in order before we hatched a game plan. But I only agreed to let Daisy slip away once again because I had every intention of doing what I’m about to now.

      But as I stand in front of her closed door, I don’t know what to do. We’ve been through so much in the last few days. I’ve apologized for my despicable behavior, I poured my heart out as best as I could, but it wasn’t enough. I still sense the rift between us. And now with the weight of what I have to do, I can’t carry on without her knowing what I truly feel.

      I held back yesterday when I realized what her powers could do. It was a terrible mistake. Instead, I should have held her close to me and reassured her that everything would be all right. I was too careful, too afraid of the consequences. But Rufio falling for Drusilla’s trap and the hours we spent with my father’s associates served to bring things into perspective. 

      Flattening my hand against her door, I let my head drop between my shoulders. Please open the door, Daisy. I lift my face when I hear the sound of her footsteps on the soft carpet. My heart leapfrogs to my throat when the bolt unlocks, and then Daisy is standing there, like a vision. 

      “How did you know I was here?” I murmur.

      “I heard you.”

      I open and close my mouth but no sound comes forth. A few seconds go by with me staring in silence at her. Finally, when I find my voice, I reply, “I didn’t say it out loud. I was gathering the courage to knock.”

      Her eyebrows arch, and her sweet bee-stung lips make a perfect O. Tremors run through my body as nervousness takes over. She can unravel me with a mere glance, and that’s more powerful than any gifts she might have inherited from Magia. 

      Wordlessly, Daisy opens the door wider and lets me pass. Only the nightstand lamp is on, casting spooky shadows everywhere.

      The door locks again, and Daisy finally speaks. “Why are you here, Bryce? It’s the middle of the night.”

      I turn around, and the first detail I notice is how she’s standing close to the door, hugging her middle. The room is too dark too see her face properly, so with a thought, I turn on the lights. I’m not sure if I’m happy with what I can see now. She’s terrified.

      “Are you afraid of me?” I ask.

      “No. I’m afraid of what I can do to you.”

      I take a step closer, but when she backs up, I stop. “You don’t need to be afraid of your powers, Daisy. You can learn to control them.”

      “I know. But until then I’m a menace to you.”

      I scan her energy field, something I hadn’t had the opportunity to do thoroughly until now. Daisy is a powerful Idol, but I don’t think she’s stronger than me.

      “I can handle it,” I reply.

      “You don’t know that. Earlier today, I was close to taking Phoenix’s powers away. He almost fainted.”

      “Only because he hadn’t recovered from what he suffered at the hands of that bastard.”

      “Maybe. But I don’t want to risk it.”

      “You have to risk it, Daisy.” I take another step closer, and now her back is against the wall. “You have to.”

      “Why?”

      I place my hands on each side of her head—a position that’s quickly becoming our thing. “Because you can’t ask me to keep my distance from you. It’s like asking me not to breathe. It’s agony.”

      Her breathing is shallow, and her gaze is trained on my chest. “It’s agony for me too. But I have to fight the pull, because if I hurt you or the others, I’d never be able to forgive myself.”

      I place my index finger under her chin and lift her face to mine. “You’re not going to hurt us. You can control your gift. I trust you.”

      “You do?”

      Her question is loaded, and it hurts. I didn’t trust her before. I accused her of the most horrendous things. 

      “Wholeheartedly. I’ll prove it to you.”

      I take her hand and place it over my chest. Almost immediately, I feel her gift pulling, stripping my powers from me. 

      “It’s happening again.” She tries to pull her hand away.

      “No. Focus on not taking, Daisy.”

      “I can’t. The more I try not to take, the more I do.”

      “Change your thoughts. Don’t think about what you’re doing. Think about what you want to do.”

      “Bryce, please. Let me go.” Her plea almost breaks me, but I don’t crack. I won’t give up on her that easily.

      “No. I won’t let you go. You can do this, Daisy. I have faith in you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I love you.”

      Daisy looks at me like a deer caught in headlights. She doesn’t speak, but tears roll down her cheeks. She also stops taking from me.

      “See? I knew you could do it.” I smile to hide the fact that my heart is beating like a drum. I just laid myself bare to her. What if she doesn’t reciprocate?

      “You love me?” she asks, as if she doesn’t believe it.

      I cup her face with my free hand, wiping her wet cheek with my thumb. “More than anything in the entire universe, Daisy.”

      She jumps into my arms, crushing her lips against mine. Her attack is so sudden that I almost lose my balance. Laughing, I say, “Whoa, crazy girl. Take it easy. You’re an Idol now.”

      A shadow of worry crosses her eyes, and I curse my big mouth. 

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me,” she says.

      I pull her closer to me. “Don’t ever apologize for your passion, Daisy. I love it. It injects fire into my veins. It makes me feel… everything.”

      “Do you think things will be different now?”

      “What things?”

      Blushing spreads over her cheeks. “You know… things.”

      I’m smiling from ear to ear, guessing exactly where her thoughts went.

      “I really don’t know what you mean. I guess you’ll have to show me.”

      “Oh, shut up and kiss me.” She holds my face between her hands and pulls me to her. There’s nothing more erotic than a girl taking charge. 

      Before I know it, we’re tumbling down on the mattress and making torn strips of fabric out of our clothes. Daisy has always been a fiery girl, but right now she’s lust personified. It crosses my mind that getting into possession of her powers all at once may have heightened all her senses, including her libido.

      With our lips and tongues locked together in an ardent dance, she straddles me. We’re both still wearing our pants, but the friction below is maddening to the point that I’m afraid I’ll combust. I reach for her breasts, cupping them with my greedy hands. Daisy moans against my mouth when I run circles around her nipples with my thumbs. But when she begins to rock back and forth, it takes a herculean effort to not come on the spot.

      I wrap my arms around her tiny waist and flip us over.

      “Bryce!” she squeaks.

      I silence her with the sweep of my tongue while pressing my erection against her sweet pussy. Damn it. Not good enough. I abandon her mouth to leave a trail of wet kisses down her body. Daisy arches her back, offering me her luscious breasts. As tempting as they are, I keep going south until my hands and mouth are at her waistband. I’d peel her pajama pants off slowly if I weren’t burning up.

      Daisy lifts her hips to help. We’re on the same page, both hungry, impatient.

      As much as I want to plunge my cock inside of her, I can’t resist a taste. Grabbing her hips, I sweep my tongue across her clit, loving how she trembles with the touch.

      “For all the stars, Bryce. I can’t handle this.”

      I chuckle. “Yes, you can.” I lick her again, sucking her clit into my mouth.

      Daisy cries out so loudly that I’m sure everyone on this floor heard her. Her trembles turn into violent shakes, and the new energy that surrounds her intensifies. My skin tingles everywhere it touches her while desire curls around the base my spine before shooting to my cock. Damn it, my release is just around the corner, but I can’t go over the edge yet. 

      When the wave of her release recedes, I make the trek back up her body with my lips and tongue, stopping on the way to lavish her breasts with attention. I’m definitely a glutton for punishment, because I’m more than ready to explode inside of her.

      Daisy grabs a fistful of my hair and pulls my face closer to hers. “Stop teasing, Bryce. I want all of you.”

      “You have all of me, sweetheart. But I also want something.” I kiss her long and hard before I continue. “Ride me.”

      Her lips break into a wicked grin while her eyes dance with glee. “As you wish.”

      She’s the one who flips us over this time, and hell, I can’t get used to Daisy 2.0. She jumps out of bed, and I almost drag her right back to me but stop when I see what she’s up to. She pulls a condom wrapper from the nightstand drawer and winks at me.

      “I’m glad you’re still thinking straight. I totally forgot about that.”

      She rips the foil package and pulls the rubber from within. “It’s easy to forget when you’re not the one to face the consequences.”

      I open my mouth to argue that I’d never skirt my responsibility, but Daisy’s hand is on my cock now, and fuck, I have to use all my concentration to keep from coming too soon.

      “What’s the matter, babe? Are you in pain?” She guides my erection to her entrance and rubs the head back and forth against her warm pussy.

      Squinting, I grab her by the hips and bring her down. She’s so wet that I slide in all the way, sheathing myself completely inside of her.

      “Oh my God,” she cries out, holding my shoulder.

      She tries to ride me, but I can’t help but take control. The headboard starts to bang against the wall, and the bedsprings creak loudly. The noises mingle with our own grunts and moans. We’re definitely not going for subtle here. 

      I close my eyes, a vain attempt to prolong this moment, but Daisy’s pussy is too fucking good. When I feel her shake again, feel the raw energy that rolls off her body, I lose my fight. Blindly, I sit up, pulling her to me to taste her lips as I empty myself inside of her. She keeps gyrating her hips, which only intensifies my orgasm.

      My muscles are liquefied a moment later when I fall back onto the mattress, dragging Daisy with me. We’re still joined, but neither of us moves an inch as we breathe erratically and in sync.

      I lose track of time, but eventually I help Daisy off me, then get up to dispose of the condom. When I return to the bed, Daisy is curled up in a fetal position and asleep. 

      I take a minute to appreciate the view. I’m not sure how many more moments like this we’ll have in our future. Before the heaviness of what awaits us smothers me, I lie down, folding my body against the curve of hers.

      “Bryce?” she asks softly.

      “Yes, darling.”

      “I love you too.” 

      I hug her tighter, hiding my face and my tears behind her neck.
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      I wake up to the sound of birds chirping, but that can’t be right. I’m in my bed, not in a forest. Then Bryce moves behind me, curling his arm tighter around my belly, and I melt against his warm body. Maybe happiness is making me imagine things.

      I turn in his arms to make sure he’s real.

      “You’re here.” I touch his cheek.

      “Of course I’m here,” he replies without opening his eyes.

      “I can’t believe I’m touching you without taking anything from you.”

      Bryce opens one eye. “I’m an excellent teacher.”

      “And cocky too.” I laugh. 

      My alarm clock blares loudly, ending our moment. The irritating noise forces me back to a reality I’m not sure I’m ready to face.

      Bryce groans, rolling on his back and covering his eyes with his arm.

      “It’s too early,” he complains.

      “We agreed we would have a meeting before class.” I sit up, pulling the sheets with me to cover my naked chest.

      “And who had that asinine idea?”

      “You.” I smirk.

      He drops his arm and levels me with a mocking glower. “I don’t recall making the suggestion.”

      I also don’t remember if he was the one who suggested it, but we were on board last night.

      “Come on. We do need to talk. You haven’t told us where your father took you and Rufio yesterday.”

      The amusement vanishes from Bryce’s eyes. He sits up as well, throwing his legs to the side of the bed and giving his back to me. “You heard what your uncle said. I can’t tell you.”

      I nibble on my lower lip. Xavier was adamant that Bryce and Rufio keep the information to themselves. He seemed to know exactly where they had been, but if that’s true, why the secrecy?

      “Since when do you trust my uncle?” I ask.

      Bryce looks over his shoulder. “I don’t trust him, but considering our options, he’s the one I feel is least likely to betray us.”

       I break eye contact, letting my shoulders sag forward. “I’d like to say you can trust him, but I can’t. But I think he does care about me, and that’s saying something.”

      Bryce places a hand on my shoulder, squeezing it lightly. “At least he’s family.”

      I snort. “Yeah, family. There’s something you need to know about Xavier.”

      “What is it?”

      I turn, looking Bryce straight in the eye. “He’s a Morph.”

      His eyes widen a little. “Really? I’ve never met a Morph before.”

      “Wow. Like never?” 

      “No. Morphs are super rare nowadays.”

      “Why is that?”

      “They were perceived as extremely dangerous individuals. Think about it, Daisy. They have the ability to change their appearance. So a little over a hundred years ago, they were hunted down like animals.”

      I feel the blood drain from my face. That information was missing from Dad’s diary. He must have known Xavier was a Morph, right? Maybe that’s why Dad didn’t go into detail about them for fear the wrong people would find out about Xavier’s ability.

      “I didn’t know that,” I finally reply.

      “Thanks for telling me. And don’t worry, we’ll keep this information between us.”

      A loud knock on the door is followed by Rufio’s voice, “Daisy, are you up?”

      I look down at the sheets covering my naked body and sigh. “Yeah, I’m up. Hold on.”

      “I can get the door while you change,” Bryce says.

      “Thanks. I’m going to hop in the shower.” I bolt to the bathroom, locking the door behind me. It’s not until I’m under the hot water that I remember I didn’t bring any clothes with me. Great. I’ll have to face Rufio, Phoenix, and Morpheus wearing only a towel. 

      What’s the big deal, Daisy? Most of them have seen you naked already.

      Shut up, slut.

      When I return to my room, the guys are each standing in a different corner, and the atmosphere is a little heavy.

      “What’s going on?”

      No one answers with words, only discontent grumbles. Bryce stares at the others and shakes his head. “They’re a little upset that I spent the night with you.”

      “We’re not upset about that,” Rufio retorts.

      “You could have fooled me.” Bryce shrugs.

      While Rufio is busy glaring at his brother, I try to find the answer in Phoenix’s and Morpheus’s gazes, but Phoenix purposefully looks at the floor, shutting me out. When I glance at Morpheus, I feel guilty, and I don’t know why.

      “Rufio and Phoenix are mad because we woke them up with the noise.”

      My face bursts into flames. “Oh my God. You heard us?”

      “You weren’t even trying to keep it quiet,” Rufio replies, exasperated, and points at Bryce. “Next time you decide to have a midnight rendezvous, you’d better tell me so I can come too.”

      “What?” I squeak, clutching my towel tighter.

      Phoenix finally raises his eyes to mine. “Oh look. Daisy is blushing.” 

      There’s no warmth in his comment, and his gaze is as hard as stone.

      “I take it that you learned to control your powers,” Morpheus says.

      “Yeah, I did.”

      “Cool. Let’s test it out.” Rufio strides in my direction, and I become tense in an instant. Maybe it’s because once again, the guys just caught me post-sex. Or it could be that I’m involved with all four and don’t yet know how to handle it. 

      “What are you going to do?” I ask.

      His eyes drop to my lips, and my stomach coils tightly. Is he going to kiss me in front of the others? He takes my hand instead and places it on the center of his chest. Automatically, my power flares up. Damn it. I thought I’d learned to control it.

      Rufio twists his face into a grimace and grunts.

      “No!” I yank my hand back.

      He bends over, wheezing. “Fuck. That was intense.”

      “I don’t understand. I was able to stop stripping Bryce’s powers yesterday. Why did it not work with you?

      Bryce is staring hard at his brother, and I can almost see the gears whirring in his head.

      “It’s possible it has to do with your power scale,” Phoenix supplies. “You’re packing juice, Daisy. You’re probably a level seventeen.”

      “Which means what?”

      Bryce rubs his face. “It means that maybe you didn’t stop taking. Maybe I blocked you.”

      Disappointment washes over me. I really thought I was starting to get a grip on this strange gift I didn’t ask for.

      “We’ll keep practicing,” Bryce adds.

      “She won’t progress if she practices with you,” Morpheus interjects. “You’ll keep blocking her, and she’ll never learn to master her powers herself.”

      “You don’t know that. I can stop blocking her,” Bryce rebuffs, frowning.

      Morpheus shakes his head. “No, you can’t. Survival instinct will override your wishes.”

      “Well, I guess you’ll have to keep practicing with the rest of us,” Phoenix says. 

      “No, I can’t. The chance that I’ll unmake you before I learn to control my gift is too great.”

      “There’s gotta be a way, Daisy. I can’t not touch you forever,” Phoenix replies, surprising me. I thought he was angry with me.

      “I’ll help her,” Morpheus announces.

      “She’ll suck you dry too,” Rufio retorts, making me wince. Once again, the image of a succubus comes to mind.

      “I know!” Phoenix snaps his fingers. “We’ll round up all the nasty Idols in this school and use them as practice. If Daisy accidentally unmakes them, too bad.”

      Bryce and Rufio stare at him like he’s lost his mind. 

      “I don’t think your solution is practical, even if it has merit,” Morpheus replies. “And no, Daisy won’t suck me dry like you fear.”

      “Why is that?” Bryce raises an eyebrow.

      Morpheus glances at me, and I see it then. He’s going to tell them the truth. 

      With a deep breath, he says, “I’m not a level fifteen as I was led to believe. You see, the bracelets I’ve worn since I was a boy not only kept my shadows contained but also dimmed my powers.” Morpheus closes his eyes, and a moment later, a surge of energy sprouts from his chest, spreading throughout his body. The shadows manifest, but Morpheus is in control of them.

      “Holy shit!” Phoenix yells.

      “You’re a level eighteen? How is that possible?” Rufio asks, staring at his friend like he’s never seen him before.

      Bryce moves closer to Morpheus, stopping in front of him. “Mr. Malek isn’t your real father, is he?”

      “No. My biological father was a demigod.”

      “I’ll be damned.” Rufio walks to my window. “You were an eighteen all this time and didn’t know.”

      “And we should keep it that way,” Bryce says. “It’s bad enough our mother and the Knights know about Daisy.”

      “I can keep my powers on the down-low.” Morpheus shrugs.

      “You’re not even wearing your bracelets anymore. When did that happen?” Phoenix asks.

      Morpheus and I trade glances, but I answer in the end. “I broke his bracelets by accident.”

      “How could you… oh, I see.” Phoenix stares at Morpheus intently.

      “Can we get back to the subject of my training, please? I think Morpheus is the best person to teach me how to stop unmaking anyone I touch. And by the way, that isn’t the only thing I can do. I think I can also bend time.”

      “The stronger the Idol, the more gifts they have. You might discover you have other abilities,” Bryce adds. “But what makes you think training with Morpheus will be any different than training with me? Won’t he block you as well?”

      I pinch my lips together. I hadn’t thought about that. 

      “I didn’t block her when we tried yesterday,” Morpheus explains. “In fact, I let her take until I thought I had nothing left.”

      I glare at him. “You didn’t tell me that.”

      “My head wasn’t in the right place. But you didn’t unmake me. You simply stopped on your own, and then my power was there, stronger than ever.”

      “She didn’t take everything because you’re stronger than her.” Bryce rubs his chin. “I think I’m blocking her automatically because we’re at the same level.”

      “That’s settled, then.” Phoenix claps his hands. “Morpheus will be Daisy’s teacher on Power Control 101, and in turn, Daisy will teach Morpheus how to count.”

      “Bite me, asshole,” Morpheus grits out.

      “That was mean. Morpheus did really well on his last math quiz.” I cross my arms and pout. “I’m an excellent teacher.”

      “Hmm, I think I want you to be my tutor too.” Phoenix is acting like a complete ass, but at least he’s laughing. I know it’s his coping mechanism, but it’s better than anger.

      “That’s settled. What are we going to do about Dad and his—” Rufio lets out a scream and clutches his head. He drops to the floor and begins convulsing. He’s having a seizure.

      “Someone call Nurse Ellen now!” Bryce drops next to him and tries to stop him from shaking.

      “No. Don’t hold him. Turn him on his side and make sure he’s not biting his tongue,” I say.

      I place a hand on his back to keep him in position, and energy immediately whooshes from him into me. Fuck, I forgot I can’t touch him.

      A split second before I pull my hand away, I notice something different about the energy flowing from him. It’s not his power. It’s something else.

      A few more seconds later, the shaking stops, but it takes another minute for Rufio to open his eyes.

      “Motherfucker,” he says.

      “Did you get the nurse?” Bryce looks at Morpheus. 

      “It’s ringing.”

      “End the call,” Rufio croaks and tries to sit up. “I don’t need medical attention.”

      “Bullshit. You just had a seizure. That doesn’t happen to Idols,” Bryce retorts.

      “Exactly. I think I know why Mr. X told us not to say anything about our day with Dad. I was about to, and look what happened.”

      “Are you saying they did something to you, like they gave you a gag order or something?” Phoenix asks.

      I can tell by Bryce's and Rufio's blank expressions that if that happened, they have no recollection.

      Who the hell is their father working for?
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      The pre-class meeting was helpful in some ways, but we still have so much to figure out. Who do we trust? What do we do? So Bryce and Rufio can’t say anything about their father and whoever he’s working for. That’s scary shit. And it also proves that his father doesn’t trust them. No wonder Xavier was so nervous about their presence in the club.

      I don’t know about Rufio, Phoenix, and Morpheus, but my head is most definitely not in class during the first period. When the teacher asks me to solve a problem on the screen, I totally blank. Surprisingly, no one teases me. And not because my guys are giving off protective vibes. It seems to me that most students aren’t truly present in math class today. It’s only when the bitchy Idol girl who sits next to me gossips with her friend that the coin drops.

      Shit. Drusilla. Rufio killed her. I had forgotten all about that.

      The gossip is that Drusilla is missing and Renata is in a psych ward. All Bryce could tell us is that his father took care of the problem. But how? I’m pretty sure that by third period, I’ll have heard ten different versions of that story. 

      I look over my shoulder to see if the lies being spread are affecting Rufio in any way. His expression is blank, neutral, but his hands are curled into fists. He looks at me, and I see the truth in his gaze. He’s pained, but I’m not sure about which part—killing the Idol or being indebted to his father. There’s no love lost between him and that horrible girl. She tried to kill me, and while maybe it’s petty of me not to feel an ounce of sadness that’s she gone, I don’t care. Good riddance.

      I can’t wait for class to be over so I can slip away and see Rosie. There was a reason a decision was made to make it to class this morning. With so many tragedies on campus in the last week alone, getting a pulse on the student body is vital. We don’t know where the next threat is going to come from. But hell, even if the apocalypse is coming, it can wait. I have to see my sister. 

      Morpheus is the only one who has a car at the moment, and I couldn’t make him miss math. We didn’t really learn anything by staying, though. I don’t doubt his head, just like mine, wasn’t in the lecture. As soon as the bell rings, announcing the end of class, I turn to him.

      “I can’t stay. Would you take me to my sister?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “We should all go. Being here is giving me the creeps.” Rufio stares down anyone who dares look in our direction.

       “You don’t need to tell me twice. Anything is better than being trapped here until afternoon,” Phoenix adds.

      As soon as we hit the hallway, I get another surprise. Toby is here. What the hell is he doing at school? What about Rosie? Fury takes over me, and when I march toward him, I have to remember to keep my powers concealed. Clothed Daisy. Clothed Daisy.

      “What are you doing here?” I get into his space, not hiding my anger.

      “Daisy, I—”

      “Did you leave my sister alone?”

      “No, I didn’t. She asked me to take her to that former coworker of yours. Felicity.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose, fighting the sudden urge to cry. Of course Rosie would seek out Felicity. She’s the only adult who Rosie can trust.

      A warm hand on my lower back pulls me from my misery. Morpheus is standing next to me, his eyes filled with compassion.

      “Come on, Daisy. Let’s go see your sister.”

      “Okay.”

      He laces his hands with mine, and together we follow Rufio and Phoenix, who have taken the lead and are now opening a path for us. As usual, people stare and gossip. Their attention is making me jittery. What if I forget to keep masking my power?

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      “Why?”

      “You’re crushing my hand.”

      “Sorry. I’ll feel better when we’re out of here.”

      Bryce joins us in the hallway, sporting a frown. “Where are you going?”

      “To see my sister,” I reply.

      He looks over my shoulder and squints. “You’d better hurry. My mother is coming our way, and by the determination on her face, she wants to have a talk with all of us.”

      “Speaking with Principal Fallon is the last thing I want to do right now. She was spying on us. Her lackey drugged Rosie,” I say through clenched teeth.

      “I know. Go. I’ll cover you.”

      “Thanks, Bryce.”

      He leans closer and kisses me on the cheek. A girl to my right gasps and another asks, “Is she sleeping with all of them now?”

      It takes a great effort on my part to not respond to the malicious comment. But priorities. We have to escape Principal Fallon’s clutches.
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      BRYCE

      I shouldn’t have kissed Daisy in front of everybody. It was an automatic gesture. I heard the comment, but I followed Daisy’s lead and ignored it. Now I’m bracing to deal with my mother. 

      “Where do Daisy and your roommates think they’re going?” she asks when I block her way.

      “To get fresh air. You’re not going to stop them.”

      She narrows her eyes and purses her lips. “Fine. I’ll have a word with her later. I needed to talk to you alone anyway.”

      I follow her as she marches down the hallway, exuding her authority to the max, barking commands to students who aren’t moving fast enough to their next classes. When we enter the office, her assistant looks up from her computer screen, startled.

      “Principal Fallon. Did something happen?”

      “No. Hold all my calls. I don’t want to be interrupted.”

      I take a good look at my mother’s assistant. I’ve never once given her much thought before. I know she’s an Idol, but she’s mastered the art of being invisible. Something odd in her gaze catches my attention, though, and it gives me the shivers. 

      Mom is already behind her desk when I enter the room and close the door. Once again, she reaches for the stone pyramid paperweight on her desk. She always likes to play with that particular object when the subject matter is serious.

      “Where did your father take you yesterday?” She gets straight to the point. It must have killed her to wait so long to interrogate me.

      “I can’t tell you.” 

      Ire flashes in her gaze. “Oh, so he helped clean up Rufio’s mess and suddenly you’re on his side?”

      “I’m not on anyone’s side but my own. But I will give you this piece of free advice. Tighten your leash at Gifted Academy. Drusilla was high on some potent new drug that made her crazy. Cherise Blake was seen during Saturday’s ball, and coincidently Toby was almost killed. Too many misfortunes in such a short period of time has to be concerning the board members.”

      “Are you afraid I’m going to get sacked?”

      “I’m surprised you haven’t already.” I raise an eyebrow.

      A chilling smile appears on her face. “Do you think your father is the one with all the powerful connections in this world? He was a nobody before I married him. A newly made millionaire. You ought to remember that.”

      “Don’t worry, Mother. I haven’t forgotten anything about our family history. But like you said before, times are changing, and the war you’ve so famously foreseen is closer than you think.”

      That’s as much as I can say about the Neo Gods without triggering a seizure. Silence drops in the room, heavy and suffocating. Mom doesn’t say anything for several minutes as she scrutinizes me. 

      “And where do you stand if a war between Idols, Fringes, and Norms break out?” she finally asks.

      I don’t even have to think before I answer. “By Daisy’s side.”

      Her eyes narrow. “You foolish boy. You’ve fallen in love with that girl.”

      I lift my chin higher and square my shoulders. “Yes, I have. But unlike you, I’m not going to turn my back on her or let her be killed.”

      The window opens violently as a gush of strong wind invades the room. I bend my knees and lift my arms to protect myself from the angry gale Mom unleashed on me. It’s so strong, I begin to slide backward. Damn it. I had to go and piss her off more. If I struck her with lightning, she’d stop, but then I’d be declaring open war against her, and I can’t cut all ties with the woman yet. 

      Through the howling winds, I hear Miss Walkers’s voice. She came in to check if everything was okay, no doubt. The wind stops suddenly.

      Mom smacks her desk hard and leans forward. “I told you I didn’t want to be interrupted.”

      “I’m sorry, ma’am. I just thou—”

      “Get out,” she grits out.

      The assistant looks at me with round eyes before she closes the door softly. She seemed fearful, but I’m not buying her charade. She’s not a meek employee. That’s for sure.

       “How dare you imply I killed William,” Mom continues.

      “He died because of you, didn’t he?”

      “He died because your father killed him. And he’ll kill Daisy too if he learns she’s the Equalizer.”

      A huge lump forms in my throat. She doesn’t need to remind me, not when I’m tasked with killing her. But I’d level this city to the ground before I let anything happen to Daisy.

      “He’s not going to find out about her as long as she keeps masking her powers.”

      Mom snorts. “Do you think that’s an option, Bryce? I know the Knights have been in touch with you. They want to recruit Daisy, don’t they?”

      “You should know. Aren’t you one of them?”

      “We’ve collaborated in the past, but no, I’m not a Knight.”

      “Why not? We seem to have the same goal.”

      “We do, but I don’t agree with their methods. Did you know they’ve been distributing lightning-glass weapons to the underbelly of Saturn’s Bay?”

      Shit. The motorcycle gang that Rufio went up against had such weapons. “Why would they do that? Criminals don’t care who they kill as long as they’re Idols. That makes no sense.”

      “Exactly. It doesn’t. So be very careful with the information you disclose to Gunther Silverstone. They’re going to use Daisy as the ultimate weapon. The fewer Idols they have to face, the better.”

      “They said they want to bring balance to the world.”

      “Bullshit propaganda to recruit gullible youngsters. And there’s another thing you need to be very careful about.”

      “What is it?”

      “Don’t let them know what you’re capable of, Bryce.”

      “They know I can heal, Mom.”

      “But they don’t know you can make Idols.”

      “I can’t make Idols. Daisy’s case is different.”

      “You healed that ginger boy, Toby, and now he has abilities.”

      “He’s only a Fringe.”

      “Yes, but for how long?”

      “What do you mean, for how long?”

      “I’ve scanned him twice. Once when his powers had just developed and again this morning. He’s not a Fringe anymore, Bryce. He’s an Idol.”
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      I’m still fuming, and we’ve been on the road for forty minutes already. I don’t understand why seeing Toby at school pissed me off so much.

      “Uh, Daisy. Are you okay?” Morpheus asks.

      I turn to him with an angry retort on the tip of my tongue. But seeing the worried expression etched in his face, I don’t bite his head off.

      “No, I’m not okay. I’m so mad at Toby, I could scream. First, he takes off with Mr. Silverstone without saying a word, and then he simply goes to school without a care in the world.”

      “Okay, I get it. He messed up, but is that a reason to hurt yourself?” He drops his gaze to my fisted hands.

      “What?” There’s blood running down the sides. I open them, and sure enough, there are crescent moon-shaped cuts on my palms.

      Phoenix sticks his head between the front seats. “Damn, babe. You need to calm down.”

      I glower at him, ready to unleash my fury when Rufio speaks. “Toby fucked up royally. Daisy has all the reason in the world to be pissed.”

      “Thank you,” I say.

      “Good job there, Rufio. I was trying to diffuse the situation, not make her more riled up,” Phoenix replies.

      “Daisy, I’m going to ask you something, and please don’t take it the wrong way, but were you ever a hothead like Rufio?” Morpheus asks.

      “Hey, fuck off. I’m not a hothead.”

      “You just made his point, idiot.” Phoenix snorts.

      “What do you think? Was I a hothead when we met?” I ask.

      “Well, you were pretty sassy.” Morpheus grins.

      “And cocky,” Rufio adds.

      “I’m not sure if I should take that as a compliment or not.” I cross my arms and pout.

      It takes me a second to realize what I’m doing. This is not me. I’m acting like a child.

      Sagging my shoulders, I reply, “To be honest, no, I don’t think I was short-fused. I mean, I never accepted being pushed around, and I fought for what was right.”

      “But have you ever felt intense emotions like rage or despair?” Morpheus continues.

      My stomach clenches painfully, and at the same time, my chest feels much tighter. “Yeah. The evening my parents were murdered.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to remind you of that.” Morpheus glances at me with regret written on his face.

      I look out the window to hide the tears that are quickly turning my vision blurry. “It’s not your fault. But at least, I can take solace in the fact that I’ve killed one of their murderers.”

      “You what?” they all ask at the same time.

      I look at them and catch Morpheus staring at me with his jaw hanging low. The car begins to swerve out of its lane, straight into a collision path with incoming traffic. “Watch the road!” I warn.

      The tires screech as Morpheus yanks the steering wheel to the right to avoid an accident.

      “Sorry,” he says.

      “What do you mean, you killed one of them? How?” Rufio asks.

      “My father had a lightning-glass dagger in his bag. I didn’t know what it was, only that it was pointy and I needed a weapon. One of the bastards was holding me by my neck, saw the weapon, and dared me to strike him.” I close my eyes, reliving everything about that scene, including the pain. “So I did. I plunged the dagger into his neck. It went in like butter.”

      “Son of a bitch,” Phoenix murmurs.

      I wipe my wet cheeks and whirl in my seat. “Then Gunther Silverstone came in with his associates, and Rosie and I escaped.”

      “You owe the guy your life,” Morpheus replies.

      “I do, and I’m sure he’ll remind me of that when he tries to sell me on whatever he’s planning.”

      “You should say yes,” Rufio says, surprising the shit out of me.

      “Are you crazy?” Phoenix retorts loudly. “The guy kidnapped Bryce, and he knew what my fat—he knew,” he finishes, his voice lower, subdued.

      Damn that monster for hurting Phoenix. I wish I could have made him suffer before his demise.

      “Why are you saying that, Rufio? Is it because of what you learned while in your father’s company?” Morpheus asks.

      Rufio’s eyes connect with mine. They’re more intense than ever, which in turn makes the blue even more electric.

      “Yes,” he replies.

      “You don’t remember how you came to have the gag spell in your mind, do you?” I ask.

      “I have no clue. But Mr. X sure as shit knew something was up. That’s why he told us not to say anything.”

      “I don’t get why he didn’t just outright tell you something awful would happen if you blabbered,” Phoenix chimes in.

      “I’m sure he had a valid reason,” I say, but I’m not sure if I truly believe that or if it’s just wishful thinking. For better or worse, Xavier is family, and I can’t bear the thought of him being duplicitous to Rosie and me.

      “Well, until he tells us everything he knows, I’m not putting my trust in him,” Phoenix grumbles.

      Still staring at Rufio, I say, “I felt it when I touched you while you were having a seizure. My power ignited, as it usually does, but I wasn’t taking only your gift. I also took whatever they did to you.”

      “And then he stopped convulsing,” Morpheus adds.

      “Holy crap. Do you think you disabled the gag order completely?” Phoenix’s eyes widen.

      “I don’t think so,” Rufio replies. “Every time I even consider saying anything, my muscles spasm.”

      “Damn it.” I cross my arms.

      “Maybe Daisy didn’t take enough to neutralize whatever they’ve done to you,” Morpheus suggests.

      “I wouldn’t risk an attempt to neutralize it, not until I can control my powers,” I reply.

      The car begins to slow, and I face forward. The familiar narrow street with small shops lining both sides comes into view. Parking is usually difficult thanks to the commerce, but a van pulls out in front of us.

      “Park there.” I point.

      Morpheus takes the spot, and immediately I notice the stares from the pedestrians nearby. His car isn’t even super fancy. I can’t imagine how those people would react if we were riding in Rufio’s or Phoenix’s cars.

      “Damn, where are we?” Phoenix asks.

      “Definitely not in Idol territory anymore.” Morpheus leans forward to look at the buildings. “Does your friend live here by herself?”

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “It doesn’t seem very safe.”

      “It’s better than the neighborhood where I used to live in Hawk City,” I reply, trying not to show the pang I feel in my chest. “This is the reality for Norms and most Fringes.”

      “I never once stopped to consider how you guys lived,” Rufio murmurs. “I didn’t care.”

      “Me neither,” Phoenix replies.

      “Let’s go. We’re just drawing attention by sitting in the car like this.” I reach for the door handle when a loud knock on the window makes me jump in my seat. A homeless man is staring at me.

      “What the hell,” I say.

      “Daisy, wait. Your shield isn’t up,” Morpheus warns.

      “Fuck. And I thought I’d gotten the handle of it.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up for it. You will. Now concentrate.”

      The man knocks on the window again, adding fuel to my frustration. I roll down the window before I’m completely sure that I’m masking my power. “What?” I snap.

      The guy’s eyes widen and he scrambles backward before bolting. Shit. I guess I’m still projecting my Idol energy.

      “He totally sensed that I’m an Idol,” I say.

      “At least you got rid of him,” Phoenix replies.

      “He was just a hobo. No big deal,” Rufio retorts.

      “It doesn’t matter now anyway. But we can’t go see your sister and your friend while you’re like that,” Morpheus says.

      “I know, okay?” I bark and immediately regret my harsh response. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

      “It’s the adjustment period. You went through a big change in a short period of time. Your feelings will normalize eventually.”

      “Let’s pray for that. We don’t need another Rufio,” Phoenix declares.

      “Why am I the bad guy now? Both you and Morpheus have had your share of psychotic behavior.”

      While the guys bicker, I close my eyes and attempt to concentrate on masking my powers. It’s a little more difficult now, maybe because my emotions are all over the place. After at least five minutes, I finally open my eyes.

      “How about now?” I ask Morpheus.

      He nods. “You’re good to go.”

      I exit the car and my emotions change. I get jitters, and my stomach feels heavy, almost as if there’s pie made out of rocks there. What if Rosie really can’t see past the Idol situation?

      Stop with this nonsense, Daisy. You’re acting like a coward. Have faith in your sister. She’ll see reason.

      I stride toward Felicity’s building. The door to her apartment is crammed between a fruit stall and a Chinese deli. The intercom is old and a bit rusty, but it still works. I press the buzzer a couple of times before she answers.

      “Hello, who is this?”

      “It’s me, Daisy.”

      “Oh, thank heavens, girl. I’ve been trying to locate you for hours. I’ll buzz you in right now.”

      The electric sound of the door unlocking comes, and I quickly push it open. Felicity didn’t give me the time to let her know I had company, but maybe it’s better if she doesn’t know until I’m in her apartment.

      The steps on the stairway creak as we put weight on them. The walls are dirty and in need of painting, and there’s a funky smell too. I’ve never cared much about the condition of her building. In fact, after years of living in awful locations, I thought this place was a palace in comparison. But now that I’m accompanied by Idols who have lived their entire lives surrounded by luxury, I’m embarrassed for my friend. It’s stupid, and I shouldn’t feel this way.

      The emotion is quickly replaced by anger. Trusting the Knights or not, Mr. Silverstone is right. Things have to change.

      Felicity’s apartment is on the first floor. There are three other apartments on her level. She already has the door open when I reach the landing. Her blonde hair is a little messy, and the dark roots are already showing. Shit, she’s going to hate me that I didn’t warn her about the guys.

      “Daisy, gosh, I was so worried about you.” She hugs me tightly, but a curse immediately follows. “Ah, fuck. I should have known you wouldn’t come alone.”

      I ease away from her and turn. The guys are crammed in the small hallway behind me. They’ve all masked their power and are trying to appear as unthreatening as possible. They didn’t have to do that. Felicity knows they’re Idols, but the fact that they did anyway without being asked makes my chest warmer. They did it for me.

      “Yeah, I needed a ride,” I reply.

      She tries to comb her hair into compliance with her hand. “Well, come in, then. And please don’t mind the mess.”

      She opens the door wider and immediately begins to straighten items. It’s not even that untidy. Felicity likes to keep her apartment in order.

      “Nice digs,” Phoenix says, earning a backhand to his chest from Morpheus. “What did I say?’

      “Where’s Rosie?” I ask.

      Felicity freezes for a second and then continues collecting things from the living room. “Sleeping. Poor thing didn’t go to bed until five in the morning.”

      “What did she tell you?”

      “She said she had a fight with you and that her landlord was spying on her.”

      I trade a meaningful glance with Morpheus. Felicity turns around at that precise moment and catches the gesture. “That’s not exactly what happened, is it?”

      “I can’t get into details right now. I have to speak to her.”

      “Of course, hon.” She switches her attention to the guys. “I’m going to brew some fresh coffee. Anyone interested?”

      “Got any vodka?” Phoenix replies, and I’m hoping he’s joking.

      Felicity turns her eyes into slits, pinching her mouth. “I drank it all last night.”

      That’s probably true.

      While she’s distracted by them, I slip away and head for the only bedroom in the apartment. I spied a pillow and covers on the sofa, so I’m assuming Felicity gave her room to Rosie.

      I enter without knocking. It’s still dark in here thanks to the closed curtains. There’s a lump on the bed, and I can only see Rosie’s hair sticking out from underneath the covers. I close the door with a soft click, and Rosie turns at the sound. “Felicity? What time is it?”

      “It’s not Felicity. It’s me.” I approach the bed slowly. “We need to talk.”

      Rosie sits up at once, pulling the covers up to her chin. “I don’t want to talk to you. Get out!”

      “No, I won’t. Please, Rosie. Let me explain what happened.”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t want to hear any words coming out of your mouth. For all I know, you’re not even my sister anymore.”

      “Okay, that’s enough. You’re being super unfair to me for something I had no control over. I’m your sister. Can’t you see past the change in me?”

      Rosie covers her face with her hands. “I’ve tried. But then I remember what you did yesterday. You freaking manipulated time. And then I remember those Idols who killed our parents.”

      I sit down on the bed next to her. “Rosie, not all Idols are bad. Remember when Bryce took us to the carnival at the beach? You had fun.”

      She jerks her hands down to face me. “Yeah, and then he turned you into one of them. He probably couldn’t face having a Norm girlfriend, so he mutated you.”

      “That’s not true. He saved my life.”

      “What do you mean?” Her eyes turn as round as saucers. At least Toby didn’t rob me of the chance to tell the story myself.

      “A few weeks ago, a deranged teacher tried to kill me. He threw me out the window. I would have died if Bryce hadn’t shown up and healed me.”

      “He healed Toby too.” Rosie covers her mouth. “And now Toby is a real Fringe.”

      “I know. But Bryce didn’t know his healing ability had that side effect.”

      Rosie drops her gaze to the bed. “I don’t want to be mad at you, or fear you, but I’m wired like that. I can’t reconcile the fact that you’re now one of them. It used to be you and me against the world. Now I’m all alone.”

      I grab her hand and squeeze it tight. She doesn’t pull away, which I count as a small victory. “Nothing has changed in that aspect. It’s still you and me against the world. You’re my baby sister, Rosie. I love you with all my heart. Nothing will ever change that.”

      She watches me for the longest time without saying a word. During that time, I hold my breath, not daring to make any sudden movements.

      Finally, she throws herself in my arms. “I’m sorry, Daisy. I shouldn’t have reacted like that. I was terrified.”

      “I know, sweetie. I know. Everything will be okay. I promise you.”

      We stay like that for at least a minute before we break the embrace. Tears have streamed freely down Rosie’s cheeks, and mine are also wet.

      “What’s going to happen now? Are you still going to keep attending Gifted Academy?” she asks in a small voice.

      “Yes. But no one can know I’m an Idol.”

      “Why not? If they knew, they’d leave you alone.”

      A loud sigh escapes my lips. I wish I could spare Rosie the reality of my powers, but I’ve kept her in the dark long enough. “No, they wouldn’t leave me alone, Rosie. It turns out my new powers are dangerous to Idols.”

      “Why? How is bending time dangerous to them?”

      “That’s not the only thing I can do. I can also unmake them.”

      She furrows her brows. “I don’t understand. What do you mean by unmake?”

      “I can take away an Idol’s power. I can turn them into Norms.”

      Rosie doesn’t speak for several beats as she stares at me with big eyes. “That’s crazy.”

      “I know. If they discover what I can do to them, they’ll kill me.”

      “One more reason for you to leave that school. You can’t stay there surrounded by your enemy.”

      “I can’t run away, Rosie.”

      Her expression turns from fearful to angry in a split second. “You don’t want to leave because of your boyfriends.”

      Wait. Boyfriends?

      “That’s right. I know you’ve been hooking up with all of them.” Her tone is reproachable.

      Mortification makes my face warm. She’s judging me big-time, and I can’t stand it, but I won’t go down that road with her, not when I don’t know where I stand with the guys. Yesterday, I told Bryce that I loved him, and I didn’t lie. But I’m also sure I’m in love with Rufio, Phoenix, and Morpheus.

      “Where are we going to go? We don’t have any family, friends, or money.”

      That’s not true anymore. I have friends and Xavier. But Rosie would never accept them as such. Shit. I need to tell her about him too.

      “I don’t know!” She throws her hands up in the air. “This is all so bleak. I hate feeling this hopeless. I don’t even have a place to live anymore.”

      “That’s not true. You’re coming to stay with me.”

      “Are you nuts? I can’t live with you. Plus, what about my school? That place is like an hour away from here.”

      “You’re enrolling at Gifted Academy,” I say with confidence.

      I don’t care what I need to do to make this happen, but I’m not going to be separated from my sister again.
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      “This is madness. You all can see it, right?” Phoenix says from the passenger seat.

      Thanks to Rosie coming back to Gifted Academy with us, I decided to sit in the back with her. Rufio is driving because Morpheus is the only one who can sit next to me and not fear being unmade.

      “I can’t leave Rosie alone anymore. It’s too dangerous. And she can’t stay with Felicity either. It’s not fair.”

      “So let’s just bring her back to the academy. Because you’ve had it so easy there,” he continues.

      “Yeah, thanks to you,” I retort.

      “Please don’t fight on my account. I can handle myself,” Rosie replies.

      “Sure, sure,” Phoenix murmurs.

      “Will you quit bitching?” Rufio interjects. “No one is going to touch Rosie, not while she’s under our protection. I’m more concerned about what Daisy will have to do to convince my mother to let her enroll.”

      “Maybe we can finally learn what she’s up to,” I reply. “Isn’t that why you went with your father to wherever?”

      “And look how well that turned out. He can’t even speak without triggering seizures,” Phoenix pipes up.

      “One problem at a time. I’m sure we can figure how to unblock Rufio’s mind,” Morpheus replies.

      “I have a question. How come I can’t sense your powers now?” Rosie asks me.

      “We’re masking it,” I answer. “Just like Stephan did.”

      “Oh, that’s right.”

      “Who the hell is Stephan?” Phoenix turns in his seat, his expression twisted into a scowl.

      “Jeez, are you jealous?” Rosie gives him a droll stare.

      “I’m not jealous,” he grits out.

      “Riight.”

      “Stop bickering, you two,” I say.

      “You didn’t answer my question,” Phoenix insists.

      “Stephan Silverstone. He’s Mr. Silverstone’s oldest son.”

      “I didn’t know you were chummy with his family,” Rufio says accusatorily.

      “I’m not chummy with anyone. I happened to meet him at a barbeque at the man’s place. I also met his youngest son, if you must know all the details.”

      With a grunt, Phoenix faces the road again.

      “Yeah, not jealous, my ass,” Rosie whispers.

      Both Phoenix and Rufio did sound jealous, but why? I look at Morpheus, who’s been pretty quiet this whole time.

      “What?” he asks.

      “Nothing. You haven’t said much since we left Felicity’s. Do you also think me bringing Rosie to the academy is a bad idea?”

      “Of course I think it’s a bad idea. But considering what happened at your old place, I don’t see any other option.”

      I don’t know what I was expecting from him. Maybe reassuring words that everything will be all right. But that’s not Morpheus. It’s not any of them.

      The conversation dries out during the rest of the ride back to campus. By the time we cross the gates, my stomach is twisted in knots. My hands become sweaty when I think about the danger Rosie will be facing. I can’t watch her 24/7.

      Fuck me, I think I’ve made a terrible mistake. Panic sets in and I can’t get air into my lungs. Maybe I should have told Rosie the truth about Xavier and asked him to find a place for her.

      No, that’s an even worse idea. The best way to ensure Rosie’s safety is if she’s with me.

      “Wow, this place is fancy. I didn’t pay proper attention the last time I was here,” Rosie says, then looks down at her clothes. “I’m going to stick out here like a sore thumb.”

      “Most definitely, but not because of the clothes you’re wearing,” Phoenix replies.

      “Then why?”

      He looks over his shoulder with a smirk on his face. “You’re with us. That’s why.”

      “Seriously, what do you see in him?” she asks me. “Bryce is much nicer.”

      Morpheus snorts, then tries to hide it with a cough.

      “Yeah, yeah, whatever. Bryce is the best. Let’s go already.” Rufio turns off the engine and opens the driver door. I didn’t notice we had gotten to the garage already.

      “What are we going to do now?” Rosie asks me once we’re out of the car.

      “Let’s get you settled. Then I’ll go talk with Principal Fallon.”

      The internal door to the garage opens with a loud thud, and shouts of several rowdy males echo around us. Rosie tenses on the spot, moving closer to me. The guys immediately form a protective barrier around us, but in consequence, they block my view of who’s coming our way.

      “Oh, look who we got here. The Magnificent Four!” someone shouts.

      “Well, they’re down one. Come party with us, guys,” another idiot says.

      “I don’t think so,” Rufio replies.

      Unable to help myself, I walk around the guys to see what’s going on. A group of five Fringe students is coming our way, and by the way they’re walking like they have forgotten how to move their legs, I’d say they’re drunk, or worse, high.

      “Well, it’s your loss. This is going to be the wildest night of all times.”

      They all howl, and then one of them creates a fireball and tosses it at a random car.

      “Shit!” Phoenix says before he pushes me down to the floor and uses his body as a shield. The blast of the explosion comes a second later, but all I can think about is Rosie.

      Immediately, the garage fills with dark smoke. I try to dislodge Phoenix from me, but he won’t budge. It takes me a second to understand why. I’m sucking his power, and most likely I’ve rendered him immobile.

      “Help!” I croak and try to push Phoenix off me.

      Moments go by before someone finally pulls him off.

      “Daisy, are you okay?” Rufio asks, watching me with a manic glint in his eyes.

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” Covering my face with my arm, I jump to my feet. “Where’s Rosie?”

      “I’m here. I’m fine,” she says from behind me. Morpheus is holding her upright.

      “Come on, let’s get out of here,” Rufio urges.

      “What happened to the other students?” I try to find them through the thick smoke.

      “I don’t know. Come on.” Rufio reaches for me, but I step out of the way.

      He twists his face into a scowl, but I get that it’s not aimed at me. Walking in the direction where we believe the exit is, we maybe take five steps forward when a strong breeze has the smoke dissipating. When the air is partially clear, we see Principal Fallon standing near the door. She’s furious, no doubt, but I hope she doesn’t blame us for what happened.

      My gaze sweeps the rest of the garage, and soon I have my answer concerning those stupid Fringe boys. They got caught in the blast from the explosion and are now nothing but crisps.

      Principal Fallon strides in our direction and stops in front of Rufio. “What have you done now?”

      “Fuck you! This isn’t my mess.”

      The slap to the face comes swiftly, and I wince as if she’d hit me. Rufio’s aura becomes dark. He’s going to do something stupid.

      I jump in front of him, mindful not to touch him. “No, she’s not worth it.”

      “We just got back, and those idiots were out of their minds. Then one of them caused the explosion,” Morpheus chimes in.

      “At this rate, they’re going to shut down the school,” she says more to herself than us.

      Her shrewd gaze travels past us, and when she squints, I know she’s spotted Rosie.

      “What is she doing here?”

      “She’s going to stay with me,” I reply.

      “That’s out—”

      “I didn’t ask for permission.” I take a step forward, unmasking my powers. “She’s going to stay with me, and she’s going to start attending Gifted Academy. You’re going to make that happen, or I’m out of here.”

      “And where would you go?” Principal Fallon asks, but I can see the crack in her steely countenance.

      “Maybe I’ll join the Knights.”

      “We’ll talk about that later. Now get out of here and let me clean up this mess.”

      She doesn’t need to say it twice. We hurry out of the garage, but people heard the explosion and are coming our way. If they see us, they’ll immediately assume we had something to do with it.

      “Everyone, move closer to me,” Morpheus orders.

      I’m the first one to abide, dragging Rosie with me. When Rufio and Phoenix don’t move right away, I hiss, “Hurry up.”

      They finally get closer. Phoenix opens his mouth, but Morpheus silences him with a look. “No one make a sound.”

      He closes his eyes and the shadows reappear, only they’re not just around his wrists anymore. Now they spread from his chest and arms, almost covering him completely. There’s a gasp, and I don’t know if it came from me or Rosie.

      “Son of a bitch. We don’t need this now,” Rufio says.

      Morpheus looks at him and replies, “Don’t worry. I’m in control.” He looks at Rosie. “Don’t be afraid. Close your eyes if you have to.”

      She clutches my arm tighter, hiding her face against my shoulder. The shadows around Morpheus expand outward until they cover us as well. I expect to be hit by the horrible fear his power can provoke, but all the shadows do is conceal us from the crowd that’s bearing our way. Silently, we inch closer to the wall and keep walking toward the elevator.

      More students come out of it when it lands on the ground level, but no one is waiting to go up. We take our chance and pile in. Finally safe inside the metal box, Morpheus pulls the shadows back into him.

      “Holy fucking shit. What the hell was that? Since when can you control the shadows?” Phoenix asks.

      “Since Daisy broke the bracelets.”

      “How did you know you could use them to hide us?” I ask.

      “I don’t know. A hunch?”

      “You made us invisible,” Rosie says. “You could be a spy.”

      I know Rosie didn’t mean her comment to be taken seriously, but I can see in Morpheus’s eyes that he’s intrigued by the idea.

      The elevator pings, announcing we have arrived on our floor. I take Rosie to my room, but I can’t stay.

      “I’ll be right back. I’m next door if you need anything,” I tell her, half expecting her to ask to tag along.

      She doesn’t, though. All she does is hug me and say, “Hurry back.”

      Once the door clicks shut, I feel a little better. No one can break in and harm her. Well, no one besides Principal Fallon.

      Great, now I’m back at worrying.

      “Daisy, are you coming?” Rufio asks in front of their door. Phoenix and Morpheus are already inside.

      When I don’t move right away, he comes to me. I’m too lost in my head that I don’t see what Rufio is up to until it’s too late. He captures my face between his hands and kisses me. My head rebels against it because I know what will happen, but my heart and body succumb to the desire. I let him devour my mouth because I missed touching him. So damn much.

      I grab fistfuls of his shirt and pull him closer to me. Rufio pushes me against the door and presses his body against mine. He nudges my legs apart with his, and the delicious friction quickly leaves me breathless. My entire body is tingling, and I don’t care that we’re making out in the middle of the hallway.

      “Son of a bitch. Morpheus, help!” Phoenix says, but it sounds far away.

      Another second and Rufio is being yanked away from me, leaving me cold and bereft. My pulse is drumming in my ears in sync with the beating of my heart. Morpheus and Phoenix are holding a flushed Rufio between them.

      Holy crap. He can’t stand on his own. I did that.

      “Oh no.” I press my hand against my stomach. “I didn’t mean to do it.”

      “Relax, Daisy. You didn’t take it all.” Rufio gives me a crooked smile.

      “Okay, Don Juan. Let’s get you back inside,” Morpheus replies none too happily.

      My guilty heart is still stuck in my throat when I follow the guys inside, but when I see the look on Bryce’s face, it drops down all the way to the floor. Something terribly wrong has happened. I can feel it in my bones.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “I now know for sure why I canceled your power out last night.”

      “Wasn’t it because we’re both seventeens?”

      “Yes and no. Sure, being equally matched power-wise is probably a factor, but the main reason it happened is that our powers are opposites.”

      “I don’t follow,” I reply.

      “Yeah, me neither. Quit with the suspense, will ya?” Rufio says from the couch.

      Bryce sighs and stares straight into my eyes. “You can unmake Idols, and apparently I can make them.”
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      Principal Fallon doesn’t send for me until early the next morning. I’m not even fully awake yet when the knock on the door comes. It’s crazy how I know it’s her standing outside of my door and not one of the guys. I never suspected that Idols had different signatures; as a Norm, I could only guess their level on the Idol scale. 

      I turn around to check if the knock woke Rosie, but she’s still sound asleep. Poor thing was exhausted yesterday after her ordeal. She didn’t even want to talk much when I came back into the room. 

      I get out of bed as softly as I can and tiptoe toward the door. I’m wearing shorts and a loose T-shirt as pajamas, but I don’t think Principal Fallon cares about my appearance. 

      I only open the door a sliver. “Really? It’s not even six in the morning yet,” I whisper.

      “You and I have much to discuss. I’d prefer it if my sons are not aware we talked.”

      “That’s idiotic. They know I have to talk to you about Rosie.”

      “Put your shoes on and walk with me,” she replies as if I didn’t make an asinine comment.

      Clenching my jaw, I shut the door again. Not only do I put shoes on, but I also change into my uniform. I’m not going anywhere with the woman wearing sleepwear. 

      Principal Fallon doesn’t look at me when I join her in the corridor, just walks in the opposite direction the elevators and nearest staircase are. I follow her in silence, taking the opportunity to ensure my power is concealed. 

      We turn left at the end of the hallway and continue until we come to a dead end. 

      “Did you know that my family has been in charge of Gifted Academy for three generations? This building was actually named after my grandfather.”

      “Peachy,” I murmur.

      She raises both hands in front of the wall, and a soft breeze comes out of nowhere. There aren’t any windows nearby, so she must have created it. I don’t know what’s she up to until little hidden squares on the wall sink in and a secret passage is revealed. The wall swings forward, revealing a dark corridor beyond. 

      “He made sure the building had secret passages so faculty could move without being seen when the occasion called for it,” she explains.

      We continue down the corridor, and the motion sensor lights turn. Apprehension licks the back of my neck, a feeling that doesn’t improve when the door clicks shut behind me. 

      “Where are we going?”

      “I want to show you something.”

      The corridor ends in a set of narrows stairs. We don’t speak a word, and the only sound bouncing off the walls is of our feet on the stone steps. The stairs seem to go down forever, and by my calculations, we must have gone underground by now. At last, we reach the bottom, only to continue our trek through another long and narrow passageway. 

      “Did your grandfather build secret tunnels connecting all buildings on campus?”

      “Yes, he did.”

      “So all teachers have access to them?” I ask with a hint of alarm. I haven’t forgotten that one of them tried to kill me.

      “No. All faculty members who knew about the existence of these tunnels are long gone. I’m the only one with the knowledge. Well, and now you.”

      So not even her own sons know. And she’s now sharing this secret with me. I wasn’t born yesterday. She’s trying to make me trust her. Fat chance of that happening. But I can play the part of the gullible idiot.

      “Why are you telling me?”

      The corridor we’re in ends at a door, which Principal Fallon opens with a key she had in her pocket. We go up spiral stairs that wind up forever until we finally reach our final destination—a secret room filled with state-of-the-art equipment. A large desk sits in the middle, and mounted on top are three large monitors showing the security feeds on campus. I only spare a fleeting glance at them, as something way more interesting catches my eye. The entire right wall is covered from top to bottom with pictures, newspaper clippings, maps, and notes.

      “What is that?”

      I move closer, immediately noticing my picture and Rosie’s somewhat in the center. There are also pictures of my parents, Xavier, Rufio, Bryce, Phoenix, and Morpheus, plus several connecting lines to other images and notes.

      “Welcome to the war room. This wall contains every piece of information I’ve gathered in the last twenty-one years about our families and every other major player in this game.”

      I notice a picture of a stern man with the tag “Neo Gods” written below.

      “Who is this?”

      “My husband.”

      My blood runs cold. So this is the man who killed my uncle William. “You know he’s a Neo God and you still married to him?”

      “Oh, sweet child. Don’t you know it’s better to keep your enemies close? If I wasn’t married to him, I wouldn’t know he recruited my sons to his fucked-up organization.”

      Rage bubbles up to my throat. “How could you let him take Bryce and Rufio?”

      “I had no choice in the matter. Rufio tied my hands when he killed Drusilla. I don’t have the resources my husband does. I knew he was the only one who could help Rufio.”

      “Fucking fantastic. And now Rufio and Bryce are in his hands. Can’t you see what you’ve done!”

      “They haven’t been indoctrinated yet. There’s a test they must pass.”

      I narrow my eyes. “How do you know so much about the Neo Gods? Rufio and Bryce have some kind of spell that gives them seizures if they try to talk about what they saw and heard.”

      “I’ve been married to their father for over twenty years. I know how to extract information from him. He blabbers when he fucks.”

      Oh my God. I just puked in my mouth. Principal Fallon screwing her husband is definitely not the image I want in my head.

      “Spare me the gruesome details of your sex life. How do I know you’re not part of the Neo Gods?”

      “If I were part of that hateful group, you wouldn’t be standing here, staring defiantly at me from your higher moral ground. I don’t need to read my sons’ minds to know what the test is. They must kill the new weapon the Knights acquired, meaning you.”

      My blood runs cold. “What happens when they don’t follow through with their task?”

      “Most likely they’ll be exterminated. Gag spell or not, they’ve seen too much.”

      I pull my hair back, yanking at the strands. “I can’t let that happen.”

      “We won’t let that happen. So here’s my proposal to you. Help me end the menace of the Neo Gods, one Idol at a time.”

      There it is, the reason she brought me here. My stomach clenches painfully as I stare at the woman. “How?”

      “I’ve compiled a list of at least twenty members. We can take them down one by one.”

      “Do you want me to kill them?”

      “No, I want you to unmake them, turn those assholes into Norms. Let them become what they hate the most. That’s what I want to see.”

      “That sounds dangerous. And once I turn the first one into a Norm, they’ll know who I am.”

      “Not if you’re disguised.”

      I turn to the wall again and consider the possibilities. Xavier said Mr. Silverstone wants equality, but as long as organizations like the Neo Gods exist, they’ll fight tooth and nail to preserve the position Idols hold.

      “I don’t know,” I mutter.

      “You’re worried about your sister. If you agree to help me, I’ll make sure she has a place at Gifted Academy.”

      Damn the woman. She knows exactly what to say to manipulate me.

      I spin around, facing her. “Okay. I’ll help you. Who am I unmaking first? Your husband?”

      “No. We’re saving him for last. We’ll strike far away from home.”

      “Where?”

      “Hawk City.”
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      I’m the first one up. The sun has yet to appear, but I couldn’t stay in bed a minute longer, even though I’m bone-tired. There’s too much to process, too much to think about. My vision of Daisy and Bryce linked together by the Infinity band is beginning to make sense. The Maker and the Unmaker, joined for all eternity. The thought is bitter.

      I head for the kitchen to prepare coffee, but my head is definitely not in the task. I pour way too much water in the container and end up with something that resembles a dirty brew more than anything else. I toss everything down the drain and restart.

      I’m unsettled by Bryce’s revelation. Thanks to my vision, I knew he would have a special connection to Daisy, but now I’m not sure if I’m okay with it. The ugly feeling swirling in my chest is taking my head for a spin. I knew she was involved with my friends, and I didn’t expect her to pick me over them, so why am I feeling this possessive now? We only kissed, nothing more.

      “What are you doing up already?” Bryce asks, ending my solitude.

      He had to be the one to join me while I have all these dark thoughts in my head.

      “Couldn’t sleep. You?”

      He takes a seat by the kitchen counter and leans his elbows on the marble surface. “Me neither.”

      I get busy making another batch of coffee, and we don’t speak for several minutes. I honestly don’t know what to say to him, or maybe I’m afraid to make it obvious of how conflicted I am about Daisy.

      “I don’t like that Rosie is now a Gifted Academy resident,” he says suddenly.

      I whirl around. “Why is that?”

      “She’s bound to get hurt by one of the idiots who go here. We can’t keep an eye on her 24/7. What if I have to heal her and she turns into an Idol as well?”

      “Would that be so terrible? At least she wouldn’t be defenseless anymore.”

      “I’m afraid that if I keep turning Norms into Idols, the secret will come out. Someone is bound to want to take advantage of that.”

      “And by someone, you mean your mother.”

      “She’s one of them. But I can see the appeal to the Knights too. A Norm turned Idol would be way more inclined to join the Knights. It could triple their ranks in no time.”

      “Do you think Gunther Silverstone knows about you?”

      “Mr. X knows about Toby. It’s only a matter of time before they discover Toby is now an Idol.”

      “What do you think your father will do if he learns about your handy gift?” I raise an eyebrow.

      The blood vanishes from Bryce’s face, and his expression becomes pained.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      “No. You asked me a question about my father, and I wanted to answer, which means I can’t.”

      “Fuck. I’m sorry, Bryce. I swear I’m going to spend every spare minute training Daisy. I believe she can take the gag spell from your mind.”

      “Like that would be a chore for you.” He smiles wryly.

      I tense on the spot. Am I that transparent? “I don’t know what you’re implying.” I give my back to him so he can’t read the truth in my expression.

      “Cut it out, Morpheus. It’s obvious you have feelings for her. It seems we’re all destined to love the same woman.”

      My nostrils flare. I don’t know why I’m irritated by his remark. “I’m not in love with her.”

      “Yeah, yeah. And water isn’t wet either.”

      “What’s all this racket this early in the morning?” Phoenix comes into the living room wearing nothing but boxer shorts and crazy bed hair.

      “I’m making coffee,” I answer quickly, then throw a meaningful glance in Bryce’s direction. I hope he gets the message that I don’t want to keep talking about Daisy.

      A shiver runs down my spine, and the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end all of a sudden. I turn and stare at the door. Bryce and Phoenix do the same. A soft knock comes a second later.

      Bryce is the one closest to it. He jumps out of his chair and reaches the door with two long strides. Daisy comes in silently, and immediately I know something is wrong.

      “What’s the matter?” Bryce asks.

      “I just came down from a meeting with your mother.”

      “What were you doing talking to that witch at this hour?” Rufio asks, coming from his bedroom, highly alert for someone who just woke up.

      “She wanted to speak to me before any of you were up.” Daisy twists her hands together and purposefully avoids making eye contact with any of us. Her aura is all messed up as well, darker and restless. She’s conflicted over something.

      “About what?” Rufio asks.

      “What do you think?” Bryce snaps at Rufio, then turns to Daisy. “Did she tell you what she wanted in return for her cooperation?” He addresses her in a much softer tone, but the tension is still present in his voice.

      “Yes, but….” She looks to Rufio, biting her lower lip. Her signature action when she’s in turmoil.

      “She can’t say in front of you,” I finish the sentence for her.

      “Why not? What kind of bullshit is that?” Rufio raises his voice, making Daisy wince. He needs to cut that shit out before I make him. Can’t he see this situation isn’t her fault?

      “Because she doesn’t know if she can trust us. Why do you think Mr. X didn’t want to talk to us at Unearthly Desires?” Bryce poses the question.

      Rufio’s eyebrows meet his hairline. “Are you afraid we’re going to run to our father with information? We’re not working for the man, Daisy. I swear.”

      “I know you aren’t, but if they put a gag spell in your mind, maybe they’re also spying on us through you.” She hugs her middle, almost as if she’s trying to shield herself from all of us.

      Rufio blinks fast before he replies, “Fuck. I didn’t even think about that.”

      Dipping his chin, Bryce puts his hands on his hips and lets out a loud exhale. “Okay, we’re out of here. Come on, Rufio.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Daisy takes a step in their direction but then stops, probably remembering why she can’t be close to them.

      “Don’t worry, darling.” Bryce smiles tightly, obviously trying to hide how much this situation is bothering him, and walks out.

      Rufio throws a longing glance in Daisy’s direction. Unlike his brother, he’s not attempting to mask his feelings at all. They don’t speak for several beats until finally Rufio spins around and follows Bryce out. Moments later, Daisy continues to stare at the door.

      “What did Principal Fallon want?” I ask to break the spell.

      Still clutching her middle, Daisy turns to me. “She wants me to help her get rid of the Neo Gods.”

      “Ah, hell,” Phoenix groans.

      “She wants you to go against that group of lunatics by yourself, doesn’t she?” I say. “They’re dangerous, Daisy. She can’t expect you to defeat them alone.”

      “You said no, right?” Phoenix asks.

      I snort. Wishful thinking. Knowing her, it’s easy to guess what her answer was.

      “How could I say no? Principal Fallon believes they gave a challenge to Bryce and Rufio, something they must complete in order to be accepted in their ranks. Her guess is that the test is to kill the Knights’ newest weapon. Only they don’t know it’s me. But if Bryce and Rufio don’t follow through, they’ll be eliminated.”

      I rub my face and stare at the ceiling. “Bryce and Rufio will never harm you.”

      “I know. That’s why I had to say yes.”

      I go to Daisy, unable to keep my distance anymore. She throws herself into my arms and buries her face against my chest. At once, she begins to take my powers away, but since she can’t unmake me, I’m unbothered by it.

      Looking over her shoulder, I catch the scowl on Phoenix’s face. Damn. He’s jealous.

      I push her back gently and say, “You’re not going to do this alone. You have Phoenix and me.”

      “You got that right, babe,” Phoenix chimes in. “What’s Fallon’s plan?”

      “She wants me to strike key members of the organization one at a time, starting with the ones in Hawk City.”

      “That’s where you’re from. Have you ever been back since your parents died?” he asks.

      Daisy steps away from me and walks to the window. “No. If I had a choice, I’d never return. Too many awful memories there.”

      My heart breaks witnessing her pain. I can’t begin to imagine what it must have been like being alone in the world at such a young age. “When does she want you to go?”

      “She didn’t pick a date yet, but soon.”

      “Okay. There’s no time to waste, then. You need to learn to control your new powers beforehand. I’d say we skip school and get straight to it,” I reply.

      She whirls around. “Rosie starts school today. I can’t let her face the sharks on her own. Besides, you can’t miss class on my account. What about your grades?”

      “I don’t give a fuck about my grades anymore. I only did before to please my asshole father, and look what that got me.”

      “What are you moping about? At least he didn’t rape you,” Phoenix blurts out.

      His statement feels like a punch to my stomach. I’m such a self-absorbed asshole. My suffering pales in comparison to his.

      “Phoenix—” Daisy starts.

      “No, Daisy. Stop.” He holds up his hand. “There’s no need to look at me like I’m a broken toy. I’ll be fine. I don’t even know why I said that. The motherfucker is dead, and that’s all that matters.”

      Damn, Phoenix. I wish I could believe your lies.
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      “Where are we going?” I ask Morpheus as we walk side by side after school.

      “I don’t want interruptions, and since Rosie is bunking with you, there’s only one place we can go.”

      “The treehouse,” I say.

      “Yeah.”

      “How come no other student goes there? It’s not that hard to find.”

      “I think that by hanging out with us, you have forgotten who we are,” Morpheus replies with a twinkle in his eyes.

      I roll mine. “Oh, yeah. The Magnificent Four. I totally forgot about that.”

      “You’re the only person here who was never impressed by our status.”

      “True. Terrified, sure, but not impressed.” I smirk.

      We cross into the clearing where the treehouse is. “Who built this?” I ask.

      “We did, actually. Well, not us exactly. We hired builders.”

      “And Principal Fallon approved it just like that?”

      “She didn’t know until it was a done deal. But she didn’t care, as long as we didn’t create problems for her.”

      We stop in front of the oak tree, and I take a moment to admire the beauty of its massive branches and intricate patterns on the trunk.

      “Ladies first,” Morpheus says with a cheeky smile.

      “Ha-ha. How chivalrous. You just want to look up my skirt.”

      He widens his eyes, portraying the perfect picture of innocence. But he can’t hide the mirth in his gaze. “I would never.”

      “Whatever. You go first.”

      Like I’d mind if he did look up my skirt, and that’s the problem. My stomach is already in knots, and a shiver of anticipation runs down my back. We’ll be alone again for the first time since we kissed in his car, and I’m already craving more. But I can’t let my mind stray to the gutter. He’s here to train me, not satiate my hunger.

      The first detail I notice when I emerge from the trapdoor is the gray film of dust covering everything. “Did the cleaning person go on vacation?” I ask.

      “We usually tidy the place up ourselves.” Morpheus grabs a pillow from one of the bean bags and gives it a couple of smacks, releasing dust particles everywhere. It’s only after a moment that he notices I’m staring at him with my mouth open.

      “What?” he asks.

      “You expect me to believe you guys clean this place yourselves?”

      “We don’t want anyone snooping around, so yeah. Why are you looking at me like that?”

      I shake my head and laugh. “It’s just surreal to think you would do something so menial. I thought labor work was beneath Idols.”

      “Most of the time, yes. Come to think of it, I’m the one who does most of the work manually. Rufio simply destroys everything he doesn’t want to deal with, and Phoenix uses his telekinesis to straighten shit up like a damn fairy godmother.”

      The picture of Phoenix wearing a fairy godmother outfit with translucent wings and everything pops in my head. I can’t help but laugh.

      “What about Bryce?” I ask once I’ve calmed down.

      “He rarely comes here.”

      “Well, I can help. Do you have a rag I can use to dust?”

      “No, we’re not wasting our time with that. Let’s get down to business.”

      “Oh, okay.” I clutch my hands together because I was totally hoping for procrastination. 

      “You’re nervous.” Morpheus stops in front of me and grabs my hand. “You don’t need to be. I got you.”

      I stare at our joined hands because I’m afraid to stare into Morpheus’s warm gaze and get lost there. With the proximity, it’s impossible to ignore his intoxicating scent or how it affects my body. Damn stupid hormones. 

      The tingles in my fingertips are the first signs that I’m succubus-ing the crap out of Morpheus. “It’s happening again,” I say.

      “I know. I can feel it.”

      “How do I stop it?”

      “Close your eyes and try to give an image to your power. Pretend it’s a pink string you can hold.”

      “Okay. And I’m going to pretend you didn’t say pink.”

      “What’s wrong with pink? It’s my favorite color.”

      I open my eyes, expecting to catch mirth in his gaze, but Morpheus’s eyes are devoid of duplicity. “Really? I thought you were being a little sexist.”

      “Daisy, I know what you’re doing. Quit the jibber jabber and focus.”

      “Fine.” I close my eyes again and picture Morpheus’s silly pink string. I hold on to it with both hands. “I got it.”

      “Okay, now imagine that string is wrapped around my wrists and that the energy you feel going into your body is the movement of you pulling that string toward you.”

      “All right, I’m picturing it.”

      “Good. What I want you to do next is cut the strings around my wrists.”

      “With what?” I ask.

      “Jeez, with whatever. Imagine a pair of scissors.” 

      “Hey, don’t get sassy with me. This is your exercise. I’m following your lead.”

      “I’m sorry. So, do you have the scissors?”

      “Yeah.” 

      I’m about to cut the imaginary string when a flash of memory hits my mind. The scissors and pink string disappear. I’m no longer in the treehouse with Morpheus. I’m underwater. The water is crystalline, and I can see everything clearly. I’m near a shore. With a kick of my legs, I break the surface, and a familiar island comes into view. It’s the one I saw in my dream. 

      A loud boom behind me makes my heart jump up to my throat. I look over my shoulder and gasp when I face the storm that’s quickly approaching. I can’t be in the water when that thing hits. I swim as fast as I can toward the beach, knowing I have to find cover. The water is already getting rough, and the waves shove me forward when I touch the sandy bottom. I stagger onto the beach, out of breath. 

      Panic begins to set in when I don’t see anyone around me. I scream their names from the top of my lungs, and that’s when I realize this isn’t me. I think I’m seeing everything through Morpheus’s perspective. He keeps calling for Rufio, Bryce, and Phoenix until his young voice goes hoarse. 

      The wind picks up suddenly, bringing with it the ozone smell of the approaching storm. He runs toward the trees, but lightning strikes right in his path, missing him by a hair. The blast sends him flying backward, and when he falls, he hits his head on a half-buried rock. Sharp pain spreads through his skull, and his vision goes dark for a few seconds.

      It finally clears when droplets of cold water hit his face. The sky has turned completely black, and rain is coming down hard. Random flashes of light illuminate the ominous clouds, followed by the terrifying booms of thunder. 

      Lightning begins to strike in succession on the sandy bank, getting closer and closer to him. Still dizzy from the fall, he crawls toward the trees until one bolt finally hits his back. The most excruciating pain runs through his body, rendering him paralyzed. The metallic taste of copper fills his mouth. The screams that come from deep his throat are the piercing kind. 

      “Daisy! Daisy!” someone calls out while my body shakes.

      “Make it stop,” I cry.

      “Make what stop?”

      “The… pain.”

      “Daisy, please open your eyes.” I finally recognize Morpheus’s voice, and that helps me get out of the nightmare in my head. 

      My eyes fly open suddenly, and the pain I felt a second ago goes away. My heart is beating at warp speed, and my head feels like it’s filled with cotton.

      Morpheus touches my face, watching me with worry. “What happened?”

      “I’m not sure,” I reply in a croaky voice. I guess the screaming I heard came from me.

      “You froze suddenly, and then you wouldn’t answer me until you started yelling.”

      “How did you break free from my hold?” I touch my left cheek, finding it wet.

      “I’m an eighteen, remember? I can sever the connection on my own. I don’t understand what went wrong.”

      “I-I think I took one of your memories.”

      His brows furrow together. “What makes you think that? And what memory?”

      “Of an island.”

      Morpheus lets go of me and takes a step back. His face pales in an instant. “What did you see?”

      “You had just arrived at a tropical island, alone and afraid. You kept calling out for Bryce, Rufio, and Phoenix. Then a terrible lightning storm broke in the sky, and you ended up getting struck.”

      Morpheus stares at me for several beats without blinking. “We call it the island of horrors,” he finally tells me. “The guys and I wound up there after our fishing boat capsized ten years ago.” He takes his jacket off first, then slips out of his uniform shirt. 

      “What are you doing?” I ask through a sudden dry mouth. As I suspected, Morpheus is lean and hard. His washboard abs are the stuff dreams are made of. He doesn’t seem real.

      “I want to show you something.” He turns around, giving me the view of his equally impressive back.

      “What am I supposed to be seeing?”

      “Touch me between my shoulder blades.” 

      I do as he says, and like magic, a lightning bolt tattoo appears. An electric shock comes next, and I yank my hand back. “What is that?”

      Morpheus turns to me. “The mark of a very powerful deity. He’s a god, but we don’t know what kind. All we do know is that he recruits powerful Idols to do his bidding.”

      “Do Bryce, Rufio, and Phoenix have the same mark too?”

      “Yup. It’s invisible until a powerful Idol touches it.”

      “So you work for this god?” I ask.

      “We did until he tried to kill you.”

      “What?” I squeak. “When?”

      “The day you almost drowned at Echo Cove. It was his doing. He created that storm. By saving you, we defied him.”

      A spear of fear pierces my chest. “What does that mean?”

      “It means we’re on the shit list of a very powerful and wicked god.”

      “When you were on that island of horrors, were you struck by lightning?”

      “No. That was one of the terrible things that didn’t happen to me. I don’t know why you saw that.”

      “I didn’t see it. I felt it.” I run a hand through my hair, getting more confused by the second. “That wasn’t the first time I saw the island.” 

      “What do you mean?”

      “Soon after I came into possession of my Idol powers, I dreamed about it.”

      “Daisy, what did you see?”

      “At first, I saw a hidden village in the middle of the jungle. There were Norms, Fringes, and Idols living together in harmony. It was like paradise. I thought it was Starlight Island.”

      “The legendary safe haven for Norms?” he asks.

      “Yeah, though I realize now that it probably doesn’t exist. Anyway, I thought I was dreaming about Starlight Island, but when I approached the village, it vanished from my sight, and soon a horrendous storm took over the sky, similar to the one I just saw in your memory.”

      “Lightning storms are this god’s MO.”

      “The dream felt so real, Morpheus, almost as if I was reliving a memory.”

      “I think Magia has been on that island. Maybe she defied the god and hence lost her powers. It would explain why he was so keen on killing you.”

      “We have to figure this out. We can’t have you tied to some crazy deity.”

      “I know.” He cups my cheek. “One thing at a time.”

      Heat ignites in the center of my chest, spreading rapidly down my limbs. It doesn’t help that Morpheus is standing half naked in front of me either, smelling the way he does.

      “We should go back to practicing,” I murmur.

      He moves closer, eyeing my mouth. “We should.” 

      The awareness that I’m taking from him vanishes. “I don’t think I’m stripping you of your powers anymore.”

      “No. I’m blocking you now.”

      “Why?”

      “For starters, I don’t want you suffering thanks to my messed-up memories. And most importantly, I want to do this.”

      He captures my lips in a slow and sensual kiss. I was craving another taste, but I didn’t expect him to be the one to cave first. I don’t think he would have if I hadn’t seen one of his memories. Damn, it was a horrible experience, but if this is the reward, it’s so worth it.

      I flatten my palms against his taut abs, finding the skin hot to the touch. Morpheus trembles and a low growl comes from deep in his throat. The sound spurs me on. I run my fingers across his torso first, then let them travel past his belly button until they reach his waistband. 

      In response, Morpheus wraps his arms around my waist, pulling me closer and preventing me from moving my hands.

      “Hey!” I complain between kisses, which he ignores. 

      Oh, like you mind that, Daisy. 

      We do nothing but kiss for a while, until I lose track of time. It’s almost like Morpheus is in no hurry to move things to the next level. Doesn’t he know how I’m burning for him?

      “Morpheus,” I breathe.

      “Yes, Daisy.” He kisses my chin and then peppers a trail of wet kisses toward my ear. I arch my back and close my eyes, savoring the sensation.

      “I need more,” I say.

      He chuckles before his hands go south and grab my butt. “Like this?” he teases.

      “No, more.”   

      He runs his hands farther down until they disappear underneath my skirt. His fingers are hot against my skin, and when he reaches the sides of my panties, my legs almost give out from under me. 

      “How about now?” he whispers in my ear.

      “Still not enough.”

      He stops kissing my neck and drops to his knees. I suck in a breath and watch him watch me through hooded eyes. His glorious curly hair is unbound and wild, a temptation for me. I thread my fingers through his strands, then trace his temple. Morpheus closes his eyes for a moment before lifting my skirt and bringing his mouth to my pussy. He licks my center through the fabric, and I have no choice but to yank his hair a little harder as I try to remain upright.

      “Is that good for you, Daisy?”

      Like the greedy little nympho I am, I say, “No, I need more.”

      He licks me again and again, teasing me mercilessly. With each stroke, he unravels me more. When I don’t think he can be any crueler with his sweet torture, he pulls my panties to the side and sucks my clit into his mouth. And just like that, he obliterates me into tiny little particles of stardust. Tingles spread throughout my body as a wave of pleasure sweeps over me. I feel like I’m floating on air, or maybe soaring through the sky. I can’t even make up my mind.

      Morpheus keeps sucking and licking until I can’t take it anymore. I pretty much collapse on top of him, thanks to my now useless legs.

      Steadying me, he leans back and looks up with a shit-eating grin. “How about now?”

      I want to wipe that cocky smile from his lips. “Not even close.” 

      I push him back until his ass hits the floor, then drop to my knees and force him to lie on his back. It’s my time to have some fun. I place a kiss near his belly button and then look at him from under my eyelashes. He’s watching me with so much desire in his eyes that it’s almost enough to send me over the edge again.

      Without breaking eye contact, I unbutton his trousers and pull the fabric down. His cock is hard and straining against his boxer shorts. I could play the same move he did and lick his length through the fabric, but I’m not as patient as he is. I’m too eager, too hungry for a taste of him. I free his erection, wrapping my fingers around the base.

      “Fuck, Daisy. You’re killing me.”

      “No I’m not. Not yet anyway.” I run my tongue over his head, licking and teasing just like he did me. 

      Morpheus groans, then reaches for my hair to grab a fistful. “More.”

      I chuckle, fanning hot air over his sensitive skin. “So greedy.”

      “No more than you. You have no idea how long I’ve waited for this.”

      “Tell me,” I say before I take his cock into my mouth. 

      Morpheus makes an incoherent sound but doesn’t answer my question, so I press. “I’m waiting.”

      “Honestly, I’ve wanted you since the first time I saw you.”

      I stop for a moment. “Really?”

      He lifts his head, and our gazes connect. “Yeah. Beautiful enough to cause physical pain and a personality to put any Idol in their place. What’s not to love?”

      I sit on the balls of my feet. “You didn’t love me then. The hate was pretty clear.”

      Morpheus leans on his elbows and stares at me intensely. “No, I didn’t love you in that moment. But I do now.”

      My heart seems to skip a beat, only to carry on twice as fast as before. “You do?”

      “Yeah,” he replies in a tight voice. “You don’t need to say it back.”

      “I know. But what if I do?”

      He squints, furrowing those eyebrows again. I don’t like that look. 

      “You couldn’t possibly.”

      I crawl toward him like a jungle cat stalking prey. When I’m at his face’s level, I stop and straddle him. My eyes lower to his high cheekbones as I caress them with the tips of my fingers. I trace a path toward the corner of his mouth, then rub my thumb over his full lips.

      “You had me at tacos,” I say.

      He chuckles. “What?”

      “The day you cooked for me, that’s when I started falling, and I haven’t stopped since. I love you too, Morpheus.”

      I capture his face between my hands and lower my mouth to his. As our tongues explore one another, a warm feeling unfurls in the pit of my stomach. I’m more than ready for this. My head feels light, and the buzzing in my ears drowns every other sound. I begin to rock back and forth, needing the friction between my legs. Morpheus grabs me by the hips, digging his fingers into my skin as he tries to help me move.

      “Condom,” I say between kisses. “We need protection.”

      “There should be some in here.”

      If there isn’t, I’ll cry.

      We kiss for another minute while our hips mimic what’s to come. Somehow, my panties move sideways, and the tip of Morpheus’s dick slips inside.

      Danger alert. We’re flirting with the line of irresponsibility now.

      I slide off him. “Okay, where’s that condom?”

      “Hold on.” He jumps to his feet and heads for the cabinet in the corner of the room. “Phew. We’re lucky. The last one.” He grins at me, holding the foil packet between his fingers.

      I stand as well so I can get rid of my clothes. I want Morpheus to see me. He freezes when I take off my jacket, doesn’t even blink when I unbutton my shirt slowly. But his eyes do narrow and his lips part when I toss my bra to the side.

      “Breathtaking.”

      I don’t comment as I get rid of my skirt and panties, standing before him wearing nothing but my high stockings and shoes. His smoldering eyes drop to my feet and travel back up the length of my body slowly. It’s almost a caress.

      “If I wasn’t so horny right now, I’d drop down on my knees and eat your pussy again.” He breaches the distance between us.

      “Such a filthy mouth.” I reach for his cock. “What else would you like to do with me?”

      Morpheus brings the foil package to his mouth and tears it with his teeth. “How about I just show you?”

      Gently, he frees his cock from my grip and rolls the condom down his shaft. He breaks eye contact for a moment to gaze at the room. “Shit, I really should have planned this better. First the car and now this pigsty.” He grabs the blanket that was draped over one of the beanbags and lays it on the floor.

      “It doesn’t matter where we are. We’ll make it work.” With a smile, I grab his hand and together we lie down on the makeshift bed. Morpheus grabs a few pillows, but I’m more interested in feeling his touch on my skin again than comfort, which explains why I attack him, sealing my lips over his.

      In an instant, he’s on board with the change of pace. More than on board, he’s completely in charge. He rolls me on my back, positioning himself between my legs. This foreplay has lasted too long, and I’m done with it. I lift my knees, crossing my legs at the ankles behind his back, and then finally, he’s inside.

      A piece of my heart that I didn’t know was missing clicks into place. All my emotions amplify and take over. My heart expands to contain the feelings that have grown exponentially, but even so, it overflows. I didn’t know it was possible to love more than one person as intensely as this, but I do. I love him just like I love Bryce, Rufio, and Phoenix. 

      I lose control of my body completely. I cry out when Morpheus makes me come again, then again, until he finally succumbs to his own release.

      If this is the reward for doing well in his class, I just became the teacher’s pet.
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      The week went by in a blur. Between schoolwork, helping Rosie adjust to her new environment, and training with Morpheus, it’s easy to see why it sped away like a bullet. The rumor mill is still buzzing about Drusilla’s vanishing act, and not a peep has been said about Rufio’s involvement in her death. His father did an outstanding job, which means he’s indeed a terrible enemy.

      I also managed to squeeze in sexy times with Morpheus and Bryce, the only ones I can touch without risk. We tried to keep our dates on the down-low to not piss off Rufio and Phoenix, but I can tell they know. I catch their longing glances in my direction and aggravated ones reserved for Morpheus and Bryce. This situation is not sustainable; sooner or later, someone is going to blow. I can’t allow that to happen.

      Nevertheless, I’m walking with an extra bounce in my step this morning, and Rosie notices. 

      “You’ve been in a good mood the entire week,” she tells me.

      “Have I?” I say absentmindedly, remembering the steamy evening I spent with Bryce in the treehouse, which now should be called the Love Shack, since it’s where I spend time with Morpheus too.

      “Yes. How much sex did you have this week?”

      “Rosie!” I look around to make sure no one overheard us.

      “Oh, come on. Like you care who hears about it. If you gave a rat’s ass about other people’s opinion, you wouldn’t date four guys at the same time.”

      “Do I detect a judgmental tone in your voice?”

      She clamps her jaw shut and doesn’t answer right away. That’s fine. We’ve reached the main building, and I definitely don’t want to talk about my sex life in public.

      Principal Fallon arranged for our lockers to be next to each other. Rosie opens hers first, and I see a picture of her and Toby taped to the door.

      “How is everything going with you two?” I ask.

      “Good. It’s nice to go to the same school as him. Although, Toby is more stressed than ever with his studies, and we haven’t spent that much time together.”

      “He’s still trying to catch up for the week he missed here.”

      “I know.”

      As if we had summoned him by speaking his name, Toby joins us in the hallway. He kisses Rosie on the cheek, erasing the sourpuss expression she had a moment ago. 

      “Are you ready for your first assembly?” Toby asks Rosie.

      She shrugs. “Is it going to be any different than the other assemblies I attended at my previous school?”

      “Probably not.”

      We continue toward the auditorium. Bryce, Morpheus, Rufio, and Phoenix are waiting for me by the door. Immediately, my heart takes off. How is it possible to feel such intense feelings for four different guys? But I do love them with the same fervor, even though I haven’t told Rufio or Phoenix that yet. Because we can’t touch, I’ve avoided them as much as I could. 

      “Do you know why we have an assembly today?” I ask.

      “Mom probably wants to give everyone an update about Drusilla. There’s still too much talking in the hallways, and she wants it to stop,” Bryce replies.

      “Isn’t mentioning it at an assembly only going to add more fuel to the fire?” I reply.

      “Not if it’s followed by more exciting news,” Rufio answers.

      I turn to my right and notice Rosie and Toby have already gone in. My sister hasn’t quite warmed up to the guys yet. She likes Bryce the most, but that’s because he saved her boyfriend. I wish she could see them beyond their Idol powers.

      We sit on the last row, and a minute later, Principal Fallon takes the stage. As Bryce had guessed earlier, Drusilla is the first topic on the agenda. The narrative hasn’t changed. Drusilla is still missing, but every effort is being made by the authorities to locate her. The subject makes me hella uncomfortable. I keep thinking about Drusilla’s parents, their pain of not knowing what happened to their daughter. No one deserves that, but I understand it’s the only solution. There’s no body to be found. The only way for them to know the truth is for Rufio to confess.

      “I doubt Drusilla is truly missing,” a girl in front of me whispers to her friend. “I bet she’s holed up in a five-star hotel with some boy toy.”

      “For sure,” the second girl agrees.

      “It would be much easier if the police thought the same,” Bryce whispers in my ear. His breath fanning against my neck gives me goose bumps.

      “Moving on to the next topic on the agenda,” Principal Fallon continues without missing a beat, “the time has finally come to announce the name of the students selected to represent Gifted Academy in the Annual Interschool Academic Tournament, which will take place this year at Paragon Academy in Hawk City.”

      All my muscles seem to freeze at once. Hawk City. I know which names she’s going to say.

      “Toby Macintosh, Daisy Woods, Phoenix Westbrook, Rufio Kent, and Bryce Kent.”

      “She didn’t call your name.” I glance at Morpheus. 

      “She wouldn’t. I’m only an average student.” 

      I open my mouth to say I can’t go without him, but then I remember Bryce and Rufio don’t know the real reason my name is on that list. Principal Fallon just gave me a solid excuse to be in Hawk City.

      This is really happening. I’m going to face members of the Neo Gods. I get a stomachache just thinking about it. 

      “But don’t worry. I’ve made other arrangements to be in the city at the same time as you,” Morpheus continues.

      “Oh good. I didn’t want to miss our training sessions.”

      “Sure, that’s the reason,” Phoenix mutters to himself.

      “What about your sister? If we’re all going, who’s going to keep an eye on her?” Rufio reminds me.

      Shit. I can’t leave Rosie here alone. The other students haven’t given her any problem so far, but I know that’s because the guys have extended their protection to her. She’ll be pounded mercilessly with us out of the picture.

      “I’m sure my mother will allow Rosie to come with us,” Bryce replies.

      I smile tightly, but his comment doesn’t comfort me. I’m going to Hawk City on a dangerous mission. Ideally, I’d want Rosie to be as far away from me as possible.

      “Don’t worry, Daisy. We’ll keep Rosie safe,” Phoenix says, maybe guessing my turmoil.

      “Oh, come on. Hawk City isn’t that bad,” Rufio declares.

      I refrain from commenting because I would love for them to drop the subject.

      Bryce covers my hand with his and squeezes a little. “It’ll be okay.”

      I know what’s on his mind. He’s concerned about what visiting the city where my parents were murdered will do to my psyche. If he only knew that’s only part of what’s troubling me.
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      “I don’t want to go,” Rosie says from her bed. Principal Fallon had an extra one delivered on Monday. My room is big enough that it fit.

      “I know you don’t, sweetie, but we don’t have a choice.” I keep sorting out the clothes I want to pack without paying much attention to her. I have more worrisome problems in my head than concerning myself with her teen woes.

      “Bullshit. You could say you don’t want to participate in the tournament. Principal Fallon can’t force you to go.”

      “Actually, she can. Don’t forget that we have a safe roof over our heads thanks to her.”

      “You did not just say that,” she retorts, raising her voice. “That snake was spying on us!”

      I finally look at my sister. “I have to go to Hawk City. It’s high time we face our past. We can’t keep running from it.”

      “I don’t know how you can say that like it’s not a big deal. Have you forgotten how bad it got in the first weeks after we lost Mom and Dad?”

      My heart hurts so badly, like a dagger is twisting in my chest. “I haven’t forgotten a single thing,” I grit out, “but I can’t let my past dictate my life. We’re going, and that’s final.”

      Rosie clutches her pillow against her chest and pouts. “At least Toby is coming with us.”

      “Yes, see? You’re worrying about nothing. I bet you’ll have fun. And you don’t even have to worry about competing in some stupid academic tournament.”

      “True that.”

      Shit. I don’t remember being as mercurial as Rosie when I was her age. I suppose worrying about our survival trumped teenage mood swings. I couldn’t afford those.

      “You’d better start packing or you’ll end up not having time.”

      “Our flight doesn’t leave until tomorrow.”

      I set the top I was folding down on my bed to put my hands on my hips. “And I know you. You’ll wait until late at night and then start panicking that you don’t have anything to wear.”

      “I don’t have anything to wear.”

      That might actually be true and not another ridiculous whine.

      “Now that we don’t have to pay rent for your room, there’s some money left. We can go shopping when we get there.”

      “I used to love going to the thrift stores with Mom,” Rosie says, dropping her gaze. 

      The pang in my chest is sharp, almost as if I’ve just lost Mom and Dad. People say time heals everything, but I don’t think I’ll ever be able to think about them without feeling so hollow and sad. They were stolen from us when we needed them most. We’ll never forget that.

      I never asked Mr. Silverstone what happened that night after Rosie and I ran away. Did he kill all those Neo Gods? Maybe I should have listened to what the man had to say, but I wasn’t in the right frame of mind after the confrontation with Phoenix’s father. 

      I sit next to Rosie and throw my arm around her shoulder. “I loved going shopping with Mom too. She was always able to find the coolest stuff.”

      “Or see the potential in something that didn’t look great at first glance.”

      “Yeah.”

      We don’t speak for several minutes. My eyes prickle, but I don’t want to cry every time I think about them, so I focus on the happy memories instead. 

      “What do you think happens after people die, Daisy?” Rosie asks after a while. “Do you think they just cease to exist?”

      I think about that island I dreamed about. The village I saw where there had no division among the races. “I’d like to believe we go somewhere better than here.”

      “Me too.” She drops her head against my shoulder. “I miss them so damn much, but at the same time, I can barely remember what they look like or sound like anymore.”

      A lump the size of the moon lodges in my throat. “It doesn’t matter if the details are getting fuzzy. All that matters is that we keep carrying them in our hearts.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            25

          

          
            Daisy

          

        

      

    

    
      Rosie and I have never traveled by plane before; that's a luxury few Norms get. It was an experience I’ll never forget for sure. But thanks to some confusion during the booking of our flight, Rosie, Toby, and I sat separate from the guys, which worked out for the best since the tension among the five of us was so thick, you’d need a machete to cut it. We should have had a conversation before we came on this trip, but between classes, training, and keeping an eye on Rosie, there was no time. 

      Paragon Academy sent a van to pick up our group, a luxurious model with tinted windows, supple leather seats, and even a TV to keep the passengers entertained. I sit by the window, and Rosie slides in right next to me, saving me from another awkward situation with the guys. Bryce takes the seat right across from me. Rufio and Morpheus follow him, while Phoenix sits next to Toby. This is the best seating arrangement we could have considering our situation; Rosie still can’t relax around any of them, despite my reassurance that Bryce, Rufio, Phoenix, and Morpheus are not the bad guys. 

      To avoid the intense stares they’re giving me, I look out the window, but I don’t find solace in the view. Seeing the familiar landscape of Hawk City brings a sharp pang in my chest that makes it harder to breathe. I knew coming back here would be difficult, but I didn’t expect it to be this painful. 

      The sun is setting, and the sky is tinged in a beautiful combination of orange and pink hues, something rare for Hawk City. It’s almost like the gods themselves are going out of their way to make me suffer.

      A derisive laugh sounds in my head. That could very well be possible. The god from the island controls storms; he could be responsible for this sunset too. 

      We don’t head downtown, and soon the buildings disappear from view. But unlike Gifted Academy, which is in the boonies, Paragon Academy is right smack in the city. The prestigious school is situated in one of the most upscale neighborhoods where the houses are centuries-old red bricks and the brass on the doors shines under the sun. Most streets are lined with tall trees, and there’s no littering in sight. It’s a far cry from where I used to live. Only the crème de la crème lives here. That fact makes me even more apprehensive to set foot in Paragon Academy. If the students of Gifted Academy are bad, I can’t imagine what the kids here are like.

      The van stops in front of a four-story stone building that takes up almost an entire block. Its gothic architecture tells me it’s been here for centuries. It was probably one of the first structures built in the city. Staring at it, it’s almost like I’m transported to a different era—or a horror movie. The clustered columns, large expanses of glass, and intricate sculptures are astonishing, though.

      “Wow,” I exclaim.

      “Wow? Shouldn’t you be saying ‘yikes’?” Phoenix jokes.

      “I second that. I hope the inside looks better than the outside. This building is super creepy,” Rosie chimes in.

      “It’s a little better but not by much.” Bryce, who’s sitting across from me, opens the door.

      “So you’ve been here before?” I ask as I follow him out.

      “Yeah, a couple of years ago for a stuffy social function with my mother.” 

      Standing in front of the impressive building, I look up and spot gargoyle statues perched on the roof. My jaw drops. I don’t care what anyone says, I love it.

      “Careful now. You might swallow a fly if you keep your mouth open like that,” a male voice says.

      I turn in his direction. Stephan Silverstone and his brother, Soren, are standing in front of the school gate. 

      “Stephan, what are you doing here?” Toby goes to his friend and they hug. 

      From the corner of my eye, I catch the guys staring at Stephan and Soren in a not-so-friendly way. I shouldn’t be surprised that they would extend their animosity to Mr. Silverstone’s sons as well.

      “The headmaster called in a favor. He needed a substitute teacher, and I had time to do it.” Stephan turns to my sister with a huge smile on his face. “Good to see you, Rosie.”

      “Hi,” she replies shyly.

      Soren’s expression remains serious as he watches the exchange of pleasantries. I only saw him briefly at the barbecue, but it seems to me his personality is the total opposite of his brother’s.

      With his easygoing smile still in place, Stephan turns to me. “Daisy, I was so happy to hear you were coming to Hawk City. You’re going to love the tournament. I can’t wait to show you around school.”

      At once, Bryce and Morpheus move closer to me while Rufio and Phoenix take a step forward. I don’t even need to look in their direction to sense the threatening aura they’re emanating.

      “I’m glad to be here,” I reply.

      Bryce clears his throat. “Can we move this inside the courtyard at least?”

      Stephan’s expression changes in the blink of an eye from open and warm to serious and irritated. “Of course.”

      “What about our bags?” Rosie asks.

      “Someone will bring them up to your rooms,” Soren replies.

      The courtyard beyond the wrought iron gate is beautiful with small trees placed strategically, wood benches, and a fountain. A set of stairs leads to the main building, which has three different entries.

      “The doors straight ahead will take you to the academic section where all classes are held. Dormitories are split by gender, boys to the left and girls to the right,” Stephan explains.

      Shit. I knew I wouldn’t share a room with the guys, but I wasn’t counting on being that far away from them. How am I going to keep practicing with Morpheus? Despite our intense training sessions, I haven’t made much progress. I still can’t stop taking his powers.

      “What’s on the agenda for today?” Bryce asks.

      “You’re the last group of out-of-towners to arrive. There’s an official mixer at seven in the auditorium,” Stephan replies. 

      “So we can do whatever we want after that?” Rufio asks.

      “Yeah, but there’s an unofficial party at Casper’s Nightclub. A big group is going. You should come too.” Stephan glances at me with a much friendlier expression. I’m sure none of the guys missed it.

      “I don’t know. I think everyone is pretty beaten,” Bryce replies before I can say anything. 

      I’m not in the least bit tired, and I’m curious about the Silverstone brothers. Maybe I can learn more about the Knights without actually having an official meeting with their father.

      “I’d like to go,” I say.

      “Really?” Morpheus arches his brow.

      “Yup. I haven’t done anything fun in like forever.”

      “Is that an Idol club?” Rosie asks.

      “Well, it’s not a club exclusive to Idols, but most of the patrons are Idols. Don’t worry, though. No one will have an issue with you and Daisy.”

      Crap on toast, I didn’t even consider that. That’s life outside the gilded hallways of Gifted Academy. The division is more glaring in Saturn’s Bay, but just because there’s more mingling of Norms, Fringes, and Idols in Hawk City, it doesn’t mean there’s true integration. There weren’t any Idols living in our old neighborhood, for instance.

      “I think I’m going to pass,” Rosie replies.

      “What? You’re just going to hide in your room during your entire stay?” Phoenix asks, truly surprised.

      Rosie’s spine goes taut, and I can tell she’s about to offer an angry retort when Toby turns to her. “Let’s go out on a date. There are plenty of amazing Norm restaurants in town.”

      My sister rewards Toby with a big smile. It seems only he can cheer her up these days. But he’s still masking his new powers around her. She doesn’t know he’s an Idol too. He needs to come clean soon.

      “Okay, that sounds lovely.”

      “Great. Now that that’s settled, let me take you to your rooms.” Stephan veers toward the right and Soren to the left, but Bryce halts Stephan.

      “Do you mind taking us to our room?” he asks. “I’d like a word with you.” His tone is pleasant, but there’s no mistaking the veiled animosity.

      Stephan trades a glance with his brother first. The younger man shrugs.

      “I don’t mind taking the girls to their accommodations.”

      And so we part ways. I don’t know if Bryce truly wants to talk to Stephan or if he simply didn’t want the guy around me. Maybe he thought Stephan was too friendly. But why would he be jealous? Does he think that because I’m involved with the four of them, I’m going to keep adding to my harem? If I add another penis to this equation, I’ll overload on the testosterone.

      Soren walks ahead of us without saying much, unless I ask him a random question here and there. I give up trying to strike up a conversation after a few minutes and focus on my surroundings instead. Like Gifted Academy, Paragon Academy is an example of old-money glamor. From marble floors to wood-paneled walls, it’s a far cry from the public school Rosie and I used to attend. Since it’s Saturday, we don’t see that many people roaming the entry foyer of the girls’ dorm, which resembles a luxurious hotel lobby with gold-plated signs indicating where everything is.

      We take the elevator to the third floor, and once there, we cross paths with a few students. The girls don’t try to hide their surprise at seeing two Norms in their domain.

      “Which school are you from?” a girl with straight black hair and sharp bangs asks.

      “Gifted Academy,” I reply.

      Her almond-shaped eyes become rounder. “Oh, you’re that Norm.” 

      “That Norm?” I bristle. “What does that mean?”

      She gives me the fakest smile. “Oh, nothing. Just FYI, our school has strict rules about curfew, so if you’re planning on extracurricular activities, you’d better do it off campus.” 

      I narrow my eyes to slits, immediately catching the double meaning of her words. Her friends giggle, which just solidifies my suspicion.

      “Oh, and another thing. They don’t sell condoms in the little shop downstairs, so I hope you brought your own. We don’t need you spreading your Norm diseases here. Welcome to Paragon Academy!” she adds with an extra cheer to her tone. 

      Fucking bitch. I curl my hands into fists, a second away from knocking the grin off her face, but Rosie grabs my arm. 

      “Don’t. They aren’t worth the trouble.”

      She’s right, but the anger is still running wildly in my veins. The stupid bitches carry on in the opposite direction, still laughing at my expense. 

      “Don’t mind them. They’re brainless bimbos,” Soren chimes in.

      “They’re probably jealous that you have four boyfriends,” Rosie mutters. 

      I throw her a glare and then nod at Soren, who’s walking ahead of us. She mouths, “What?” like she’s clueless as to why I’m staring daggers at her. I might be dating four guys, but I don’t want the entire world to know.

      The thought is sobering and takes me aback. Why do I want to keep it a secret? What am I afraid of?

      Soren stops in front of room 225 and unlocks it using a card key. I wonder if the doors here are protected against intrusion like the ones at Gifted Academy are. 

      “Here we are.” He holds the door and lets us in first.

      I was expecting a small room with two beds and a bathroom attached. What we get is a proper apartment with a small living room, kitchen, and separate bedrooms.

      “Wow, this is nice.” Rosie drops her backpack on the couch and heads for the window. 

      “Only the best for visiting students. Not that the regular dorm rooms are bad. Here are your keys.” He hands them to me. “And this is the schedule for the weekend and the following week, plus a map of the rest of campus and all other information you might need for your stay.” He taps the folder that was already on the kitchen counter.

      “You’re not going to show us around?” I ask.

      He looks startled. “I don’t think we have time for a tour before the mixer. You probably want to freshen up.”

      “Excuse me, I need to use the restroom.” Rosie makes a beeline for it, leaving me alone with Soren. 

      This is my chance to grill him for information.

      “How’s your father?” I ask.

      Soren glances at the bathroom door before moving closer. “My father is fine. He sends his regards, and also a message.”

      I hold my breath. “I’m listening.”

      “Whatever you’re planning to do in Hawk City, don’t.”

      Literal chills go down my spine. “I don’t know what you mean. I came for the tournament.”

      Soren’s lips curls into wry smile. “No you didn’t. Hawk City is not Saturn’s Bay, Daisy. The players here are much more powerful and dangerous. It’s in your best interest to keep your head down and not draw attention to yourself. People are looking for you.”

      My heart begins to beat at a rapid pace, and my mouth becomes dry. “Are you talking about the Neo Gods?”

      He narrows his eyes for a moment, almost as if he’s surprised I know about the Idol supremacist group. “Them and others. Be careful.”

      What the hell does he mean by others? 

      Rosie walks out of the bathroom, forcing my conversation with Soren to an abrupt end. 

      “Well, like I said, this is all the information you’ll need,” Soren continues without missing a beat. “I’ll see you later at the mixer.”

      “See you later, Soren,” Rosie replies. When he’s gone, she turns to me. “What’s the matter? Your face has gone ashen.”

      “Really? It must have been the trip. I think I’m going to lie down for a little bit.”

      I head for one of the bedrooms and pretend to take a nap, but it’s only for Rosie’s benefit. I can’t rest when Soren left me hanging like that. Who else could be looking for me besides the Neo Gods?
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      “I don’t like that fucker,” Rufio says over the loud music in the club. 

      “Yeah, I heard you the first time, brother,” I reply absentmindedly while I observe the scene.

      The mixer was a snooze fest, so we got out of there as soon as we could and headed to the nightclub. The headmaster of Paragon Academy runs a much tighter ship than Mom does back home. Maybe because the guy is actually interested in doing his job instead of plotting the end of the world. 

      My eyes immediately find Daisy, who’s talking to Morpheus near the bar. Anyone looking in their direction can tell they’re involved. And the idiot tried to deny he was in love with her. Shit, he looks at her the same way we all do. 

      A few days ago, Daisy told me she had slept with him. At first, I was so jealous, I almost blew up all the lights in the treehouse. It took me a moment to calm down. I’m still a little confused as to why I reacted so strongly. Daisy never made it a secret that she was interested in the four of us, and the guys and I never really said anything about exclusivity. Daisy is the type of woman we can’t keep to ourselves. If I have to share her with my best friends and my brother, I can deal with it. Not that there isn’t a competition going on between Morpheus and me. Without Daisy knowing, we’re keeping tabs on who can give her more orgasms.

      “Ugh, look at them,” Rufio groans. “I swear he’s not training her hard enough so he can keep hogging her.”

      “Come on. Morpheus would never do that.” I take a sip of my drink.

      “You don’t care because you’re not in the freeze zone. I’m going out of my mind that I can’t touch her.”

      “You can say that again. Here, I scored us some pick-me-uppers.” Phoenix hands Rufio a vial of Silver-voltage.

      “Really? Your solution to blue balls is getting high?” I glower at the duo. “Have you forgotten what’s at stake here? We need to keep our minds sharp at all times.”

      “Bite me, Bryce. Nothing is going to happen. Besides, Daisy isn’t lacking in the knight-in-shining armor department. Did you see how that Stephan douche was eating her up with his eyes?” Rufio retorts.

      “Will you quit with the Stephan thing?” I snap. 

      I also noticed that the guy was overfriendly, but Daisy didn’t spare him a second glance. Sure, I asked him to show us to our room instead of his brother, but I also wanted to feel him out. I didn’t ask point blank if he was part of the Knights, but all the subtle nudges I gave him about the organization went unnoticed. Or he simply didn’t want to take the bait. But if my mother knows Rufio and I are tied to the Neo Gods, it’s possible the Knights do too. Then Stephan wouldn’t say anything useful to me.

      Morpheus turns to the bar, and that’s when Daisy switches her attention to me. Our gazes connect, despite the space between us, and she smiles.

      Next to me, Rufio groans again. “Fuck this shit. I can’t take it anymore.” 

      “Where are you going?” I watch him push people out of his way, heading in the opposite direction.

      “Hey, wait up.” Phoenix follows him.

      Damn it. I can’t let him and Phoenix loose in the club in their current foul mood. I don’t trust either of them to behave. But my path is blocked by an attractive blonde girl. She’s almost as tall as me with sharp features and a dazzling smile. She could be a model with her looks. Who knows, maybe she is.

      “Hi there. I’m Amanda.”

      “Whatever. If you exc—” I start to walk around her.

      She puts a hand over my chest, stopping me, and then she leans closer. “Dance with me.”

      Her touch feels strange, and when she steps back from my personal space, I catch the same strange glint in her eyes that I noticed in my mother’s assistant. I’m on high alert in an instant.

      “Sure,” I reply, my curiosity piqued.

      She grabs my hand and steers me toward the dance floor. I spare a glance in Daisy’s direction. Her incredulous scowl tells me I’m going to pay for this later, but I have to know what this Amanda chick is up to.

      The girl leads me to the middle of the dance floor, which is jam packed. Our bodies are pushed close together by the crowd. Amanda laughs as she throws her arms around my neck. 

      “What’s the matter, Bryce? You seem tense.”

      “How do you know my name?”

      “I know everything there is to know about you.” She leans in again and puts her lips near my ear. “I also know that you’re running out of time. My boss gave you a task, and he’s not a patient man.”

      Fuck. I knew it. She’s a Neo God, which means Miss Walker, my mother’s assistant, is also working for that odious organization. 

      “It’s only been a week. He can’t expect me to locate the Knights’ weapon in such a short period of time.”

      “Oh yeah he can. You have three days to eliminate that threat. Maybe you need extra motivation.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “I saw the way you were looking at that disgusting Norm girl. You said you were done playing with her, but my guess is that’s far from the truth.”

      My blood turns to ice in my veins, and my heart squeezes tightly, gripped by fear. I should have been more careful. It was naïve of me to not count on being spied on by the Neo Gods. Fuck. I can’t let them get near Daisy.

      “I don’t blame you, really. She’s a hot piece of ass.” Amanda grins broadly.

      “She’s nothing to me,” I grit out. 

      “Really? So you wouldn’t mind if I took her for a spin.”

      I narrow my eyes, trying my best to not unleash my fury on the woman. “You’re not her type.”

      “It doesn’t matter, does it? We can take whatever we want.” She grabs my ass and squeezes it to make a point. “Remember, Bryce. Three days or the Norm is toast.”

      Amanda kisses me on the lips, making my skin crawl before she sashays away. I wipe my mouth, disgusted by the whole thing. 

      Three fucking days. How am I going to get out of this mess?
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      “Who was that girl?” Daisy asks, still staring at the spot where Bryce disappeared into the crowd with the bimbo. 

      “I have no idea,” I reply. I could try to mollify Daisy, but Bryce wouldn’t simply take off with a random woman like that. Something isn’t right. “Let’s go after them.”

      Daisy takes the lead, but I have to grab her hand and pull her back. 

      “What?” She looks over her shoulder.

      “You’re slipping. I saw glimpses of your power just now.”

      Her beautiful eyes widen. “Shit. I didn’t even notice my barrier was crumbling.”

      “It’s back up now. But you have to be more careful.” I run my hand down her arm.

      “Yeah, sure.” She whirls around like I didn’t say anything. Boy, jealous Daisy is a one-track-minded person. 

      She elbows people out of the way, careless of the fact that, for all intents and purposes, people believe she’s a Norm. And Norms don’t get to push Idols around. Several nasty glances are thrown in her direction, which means I have to unleash some of my fearmancer abilities. But not everyone in the club is in their right mind, and some are so high, they don’t even see me behind Daisy.

      “Hey, watch it, skank Norm.” One guy grabs Daisy’s arm.

      “Get your paws off her.” Phoenix appears out of nowhere, flanked by Rufio.

      With one quick glance at their auras, I know they’ve taken Silver-voltage. Un-fucking-believable. A pair of morons.

      “Make me, assh—” 

      Rufio grabs the guy’s arm and yanks him off Daisy. But that’s not all he’s doing. Rufio’s eyes are glowing bright blue, which means he’s using his destructive powers. Son of a bitch.

      “Aargh. What the fuck! Let go of me,” the guy begs.

      “Rufio, stop it!” Daisy pleads, but she won’t touch him. Maybe she ought to, just a little, because we’re about to have another Drusilla incident if Rufio doesn’t cool off.

      I push Daisy out of the way so I can get to Rufio. He’s so out of it that he’s gonna end up dusting the guy. There’s no way his father will be able to take care of so many witnesses.

      Suddenly, Bryce is there. With a motion of his arm, he sends Rufio’s victim flying backward, knocking several people out of the way. 

      The music stops briefly, and all we can hear are the murmurs of the crowd. Bryce turns to the DJ’s booth, and the music restarts. I have no doubt that wasn’t the DJ’s doing.

      “Come on. Let’s get out of here.” I grab Daisy’s hand and steer her toward the edge of the dance floor.

      Once we’re out of the most crowded part of the club. Stephan and Soren meet us. “What the hell happened?” Stephan asks.

      “Nothing,” Rufio snaps, getting free of Bryce, who has holding him by the back of his collar.

      “Hey, I don’t care if you’re in a bad mood,” Stephan retorts. “All your ridiculous attitude is doing is drawing attention to Daisy.”

      “Why do you care? She’s not your problem,” he replies angrily.

      “So I’m a problem now?” She stares him down with her hands on her hips.

      “Daisy, I’m sorry. That’s not what I meant.” Rufio takes a step toward her, but she pulls away.

      “No. You can’t, Rufio.”

      “This is maddening.” He makes a jerky movement with his hand, and half the bottles on display at the bar behind us crumble to dust.

      There are a few yells in the crowd, but thanks to the loud music, it’s muffled.

      “For fuck’s sake! Cut that shit out. I don’t care what your problem is, you need to calm down.” Stephan moves closer to Rufio.

      Phoenix cuts him off, getting into his personal space. “Who the fuck do you think you are to tell us what to do?”

      Curse all the gods. It seems Rufio and Phoenix decided to take a trip to Stupidville today. 

      I try to pull Phoenix away from Stephan, but it’s like trying to move a mountain. I really don’t want to use fear to make him stop acting like an ass.

      “Phoenix, cut it out! You and Rufio are acting like two cavemen,” Daisy shouts.

      “Sorry, babe. But I have to show this douchecanoe that no one messes with my girl.”

      “Your girl?” Soren snorts. “She was all over your friend’s business earlier.”

      Daisy switches her ire to him. “Don’t you start with me too.”

      His eyebrows shoot to the heavens. “What? You know you were.”

      “Shut up, asshole,” Rufio retorts.

      Daisy pinches the bridge of her nose. “Ugh. I can’t deal with this shit right now. Do you want to fight like a bunch of idiots? Go ahead, get yourselves kicked out of the club. I don’t care.” She whirls around and strides away. 

      “Hey, where are you going?” I run after her.

      “Don’t follow me, Morpheus. I’m going to the restroom.”

      I stop in my tracks, letting her take the lead but having every intention of following at a distance. She’s not safe in the club alone. If someone attacks, she’ll be forced to reveal herself.

      But my idea goes to shit when I sense the situation behind me is only getting worse. 

      “I don’t want to fight you, Westbrook. Don’t push me,” Stephan grits out while Phoenix is holding him by his shirt.

      Now I’m the one who’s pissed off. I march toward the duo, and without a second thought, I strike both of them with a whip made out of shadows. They break apart with a gasp, both bending forward and clutching their arms where I hit them.

      Stephan turns to me, grimacing. “What the hell was that? My arm is freezing cold.”

      “That was just a warning shot. Now back off.”

      “Tell that to your friend,” Stephan replies with a grunt.

      “Come on, Phoenix. Let’s go.” Bryce starts to steer him away from the Silverstone brothers. 

      Rufio glances in my direction. “Where’s Daisy?”

      Ah, fuck. 
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      Going to the restroom was just an excuse to put some distance between me and that idiotic scene. I could feel my control slipping away. I was seconds from revealing my power to a whole bunch of Idols. I'm careful not to shove anyone this time. It was stupid of me to act like I was in a Norm club where I can hold my own. Technically, I can now hold my own here too, but I can’t actually do it. This is so frustrating.

      I stop when I catch sight of the line to the women’s restroom. Fuck that shit. I’m not getting in that. I don’t even have to pee. But I’m not ready to face the guys yet, so I head in the direction of the exit sign I spotted earlier. I don’t realize it’s actually an employee exit until I find myself in a dark alley. Since I burst out the door, I’m too slow to stop it from shutting behind me. I try to open it again, but of course, it locks from the inside. That’s just my luck. Now I have to walk around the building to the front of the club again.

      But you know what? I’m in no hurry to return. I’m sure Bryce and Morpheus are capable of controlling Rufio and Phoenix.

      A gust of wind blows down the alleyway, giving me shivers. I hug myself, but it doesn’t do much against the chilly air. Living in Saturn’s Bay for so long, I forgot that other states in the country actually have all four seasons. I’m lucky it isn’t colder.

      It’s okay, though. A bit of fresh air will help me clear my mind. I take a couple of deep breaths, letting my lungs expand to the max. I wish I could say it’s helping, but the irritation still refuses to leave my system. I can’t believe Rufio and Phoenix were acting like two spoiled children. It was almost like they blamed me for this situation. Do they believe I’m not learning to control my powers on purpose?

      Guys are so fucking stupid. And now I have four. What was I thinking?

      My peace is disturbed by a strangled scream down the alley, followed by male laughter. More than one. Shit. Someone is in trouble. I take off toward the noise. The sounds grow louder, and when I turn the corner, I find three guys circling a young girl like she’s prey. She’s sprawled on the ground, searching for something in front of her with her hands.

      “What’s the matter, sweetheart? Can’t find your cane?”

      She jerks her head toward them but misses the exact spot where they’re standing. Son of a bitch. The girl is blind. Those fucking assholes.

      “Leave her alone!” I step forward before I even scan their auras.

      The trio spins around, and their wicked grins widen. “My, my, look at what we have here. Another stray Norm.”

      “It’s our lucky night, guys.” The man closest to me laughs.

      I raise my hands and brace for their attack. They aren’t Norms, but thankfully they’re only mid-level Fringes. I can take them.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Oh, we got one with spunk. It’ll be that much sweeter when we break her.”

      The guy in the middle makes a sharp movement with his arm, and the puddle of dirty water in front of him turns into a whip. He attempts to strike me with it, but my time-bending powers kick in unbidden. Time slows to a crawl, allowing me to move out of the way. The trick only lasts a split second, though.

      “What the hell! How did she do that?” the elemental Fringe asks.

      I rein in my powers once more, hoping they didn’t have time to notice I’m an Idol. I’m so focused on them that I lose track of the girl on the ground. She’s back on her feet, and holy cow, she’s not a Norm at all.

      “All right, assholes. You wanted a good time, I’ll give you a good time.” She moves her arms, and golden, glowing chains shoot out from them. One has a huge barb at the end and the other has a spiked ball. The chain with the barb pierces the Fringe to my left on his chest. Blood splatters from the hit, covering his entire shirt and face. The chain with the spiked ball hits the guy to my right on the back of his head, smashing his skull. Both men drop like potato sacks on the filthy ground, lifeless. There’s only one Fringe left.

      He looks at his fallen companions and drops to his knees. “Please don’t kill me.”

      The blind girl’s chains retract from their victims and circle the last Fringe like cobras waiting to strike.

      “You’re a wretched stain on this Earth. You preyed on me when you thought I was weak. I’m not going to kill you. I’m going to obliterate you.”

      The circle of chains closes around the man, squeezing him like a boa constrictor. I should try to stop the Idol, but I don’t want to. Those Fringes remind me of the gangbangers who hurt Felicity. In another second, the chains turn the man into a blob of flesh, blood, and broken bones. Gruesome but satisfying. The chains retract, their glow dimming until they disappear inside the girl’s leather jacket.

      She glances in my general direction. “You’re still here.”

      “Yes.”

      “Most people would have run away by now.”

      “I’m not most people.”

      “Clearly. You tried to save me. I’ve never met anyone who would risk their lives to help a stranger in need.”

      “I’m sorry you’ve only come across assholes.”

      She grins at me. “Me too.”

      “Daisy!” Bryce’s voice booms not far from us.

      She cocks her head to the side, lifting an eyebrow. “Is that you?”

      “Yes.”

      She picks up the cane from the ground as if she could actually see where it was. “I’d better go, then.” With a power leap, she reaches the railing of the fire escape ladder of the building near her.

      “Wait. You don’t need to run away.”

      Still dangling from the railing, she replies, “I’m not running away.” With a swing of her legs, she pulls herself up and then speeds up the ladder, blending in with the darkness save for her lavender-colored hair.

      “Daisy! There you are.” Bryce pulls me into his arms, crushing me against his chest. “I was so worried about you.”

      “I’m okay.”

      “Son of a bitch. What the hell happened here?” Rufio asks.

      I break free from Bryce’s bear hug and face not only him but also Phoenix, Morpheus, Stephan, and Soren.

      “Are you okay?” Morpheus moves closer.

      “They didn’t hurt you, did they?” Phoenix whirls me around and gives me a once-over. For some reason, his touch doesn’t ignite my powers, but I step away from him just the same.

      “No, they didn’t hurt me.”

      Stephan approaches the corpse of the guy who had his head bashed in. He stares at if for a couple of seconds with a narrowed gaze, then looks at the remains of the other two Fringes.

      “We need to get out of here.” He glances at us. “Now.”

      “Why? Do you know who did that?” Bryce asks.

      My gaze connects with Stephan’s. His eyes are intense, and he’s projecting a wild energy now. Even when he was about to come to blows with Phoenix, he didn’t seem so rattled.

      “No, I don’t. But we can’t get caught anywhere near here.”

      No one argues with that. We sprint away from the gruesome scene, heading for the main street. When we reach the front of the club, Stephan walks in the middle of the road and almost gets run over by the cab he’s trying to flag. Without missing a beat, he opens the back door for us.

      “Get in. All of you.”

      “What about you and Soren?” I ask.

      “Don’t worry about us. Head back to Paragon Academy, and don’t stop until you get there.”

      “What’s the matter with you Idol kids?” the cab driver complains as soon as I slide in the car. “That asshole could have seriously damaged my car.”

      “Sorry,” I mumble.

      Morpheus is the one who sits next to me. He leans closer and whispers in my ear. “Is he a long-lost relative?”

      “What? Why?”

      “No reason.”

      It takes me a moment to understand what Morpheus meant. The cab driver is a Norm, and he was just complaining to Idols. I thought I was the only crazy fool to do that. The guy continues his tirade even after we’re all in the car and well on the way to Paragon Academy.

      “Hey, buddy. Do you have a death wish or something?” Phoenix grumbles from the front seat.

      “What? Am I supposed to cower in fear because you’re Idols?” He snorts. “The time of Idols’ coercion is coming to an end.”

      “Is that so?” Rufio butts in.

      Oh, brother. We can’t have them starting trouble again.

      “Ugh!” I groan. “Can everyone shut up? You too, grumpy driver.”

      The man whistles. “That’s what I’m talking about.”

      Nobody says another word during the rest of the ride, but as soon as the driver drops us off in front of the school’s building, the guys form a circle around me.

      “What happened in that alley, Daisy?” Bryce asks first.

      “What were you doing there in the first place? Were you trying to give us a heart attack?” Rufio asks angrily.

      I scoff. “Yes, jerkface, that’s exactly what I was doing. God, you’re so infuriating sometimes.”

      Bryce rolls his eyes. “Ignore my brother. But seriously, what were you doing there alone?”

      “I wasn’t there on purpose, okay? After the scene you caused in the club, I needed fresh air to clear my head. I ended up taking the wrong exit door and got locked out. I was planning to circle around the building when I heard someone in distress. I had to check it out.”

      “Was it a trap?” Morpheus asks.

      “No, it wasn’t a trap. There were three mid-level Fringes attacking a girl. I couldn’t just walk away. I used my time bending gift.”

      “Who killed them?” Bryce keeps staring me in an intense way, making me feel like I’m a criminal or something.

      “The girl did. It turned out she wasn’t a blind Norm as I had originally thought. She was an Idol, a powerful one. I didn’t get a chance to do a proper reading of her aura, though. I was too stunned by what I saw her do to those men.”

      “Son of a bitch.” Bryce runs a hand through his hair. “If you dropped your shield, she knows that you’re… you know.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I think she’s truly blind. She doesn’t know what I look like.”

      “I’ve never heard of a blind Idol before, or of any Idol having any kind of disability.” Phoenix rubs his chin.

      “Maybe she was just pretending to be blind to lure Daisy into showing her powers,” Rufio replies.

      “Shh. We shouldn’t be having this conversation out in the open.” Morpheus glowers at him. “Let’s go back to our room.”

      I should have known that a curfew and separate dorm buildings wouldn’t keep us apart for much longer. Sneaking into the guys’ building is child’s play with Morpheus’s ability to conceal us under his shadows.

      They were also given an apartment, but one with four bedrooms instead of two like mine.

      “Is Toby not staying with you?”

      “Nope. He’s bunking with Soren,” Rufio replies with disgust.

      I refrain from commenting. It won’t do any good anyway.

      Bryce grabs my hand and makes me take a seat on the couch. He crouches in front of me and stares deep into my eyes. “Did you use your other abilities in front of that blind Idol?”

      So, we’re going right back at the grilling.

      “No. All I did was time bend. It was a reflex. I didn’t do it on purpose.”

      “Okay, that’s good. She doesn’t know you, and it’s possible you won’t cross paths with her again.”

      Phoenix snorts. “I don’t want to rain on your parade, but that’s wishful thinking.”

      Bryce looks over his shoulder. “You’re not helping.”

      “I’m not going to sugarcoat things. Everything has gone to hell, and I’m fucking angry,” he yells.

      “This isn’t about the Idol in the alley or even about your dislike of Stephan and Soren. This is about me, isn’t it?” I reply.

      Phoenix stares at me with a pained expression, and I know we can’t keep going like we have been.

      “I think it’s time we all have a talk,” I say, surprised that I was able to keep my voice steady. I’m awfully nervous of all a sudden.

      “About what?” Rufio asks gruffly.

      “About our situation. This.” I wave my hand to encompass all of them. “Ever since I became an Idol, I’ve sensed a shift in our dynamics. You and Phoenix are mad at me.”

      “We’re not mad at you.” Phoenix furrows his eyebrows. “At least I’m not. I’m frustrated. You know how I feel about you. I can’t stand not being able to be with you like those two can.” He points at Bryce and Morpheus.

      “I’m not angry with you either, Daisy,” Rufio says, “but I’m jealous as hell.”

      “I don’t want you to feel that way. I care about all of you equally. You don’t think I’m torn up for not being able to even hold hands without taking your powers away?” I choke out.

      Bryce unfurls from his crouch and moves to the window. “I confess that I’ve been feeling more possessive of you than before.”

      “Me too,” Morpheus admits.

      My stomach clenches painfully. I’m afraid where this conversation is going. “Why?”

      “I don’t know. But the feeling is festering in my chest. It’s almost unnatural,” Morpheus replies.

      “For me too.” Bryce turns to me.

      “Hold up.” Phoenix raises his hand. “You guys have no reason to feel jealous. You aren’t the ones forbidden to touch Daisy.”

      “Exactly,” Rufio agrees.

      Morpheus’s eyebrows arch suddenly. “Fuck me. I can’t believe I didn’t figure this out sooner.”

      “Figure what out?” I ask.

      He laughs without humor, pulling his curls back. “That son of a bitch. I know why we’re all acting like cavemen, competing for your affection. It’s him. The island god. He couldn’t stop you from getting Magia’s powers back, so he’s trying to destroy the trust in our inner circle by making us irrationally jealous of you.”

      “So, are you saying you don’t actually have a problem with sharing me?” I ask, still not believing I’m having this conversation. Surreal doesn’t begin to cover.

      “We didn’t before,” Rufio replies.

      “Have you ever done anything like this?”

      “What? Share a girl?” Phoenix smirks, making me regret the question. Now I’m the one suffering from retroactive jealousy.

      “You know what? Never mind. I don’t want to know.” I cross my arms.

      “I’ve never loved anyone before, if that makes you feel better.” The mirth vanishes from his eyes, and it’s replaced by longing.

      My heart does a cartwheel. Did he just say he loves me?

      “Oh.” I look at him like an idiot.

      “Yeah, yeah. He loves you, Bryce loves you, we all love you.” Rufio throws his hands up in the air. “So now, pretty please, learn how to master your powers already, because I don’t know how much longer I can go without touching you. It physically hurts.”

      All those love declarations flying left and right has set my face into flames. It’s one thing to hear it when I’m alone with each one of them, but like this, it’s too much.

      I jump from the couch. “I’d better get back to my room.”

      “Daisy, I was kidding about the mastering of your powers bit. I know you’re trying as hard as you can.” Rufio stares at me with regret in his eyes.

      “No. It’s not that. I’m tired, and I also don’t want Rosie to worry about me.”

      “I’ll walk with you.” Morpheus follows me to the door.

      I’d like to be able to decline his offer, but I don’t want to get in trouble with the host school for breaking their rules. I can’t forget that I’m here in Hawk City for a reason, which is to unmake as many Neo Gods as possible.
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      When I wake up the next morning, my mind is still whirling nonstop, replaying last night’s events. By the time I made it back to the apartment, Rosie was already in her room, for which I was glad. I didn’t want her to guess why I was the happiest person on Earth and also the weariest. I have four incredible guys as my boyfriends, and they all confessed their feelings to me last night. But at the same time, I could lose them in the blink of an eye. And I’m so over losing people I love.

      It’s hard to pretend everything is fine in front of Rosie. I swore to myself I’d be honest about what’s going on in my life, but I don’t have it in me to tell her about the brutal scene I witnessed, or that I’ll have to face some nasty piece-of-shit Idol very soon. I can’t help but want to protect her from my harsh reality.

      My head is pounding when we make it down to the cafeteria. Sleep eluded me big-time, and I need caffeine stat. My entire life I believed Idols didn’t suffer from maladies such as headaches like this. I didn’t even know Idols got sick until Nurse Ellen set me straight.

      “How was your date with Toby last night?” I ask.

      “It was lovely. He took me to an Italian restaurant near the Museum of Modern Art. It was super romantic.”

      “Great. I’m glad you had a good time.” I smile, but it feels forced. I’m happy for my sister, but there’s too much worry in my heart. It’s keeping me from experiencing joy to the fullest.

      “I did. Even when the cab drove us near our old neighborhood, I didn’t let that damper my mood.”

      “You really like Toby, don’t you, Rosie?”

      “Yeah. I’ve never felt anything like this before.” She dips her chin, trying to hide the blush that’s spreading on her cheeks.

      “Well, you’re only fifteen.”

      “So? You had way more boyfriends than me at my age.”

      “Ugh. Don’t remind me. They were all losers.”

      She snorts. “I’ll say.”

      Being a Sunday, most of the regular students aren’t present. But the majority of the visitors are here, if I were to guess by the number of tables taken. I met most of them yesterday at the mixer but didn’t really spend too much time getting to know them. Not like they were interested in talking to the poor Norm student either.

      Breakfast is served in a buffet style, and the delicious smell of bacon and freshly brewed coffee wafts to my nose.

      “There’s Toby.” Rosie waves at him.

      I follow her line of sight. Toby is sitting at a table with Stephan and Soren. Great.

      I search the rest of the room, but the guys aren’t here yet. Rosie is already moving toward Toby’s table, so I have no choice but to follow her.

      He stands to greet Rosie with a kiss on the lips. They’re cute together and Toby makes her happy, but sometimes I mind that he’s a little older. Of course, I’m being a hypocrite; I was dating guys way older than Toby when I was fifteen. I act like a mother once in a while, and I think she resents me for it.

      “Good morning,” I say.

      “Good morning, Daisy. Did you get home okay?” Stephan asks casually, only I know his question is loaded.

      “Yeah. But now I’m in desperate need of coffee.”

      I also make a plate of eggs and bacon for Rosie and me while I’m at the buffet. This is me feeling guilty for all the secrets I’m keeping from her. When I return, Bryce, Rufio, Phoenix, and Morpheus are all sitting at the table, and immediately the crazy butterflies awake and start wreaking havoc in my belly. I hope that after last night’s conversation, they’ll stop the jealousy act around Stephan. They’d better behave, or I’ll cut all of them out of my bed.

      Like you could follow through with that, Daisy.

      I square my shoulders and force my facial expression into neutral. It’s a pretty hard task when the foursome turns to watch me return to the table. If it’s hard not to hyperventilate when I’m under the smothering look of one of them, it’s impossible when I’m facing all four. I drop my eyes to the tray as I sit in between Rosie and Morpheus. 

      “Morning, Daisy. Did you sleep well?” he asks.

      With my eyes still glued to the plate of food, I reply, “Uh-huh.”

      “My mattress was so comfy. I slept like a baby.” Rosie reaches for the plate I made for her.

      A long silence follows, so I lift my gaze to gauge the atmosphere. The last time we saw the Silverstone brothers, they helped us escape the murder scene. But I don’t know if that will diffuse the tension between them and my guys.

      Yup, it’s still there, though not as nuclear as last night. Either way, I can’t deal with any of it while caffeine deficient. I bring the hot brew to my lips but freeze when I spot a familiar face coming into the room.

      “You have got to be kidding me,” I mutter.

      “What is it?” Rosie asks.

      Stephan looks over his shoulder and then curses. 

      “Do you know that girl, Daisy?” Rosie asks.

      “I think I saw her last night,” I reply vaguely, regretting my big mouth.

      “Who is she?” Toby turns to Stephan, since he cursed under his breath.

      “Andromeda Belfor. She’s a senior, although she only joined Paragon a few months ago. She was homeschooled before.”

      “Why?” Rosie furrows her eyebrows.

      “Because she’s blind,” I say, but it’s mostly a guess.

      “Yup. Her parents didn’t want her to be bullied because of her condition.” Soren snorts. “They really don’t know their daughter very well.”

      “I don’t follow,” Toby replies.

      “Don’t worry, buddy. If you’re lucky, you won’t have to interact with her at all.” Stephan forces a smile.

      Andromeda walks into the cafeteria with the help of her cane, drawing the attention of the crowd. She reaches the buffet table without a problem, grabs a cup of coffee and a muffin, and then picks an empty table to sit down.

      “She’s not very social, is she?” Phoenix reaches over Morpheus to steal a piece of bacon from my plate. I glare at him, and he winks in return while taking a bite of the stolen morsel. God, I miss that mouth on me.

      Holy crap, I did not just think that. Focus, Daisy. Focus. The Idol who murdered those three Fringes last night is only a few feet away from you.

      “Not really,” Stephan grumbles.

      Something tells me there’s more to his reply than he’s letting on, and I’m not sure if it’s only because Andromeda is a total badass. I scan her again, but she’s toning down her powers big-time. She felt way more powerful yesterday.

      As if reading my mind, Morpheus asks, “What level is she? I can’t get a clear read on her.”

      Stephan and Soren trade a glance, but it’s Stephan who answers. “She’s an eighteen.”

      No one speaks for several beats, but everyone at the table is staring at the girl now.

      As if sensing our collective stare, she turns to us, and then she flips us off.

      “What the hell? How did she know we were looking?” Phoenix asks.

      “Who the fuck knows? That girl is a psycho,” Soren replies. “I’d give her a wide berth if I were you.” 

      Stephan doesn’t say a word, but the clench of his jaw tells me he’s not happy about his brother’s comment. I really need to find a time alone with him to ask about Andromeda. I bet he knew she was responsible for the massacre last night.

      My brand-new phone vibrates in my pocket. I just received a message. Since everyone in my inner circle is presently at the table, I’m afraid to open the message. It must be from Principal Fallon, which means information about my target. Suddenly, my appetite is gone, and the coffee I just drank sits funny in my belly. I push my chair back and stand. 

      “I have to use the restroom.”

      I hurry out of the cafeteria before Rosie or any of the guys decides to join me. The hallway is empty, but even so, I head for the nearest restroom to read the message. I only dare to open it once I’m locked in one of the bathroom stalls.

      The message is from an unknown number. She warned me that’d be the case. With my heart stuck in my throat, I read the text. My target is the owner of an upscale Italian restaurant who has a taste for schoolgirls. I feel sick, and bile pools in my mouth. I’m supposed to slip out of school tomorrow and carry on with my mission, which means seduce the perv and get alone time with him. I don’t know if I can do this.

      The sound of someone coming in tells me my time is up. I flush the toilet just to keep up with the pretense and walk out. Ah, hell. Andromeda is the girl who came in, and judging by her body posture—leaning against the sink with legs crossed at the ankles—she was waiting for me.

      “Hi, Daisy. Fancy seeing you here.” She smirks. “But of course, I can’t really see you.”

      “How did you know I was here?”

      “When you’re born blind, you learn to see through other means. I recognized your signature—that is, your Idol signature.”

      Oh shit. Did I fuck up and let my guard down?

      As if reading my mind, she says, “Don’t worry. Your shield is still in place. Those idiots outside can’t tell you’re one of them.”

      “How come you can?” I cross my arms over my chest.

      She tilts her head to the side. “I’m special.”

      And cocky.

      “What do you want?”

      The girl shrugs. “I just thought I’d introduce myself properly. My name is Andromeda, which I guess Mr. Pain In My Ass already told you. But you can call me Andy.”

      “Are you referring to Stephan?”

      “Who else?”

      “That’s it? You just cornered me in the girls’ restroom to introduce yourself?”

      “Yeah. What? You thought I came here to be nasty to you?”

      “It crossed my mind. I haven’t had good experiences with the girls in my school.”

      “I’m sorry you’ve only come across assholes.” She throws my own comment back at me and smirks.

      I can’t help but return the grin. The girl is powerful, and bloodthirsty as hell, but I’m not threatened by her. Maybe she is different than the rest.

      “Uh-oh. I’m afraid our tête-à-tête is coming to an end in three, two, one.” She points at the door.

      It bursts open and Stephan fills the frame, looking worried as shit. He glances at Andromeda first, then at me.

      “What’s up, Stephan?” I ask.

      Before he can reply, Andromeda says, “I know you spend way too much time styling your hair, dude, but this is the girls’ bathroom.” 

      He narrows his eyes to slits, clenching his jaw. “Is everything all right here?”

      “Yup. Everything is dandy.” She turns to the mirror and runs her fingers through her long, lavender-colored hair. It’s peculiar that she acts like she can actually see her reflection.

      “I wasn’t asking you,” Stephan replies harshly.

      “Everything is fine.” I walk toward him but stop to glance at the strange girl. “It was nice to meet you, Andy.”

      “Same. We’ll talk more during the week.” She winks at me.

      Once out in the hallway, Stephan whirls on me. “What did she say to you? Did she threaten you?”

      “No. Nothing of the sort. She was nice.”

      “Come on, Daisy. You can tell me.”

      “I am telling you. She was nice.”

      Stephan keeps staring at me like he’s having a hard time believing my words. Then he shakes his head. “Damn. Only you could make friends with that fiend.”

      “You don’t like her?”

      “No, I can’t say I do. Would you appreciate someone straight out of the bowels of Hell?”

      I pegged Stephan to be a super easygoing guy, so for him to make such a statement, things between him and Andromeda must be pretty intense. I wish I had truly come to Paragon Academy for some silly tournament. I’d have loved to get to know her more, but instead, I have to seduce a fucking perv tomorrow.

      I promised Morpheus and Phoenix I’d keep them in the loop, but if they know what the plan is, they’ll never let me see it through. There’s no way I can tell them.
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      I tried my best to act normally after breakfast on Sunday. Stephan, mercifully, didn’t tell the guys about my meeting with Andromeda in the restroom. That would have caused another ruckus for sure. For all intents and purposes, the guys still believe she has no idea that I was the Idol she met in the alley. I’ll tell them when we get back home. My gut is telling me I don’t have to worry about her, and my instincts have saved me from pretty unsavory situations in the past. I won’t stop trusting them now.

      We all spent the day together playing tourists in Hawk City, and when we came back to Paragon Academy, I managed to sneak in an hour to practice with Morpheus. And that’s all we did. Nothing else. I made the decision to cease all hookups until I can learn to control my powers. It’s not fair to Rufio and Phoenix that I can’t be with them. Plus, with the possibility that the island god is messing with their feelings, it’s best not give them reason to feel jealous.

      Keeping busy the whole day helped control my nerves, but alone in my bed at night, I let the fear sneak into my heart again. Suffice it to say, I didn’t sleep more than a few hours, and I’m a wreck this morning. Rosie and I went grocery shopping yesterday, so we have breakfast in our apartment. Neither of us wants to mingle with the students here.

      By the time we head down to the school building, the hallways are packed. Two Norm girls alone in a sea of Idols are sure to garner extra attention. But aside from curious glances, not one really pays much attention to us. Huh, maybe Idols in Hawk City are a little more accepting. That cab driver from last Saturday sure had a sharp tongue. Norms in Saturn’s Bay aren’t that bold around Idols. I was the exception. Maybe his courage steamed from the fact that Idols here are not as quick to go postal on Norm ass.

      A derisive laugh sounds in my head. I’m delusional. On that same evening, I witnessed Andromeda kill three Fringes without a second thought. And Soren warned me that the Idol players in Hawk City are way more ruthless and dangerous.

      The loud chatter around us is making me even more anxious. I clutch my backpack straps tighter, worrying about how I’m going to slip out without anyone seeing. If I could tell Morpheus about my plan, he’d be able to conceal me, but I’m still determined to not say a word. Principal Fallon guaranteed that the Idol on my list would be alone and I’d have no problem carrying out my mission. I can only hope that’s true.

      We meet the guys in front of a small auditorium where the first round of the tournament will take place. It’s advanced math, which means I’m with Rufio and Phoenix on this one. Bryce and Toby are taking part in different rounds this morning. Rosie, being the good girlfriend she is, decides to watch Toby. And since Morpheus isn’t here for the tournament, he also has some other place to be; Paragon Academy has one of the best art programs in the country, and Morpheus is eager to speak with the teacher.

      I just go through the motions, so dazed that I don’t even remember taking my seat on the stage. I’m distracted during the questions and don’t answer any. I keep glancing at the clock mounted on the wall. I have to get out of here soon or I’ll miss my window of opportunity. My target goes to his office downtown around ten and stays there until eleven, and it’s already nine. I still have to put my disguise on—a dark wig, brown contact lenses, and a different school uniform, which are already in my bag together with the lightning-glass dagger I brought. I’ll have to improvise.

      “How much longer until this round is over?” I whisper to Rufio, who’s standing to my left.

      “Another half hour. Is there something wrong? You haven’t said a word since we got here.”

      “To be honest, I’m not feeling well. I don’t think the croissant I had for breakfast was a good idea. I feel queasy.”

      “Do you think you need to throw up?” He sounds worried, and it makes me feel guilty as hell. I’m lying through my teeth to him.

      “Yeah, I do.”

      He raises his hand, catching the moderator’s attention. “Sir, my teammate is not feeling well. May she be excused to use the restroom?”

      The man with bushy eyebrows dips his chin and peers at me from above his glasses. “You can’t wait?”

      “No,” I reply.

      “Okay. You may be excused, but I’m not going to stop the tournament on account of there being one less person on your team. Therefore, you’d better hurry up.”

      “What’s the matter with Daisy?” Phoenix asks.

      “Upset stomach.” I stand from my seat.

      I catch Rufio motioning to do the same, which would totally ruin my plan, and I panic. Fuck. Of course he would want to accompany me to the restroom.

      “Mr. Kent? Where do you think you’re going?” the moderator asks.

      “She’s not well. I was—”

      “I think Miss Woods can walk to the bathroom by herself.”

      “Yes I can.” I throw an apologetic glance at Rufio over my shoulder and then hurry to the door.

      The coast is clear in the hallway. All students are presently in classrooms. I make a dash to the stairs, bypassing this floor’s restroom. I head for the guest one on the ground floor. It has a window from which I can climb out. I checked yesterday.

      Ten minutes later, I’m off school grounds and running toward a parallel street so I can hail a cab without being seen. My wig itches like crazy, and the contacts are super uncomfortable. I just hope they’ll be enough to conceal my true identity.

      Out on the street, I try to find a cab, but I had forgotten how hectic the city is and how scarce taxis are during busy week hours. It doesn’t help that free cabs aren’t stopping for me either. Shit. Of course they’d give priority to an Idol, even if the drivers are Norms like me. I wish I didn’t have to do it, but I lower the barrier on my power. A minute later, a cab stops for me.

      “Where to, miss?” he asks in a thick Hawkian accent.

      I give him the address, sagging against the seat. Thankfully, this guy isn’t one of those chatty ones. I stare at the window, but I see nothing. Everything is a blur. If anyone would have told me I’d be back in Hawk City to exact revenge against some of the most dangerous Idols in the country, I’d have laughed on their faces.

      Fifteen minutes later, the driver stops in front of an upscale building downtown and announces we have arrived. I pay for the fare in cash—don’t want to leave a trail—and step out. I don’t move from the spot for a moment, giving myself a couple of minutes to steady my nerves. I reach inside my pocket, curling my fingers around the handle of the dagger. The weapon wouldn’t have fit if I hadn’t made a small hole in my pocket.

      I loosen the tie around my neck and undo the top buttons of my shirt. The guy likes sexy schoolgirls, so I have to play the part. The final touch is to dampen my powers enough to pass for a Fringe, since that’s the type the perv prefers.

      At the reception desk, I give the guy my target’s name. The man looks me up and down with an expression that says he knows exactly why I’m here. “Do you have an appointment?”

      “I’m from St. Jude’s All-Girls School. and I was hoping to interview Mr. Cornwall for a school paper article,” I reply innocently.

      “Okay, but you didn’t answer my question about having an appointment.”

      “I was told I didn’t need one.” I bite my lower lip, hoping I can use sex to convince this buffoon to let me through.

      He simply rolls his eyes. “Ah, heck. I don’t get paid enough to play gatekeeper. Go on. His office is on the twenty-fifth floor.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      I speed walk to the elevators, making sure to keep my chin down so I’m not caught on any security camera straight-on. I keep my gaze down on the ride up as well, especially since I’m surrounded by businessmen and I really don’t want anyone remember seeing me there.

      I’m the last one out of the elevator, and on this floor, there’s only one office door at the end of the corridor. Before I lose my nerve and bolt, I force my legs to move toward the tempered glass double doors with gold lettering on top.

      They’re unlocked and lead to a reception area with a massive desk. An older woman with white hair and thick glasses looks up from her laptop.

      “May I help you?”

      “I’m here to see Mr. Cornwall.”

      She asks if I have an appointment, and I give her the same excuse I did downstairs. With a scowl, she buzzes her boss and lets him know he has a visitor. I’m not surprised when he says I can come in, nor when he tells his assistant to take an early lunch break. Fuck. He knows exactly why I’m here.

      The woman gives me a haughty look as she leaves, but I don’t hold her stare.

      My heart is beating a staccato rhythm when I enter the man’s office. It’s a big space with tall windows that garner breathtaking views of the city. But my eyes are riveted on the fat and bald man sitting behind a glass desk. He leans against his fancy leather chair and rubs his chin.

      “So, you’re here for an interview, huh?”

      “Yes.”

      “And from which school did you say you were from again?”

      “St. Jude’s All-Girls.”

      “Hmm. I wasn’t expecting a visit from one of you girls this week, but I suppose for you, I can make an exception.” He smiles in a leery way, making my skin crawl. “Come closer, darling. Let me take a good look at you.”

      I walk to his desk, but that’s not what he meant when he said closer.

      “No, no. Over here.” He swivels his chair to the right and waits for me to walk around the barrier between us.

      I do so slowly, trying to appear seductive. I don’t want him to notice how disgusted I am. When I stop in front of him, I’m hit by a bolt of panic and freeze. What if I can’t unmake him? What if he overpowers me?

      “Ah, yeah, you’re a beauty.” He places his grubby hands on my legs and then goes under my skirt.

      This is it, Daisy. Now it’s your chance.

      I hold his wrists, stopping him from exploring further. Immediately, my powers ignite and I start to take his.

      “What the hell is this?” His eyes round.

      “Nothing, darling. This is just foreplay.”

      His eyebrows arch as he takes a good look at me. “You’re an Idol. You’re the Unmaker.”

      “That’s ri—”

      My reply is cut short when the man electrocutes me. I let go of him, staggering backward. Fuck. That didn’t happen when I faced Phoenix’s father.

      “You little bitch.” He sends another discharge in my direction, but I manage to move out of the way, colliding with a chair.

      The impact with the piece of furniture brings me to my knees, leaving me vulnerable to another bolt. It hits me right in the middle of my back, making my muscles spasm uncontrollably. I fall on my face, unable to move at all. I can’t even reach for the dagger in my pocket. Why did I think this would be easy?

      The man approaches, though I can only see his expensive leather shoes. He stops at a safe distance from me.

      “Did you think you could come into my office and unmake me, little Knight whore?” He hits me again with his energy blast, and the pain almost makes me faint. I have to make him stop.

      If I try to reach for my weapon, he’ll stop me. I don’t know how to slow down time at will—when it happened before, it was an accident—but I have to try, because this is my only chance of getting out of here alive. I lift my arm and think about freezing the man, but he throws something on me before I can, a net that immediately blocks my connection to my Idol powers.

      Hell. This must have lightning glass in it. The realization is dark and bitter.

      “So, you’re the Knights’ weapon, huh? To be honest, I’m kind of disappointed. It was almost too ea—”

      A gurgling sound stops the man’s tirade. I lift my chin with difficulty and see the glowing chain that’s embedded to his chest. Slowly, a circle of blood stains his pristine white shirt. He drops to his knees with mouth agape and eyes round with surprise. The chain gets yanked from his body, tearing his chest apart in a bloody mess. He falls forward with a loud thud, too close to me.

      My muscles are slowly recovering from the electric shocks, and I try to break free from under the net. Andromeda stops next to her victim’s corpse and tsks. “Lived as a pig, died as a pig.”

      “A little help here,” I say.

      She leans forward and pulls the net from me, tossing it to the side. “Let’s go. Security will be here in no time.”

      I jump to my feet and attempt to fix my wig. “Did you follow me?”

      “Yeah. I caught your signature as you ran to the ground floor. I was curious to see where you were going in such a hurry.” She shrugs and then walks toward the door.

      I don’t ask any more questions until we leave Mr. Cornwall’s office behind and race down the stairs. Andromeda takes the lead, running faster than me. I don’t know how she can be so agile when she can’t see. She doesn’t slow down until we’re out on the street and a block away from the building, though it’s me who stops first.

      “Wait. Are you planning to run back to Paragon Academy on foot?” I ask, out of breath.

      She whirls around and faces me. Her gaze is vacant, but even so, I have the impression she’s scrutinizing me.

      “I’m not going back there now. But you should. And don’t forget to lose the wig.”

      “How do you know I’m wearing a wig? Are you truly blind?” I narrow my eyes.

      “As a bat.” She smiles wryly.

      “Thank you for saving my ass back there.”

      “I was just returning the favor.”

      “Aren’t you going to ask what I was doing with that man?”

      “Hey, I’m not one to judge other people’s kinks. If fat and disgusting makes you hot and bothered, I’d say go for it. But I know that’s not what you were doing there.”

      “Maybe I like fat and disgusting. You don’t know.” I cross my arms.

      “Sure you do. Don’t worry, Daisy. I’m not telling your boyfriends about your side job as an avenger. I just have one favor to ask in return.”

      “What is it?”

      “Please don’t tell Stephan that I helped you.”

      “I wasn’t planning to. But why not?”

      Andromeda shakes her head. “I have my reasons.” She grins. “Well, I’d better get going. See you later, alligator.” She salutes me with two fingers and then crosses the street, unbothered by the incoming traffic.

      What a crazy girl.
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      When Daisy hadn’t returned from the restroom after ten minutes, Rufio and I said sayonara to the moderators and went to look for her. She wasn’t in the restroom and she didn’t answer her phone, so we decided to split up to look for her. She’s been gone for nearly an hour now, and I’m about to lose my mind.

      She’s definitely not on campus. We looked for her signature everywhere. I’m pacing in the courtyard, waiting for the others to join me and also berating myself for being so stupid. With everything that’s happened in the past week, we shouldn’t let our guards down. People are looking for Daisy to either use or destroy her, and we simply let her wander off in a strange school by herself.

      I stop short when tingles run down my neck and my heart skips a beat. I look over my shoulder, and there she is, crossing through the gates of the school. I don’t stop to think, just cross the distance between us and crush her against my chest.

      “You’re all right.” I kiss the top of her head.

      “Phoenix. What are you doing?” Her complaint is muffled since her face is pressed against me, but almost immediately my energy levels begin to drop and I feel faint.

      “You scared the shit out of me. Where the hell have you been?”

      “Please let go, my love. I’m hurting you.”

      My love. It’s the first time she used the term with me, and if her gift wasn’t sapping my strength, my legs would still turn to mush. I don’t move, though. Her powers have paralyzed me like before.

      “Phoenix!” She shoves me back, breaking free from my hold.

      I’m stunned for a moment, but when I recover, I notice something is terribly wrong with Daisy. There’s panic and fear in her gaze mixed with guilt. It breaks my heart that I can’t comfort her the only way I know how. And that’s when the light bulb flashes above my head.

      I’m such an idiot. There’s another way.

      “You need to come with me.” I head for the street.

      “Where are we going?”

      “I’ll let you know in a second. Please, Daisy. Don’t make me beg.”

      She shakes her head almost imperceptibly. “I never want you to do that.”

      We walk off Paragon’s property side by side, but leaving a safe gap between our bodies. I’m not planning to go far.

      “So where are we going?” she asks.

      I don’t answer because she’ll see as soon as we round the next corner. One of the most upscale five-star hotels in Hawk City is only a few yards away.

      “You can’t be serious.” She halts and turns to me. “Phoenix, I miss you too, and this situation is driving me insane. But you saw what just happened a minute ago. I’m a menace to you.”

      “I know. But we can still be together without touching.” I tap my forehead with my index finger.

      Daisy widens her eyes a bit. “Oh.”

      “Come on.”

      I’m afraid she’ll say no, and in the seconds I wait for her response, it seems I’ve swallowed a thousand needles.

      “Okay,” she finally replies, and a wave of relief washes over me.

      “Thank you.”

      She rewards me with a dazzling smile, something I haven’t seen in a while. It shoots straight to my chest, making my heart flutter like a hummingbird.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket, jarring me back to the real world. I answer on the second ring without taking my eyes off her, afraid she’ll vanish.

      “Westbrook,” I say to whoever’s calling. I didn’t even check the number.

      “Phoenix, where the hell are you? I told you to wait for us,” Rufio barks in my ear.

      “Sorry, Rufio. Something came up. Don’t worry about Daisy. She’s with me.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Nearby. We’ll be back in an hour.”

      “The hell you will. You need to come back right now.”

      I pull my phone away from my ear before I go deaf.

      “Can I talk to him?” Daisy stretches her hand out to me.

      “Sure. Hold on, Daisy wants to talk to you.”

      She takes the phone from me, careful to not brush her fingers with mine. “Hey. Yeah, I’m okay.”

      “Where have you been?” Rufio asks so loudly I can hear him from where I stand.

      “I’ll explain later. I need to do something with Phoenix first. We’ll be back soon. Don’t worry about me.”

      There’s more grumbling from Rufio’s side, but in the end, he relents. Only Daisy could tame that Tasmanian devil.

      “All good?” I ask.

      She smiles. “Yeah. I’m all yours for an hour.”

      “Babe, that’s the best news I’ve heard this whole week.”
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        * * *

      

      DAISY

      Getting a room without reservation wasn’t hard, not when Phoenix pushed his diamond-member credit card toward the receptionist. In true fashion, he splurged, getting us a presidential suite.

      “Phoenix, you shouldn’t have. We can’t stay long.”

      “It’s the least that motherfucker can do from the grave. I’ve earned it.”

      It breaks my heart whenever he speaks about his father. And it also makes me angry as hell. But I try not to show anything but love for him.

      “Forget him,” I say.

      He grins, but unfortunately his amusement doesn’t reach his eyes. “Let’s check out our love nest.”

      My stomach clenches a little with the awakening of the stupid butterflies. They don’t care that I’m prohibited from doing more than staring at the gorgeous guy in front of me. He walks ahead and whistles in appreciation as he stares at the king-size bed.

      “Does this remind you of anything?” He turns to me with a cocky grin on his lips.

      I narrow my eyes to slits as the memory comes to me. “This is the hotel room from the first vision you sent me.”

      “Yeah.” His smile widens.

      “You made me orgasm in front of everybody.” I cross my arms and glower at him.

      Phoenix’s smile wilts to nothing. “Ah, damn. I did. I’m such an idiot for reminding you of that.”

      I turn to the panoramic wall-to-wall window. We’re on the top floor, so the room has the most incredible view of Hawk City. But so did the office of that pig Mr. Cornwall.

      Thinking about him makes me sick to my stomach. The fact that he put his hands on me feels like a stain on my soul. I quickly forget the incident with Phoenix. It didn’t happen that long ago, but it feels like eons have passed since then.

      “Daisy, darling, what’s the matter? Are you mad at me?”

      I shake my head in an attempt to dispel the dark memories from my mind, but it’s almost impossible.

      If it weren’t for Andromeda, I’d be dead.

      “No, I’m not mad at you.” I dip my chin.

      “Then what’s going on? Does your mood have to do with where you were today?”

      Closing my eyes, I suck in a sharp breath. “Yes.”

      “Babe, talk to me.” His voice is tight.

      “I snuck out during the tournament because I had a job to do.”

      “Did you go after a Neo God, Daisy? Without telling us?”

      I whirl around, hating to see the look of betrayal and worry etched on his face.

      “You wouldn’t have let me go if you knew.”

      “I would have come with you.”

      “I had to do it alone.”

      “Why? To prove you could do it?” He takes a step forward, curling his hands into fists.

      “No, I just… had to. Please don’t make me tell you why.”

      Understanding, or at least partial understanding, crosses his face.

      “What happened?” he asks in a much lower voice.

      “He fought back. I almost didn’t make it.”

      He presses a fist against his forehead. “Damn everything to hell!”

      “I’m sorry.” I glance down, wriggling my fingers together.

      “No, Daisy, don’t apologize. This whole situation is not your fault. I’m fucking angry at Principal Fallon for risking your life like that.”

      “It has to be done. We need to free Bryce and Rufio from the Neo Gods’ grasp.”

      “I know.” He sighs. “Shit, you have no idea how much I want to hold you right now.”

      “I do. It’s probably just as much as I want to hold you.”

      We don’t speak for several beats until I finally take a seat on the edge of the bed and close my eyes. “Come to me.”

      Phoenix lips are on mine in an instant, fiery and electrifying. His scorching tongue delves in my mouth, mingling with mine in a manic frenzy. I throw my hands around his shoulders and bring him closer. There’s no tingling in my fingers, no stealing of his powers.

      I ease off to peer into his eyes. “This is a vision, isn’t it?”

      “Yes.”

      I trace his forehead with the tips of my fingers, then his nose, his lips. “You feel real.”

      “You do too. God, I missed you so fucking much.” He kisses me again, pushing me down on the bed.

      My legs part to accommodate Phoenix’s massive frame between them. He leans his forearms against the mattress on each side of me, effectively caging me in, while his hips press against mine. The bulge of his erection rubs right where I so desperately need it, but we’re wearing way too many clothes.

      In the blink of an eye, they’re gone.

      “That was neat.” I laugh against his lips.

      “Yeah. And you know what else is great?” He kisses my neck before sucking hard.

      “What?” I arch my back and raise my knees, hooking my legs at the ankles behind him.

      “No need for a condom.” He slides into my wet heat, filling me completely. I know this is only his imagination, but it’s almost like the real thing.

      “Oh, fuck,” I cry out. “This feels amazing.”

      He pulls back, almost all the way out, only to slam back inside of me again. “Damn it, babe. Even in my vision your pussy is divine.”

      “Maybe you’re just willing it so,” I murmur, already losing control of my body.

      “No, this is the real deal.” He prevents my reply with a long and glorious kiss while unraveling me with each thrust.

      My bones turn to fire, my brain is scattering into tiny pieces, and any coherent thought is impossible. I don’t know where I end and Phoenix begins. He’s all I can feel. He’s everywhere.

      “Phoenix, am I doing any of this?” I murmur against his lips.

      “Yeah, babe. This is as much my vision as it is yours.”

      I squeeze my internal walls against his cock, making him grunt. “You’re devilish.”

      “It’s only fair that I make you lose control too.”

      “Oh yeah? You want me to lose control? You got it, babe.”

      He flips us over using nothing but his telekinesis so he’s lying on his back and I’m on top. Without missing a beat, I rotate my hips while he squeezes them tightly.

      “Is this what you want?” I sit straighter, straddling him.

      With narrowed, lust-infused eyes, he reaches for my breasts, squeezing them together. “Fuck yeah. I love your tits.”

      To make his point, he sits up halfway and captures one of my nipples in his mouth. I move faster, spurred on by his tongue on my body. The tension keeps building down below, and I don’t know how much longer I can continue without falling apart.

      Phoenix lets go of my nipple with a soft pop and looks into my eyes. “Go ahead, babe. Let go.”

      “I don’t want to. Not yet.” I kiss him hard, loving how soft his lips are, a stark contrast to his body.

      He grabs a handful of my hair and pulls back. “Don’t worry, my love. We can come as much and as often as we want. There are no rules here. Let’s do it together.”

      I nod, unable to utter a single word as a wave of desire crashes over me.

      Then I’m gone, gone, gone.
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      “I can’t believe you just caved.” Bryce stares at me with indignation. “Daisy disappeared for over an hour and you couldn’t even get their location?”

      “Phoenix said they were nearby.” I run a hand through my hair, frustrated at myself for not doing just that. Why the hell didn’t I even get an address from her?

      “It doesn’t matter. Daisy’s presence in Hawk City is by design. Our mother wanted her here.”

      “To do what exactly?” I ask.

      “Who the fuck knows. Nothing that will take Daisy’s safety into account.” Bryce walks out the gate of Paragon Academy. “I’m going after her.”

      “What are you going to do, sniff around until you get her scent like a damn hound dog?”

      “Something like that,” he grits out.

      The sound of tires screeching nearby stops us in our tracks. A black van just squealed up to the curb next to us. The passenger door opens, and a tall man with white hair and an eye patch steps out.

      He opens the sliding door and barks, “Get in!”

      “Like fuck we will,” I say, bringing my hands up.

      “Do not cause a scene. You either come willingly or your Norm whore gets hurt.”

      “What’s the meaning of this? We had two more days.” Bryce steps in front of me.

      “Things have changed. Get in. Now!”

      Bryce turns to me, and in his gaze I read fear. He told me about the Neo Gods’ ultimatum, that we had three more days to find and kill the Knights’ weapon or they’d punish us through Daisy.

      “Let’s see what they want,” he says.

      Once inside the van, we find blindfolds. “Not this again,” I grumble.

      “Put it on.” The blond guy takes the front passenger seat.

      Anger is running rampant through my veins, but the fear that something will happen to Daisy makes me compliant.

      The ride is short, no more than ten minutes. I know we entered a garage when the sound of the busy traffic is muffled and the noise of tires screeching echoes outside. We’re instructed to keep our blindfolds on as we get out of the car too.

      When a beefy hand curls around my forearm, I try to jerk free. “I can walk on my own.”

      “Shut up and keep walking.” I recognize the blond dude’s voice. So he’s the one who’s holding me. Motherfucker. He’ll be the first of the lot who I’ll turn into dust when I get rid of this damn gag order in my mind.

      We enter an elevator. Without sight, I focus on getting a read on the number of jackasses around us. There’s Bryce, keeping his signature subdued. I don’t know why he’s bothering to mask his powers. The Neo Gods know he’s a level seventeen. Aside from Bryce, I get readings from three other guys, the asshole still clutching my arm and two others.

      The elevator pings, announcing we’ve arrived at our floor. I’m pushed forward none too gently, and I can’t help but let my powers leak out a little. The asshole holding me drops my arm with a curse.

      “You little piec—”

      “Delta, not now,” my father’s voice sounds ahead. 

      Son of a bitch. What the hell is he doing in Hawk City? I yank my blindfold off and glare at the man.

      “This is getting old, Father.” I toss the piece of fabric to the side. 

      We’re now in an empty office space under construction. Plastic curtains section off parts of the room, and pieces of equipment are spread out randomly. My father is standing at the panoramic window, and next to him are a young man and woman who could be mistaken for fashion models. Tall, skinny, and mean-looking.

      “Hi, Bryce. Nice to see you again,” the woman says. 

      I look at my brother. When did he meet that chick?

      “Amanda. Too bad I can’t say the same,” he replies.

      Her lips curl in a cruel grin. “I’d be hurt if I cared.”

      “Why did you bring us here?” I ask.

      “Because you fucked up.” My father takes a step forward. “One of our members was murdered earlier today, and we have reason to believe he was killed by the Knights’ weapon.”

      The small hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Daisy snuck off campus earlier. That’s where she went. Son of a bitch.

      “What makes you say that?” Bryce asks.

      “The Knights acquire their precious weapon, and a few days later, one of the highest-ranking members of our organization is killed. That’s not a coincidence.”

      “But you have no proof that the person who killed him is the one,” I argue.

      “It doesn’t matter. The killer is here in Hawk City. Find her.” Dad’s response leaves no room for argument.

      “Her? How do you know it’s a woman?” Bryce asks.

      “The idiot got caught on tape. She was wearing a bad wig but was careful to keep her gaze down,” Amanda replies.

      “Why do you want us to find this chick? We’re not officially members yet. We haven’t passed the test,” I argue.

      My father narrows his eyes and moves closer to us. “Because I know she is your test. You have until tomorrow to find her.”
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      BRYCE

      The meeting with our father didn’t last long. I’m not sure why he brought that chick Amanda and the other dude who didn’t make sound. He sure as hell didn’t take his eyes off us, though. Like the other Neo Gods we’ve met, he was toning his power down big-time, so I couldn’t get a good read of his level. 

      My chest feels heavy as fuck when the Delta guy drops us off in front of Paragon Academy. During the ride, I weighed all my options, which aren’t many. One thing’s for sure: we have to get rid of the gag spell controlling our minds. And I only know one person who can. 

      Wordlessly, I stride toward the school building, but Rufio grabs my arm and whirls me around before I can enter.

      “What are we going to do?” he asks.

      “Right now, I’m going to find Stephan.”

      My brother’s eyebrows shoot to the heavens. “Why? He can’t help us.”

      “Actually, he can.”

      He said he has a job here as a substitute teacher, so I head toward where the faculty offices are. After asking for directions, we find him as he was about to leave. He glances in our direction and furrows his brows in an instant.

      “What’s the matter?” he asks.

      “I need your help with something.”

      “All right.” He pushes the door to the office open. “Come in.”

      The place is nothing like I expected it to be. It’s the barest faculty offices I’ve ever been in. There’s nothing besides a desk and a few chairs.

      “Damn, you really went for the minimalist look,” Rufio says.

      “I don’t fuss over trivialities. So, what I can do for you?” Stephan asks my brother.

      “I need to borrow one of your special cords that nullify Idol powers.”

      Stephan squints. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Cut the crap, man. The Knights kidnapped me and kept me trapped for an entire weekend, and I couldn’t use my gift. You know exactly what I’m talking about.”

      Stephan keeps staring at me with his jaw clenched tight for several beats before asking, “What are you planning to do with that?”

      “I can’t tell. Literally.” I emphasize the word, hoping he catches my drift.

      With a narrowing of his eyes, he replies, “I’ll see what can do.”

      “I’m not asking to borrow a fucking pair of rollerblades, dude. This is a life-or-death situation.”

      “Do you think I have it just lying around?” he retorts. “I need to make a few phone calls. I’ll get back to you within an hour.”

      Judging by his stance, this is the best answer I’m gonna get from him.

      If only the safety of the love of my life wasn’t on the line.
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      I blink my eyes open, out of breath and boneless. Rays of afternoon sunshine breach the wide windows, bathing everything with a soft orange hue. There’s a warm feeling deep in my chest and a perceptible throbbing between my legs, yet I know I’m no longer in Phoenix’s vision.

      He groans from a place nearby, prompting me to sit up in bed. He’s sprawled on the chair opposite me, legs spread wide and a hand covering his crotch. But the look on his face, the hunger in his eyes, sets me ablaze once more.

      “Hi,” I croak.

      “Babe, please don’t look at me like that.” He sits up straighter, adjusting the visible bulge in his pants.

      “Sorry. That was amazing.”

      “I know. I wish it didn’t happen only in our minds.”

      “Soon, I promise. I’ll learn to control my powers.”

      The sound of a cell phone ringtone comes from the living room.

      Phoenix sighs. “It seems our time is up. I can’t believe Rufio let me have this time alone with you.” 

      Yeah, I can’t believe it either. Not because I don’t think he’s capable of selfless gestures, but Rufio is hurting so much with this forced separation. Then there’s the island god, messing with his feelings. Now that the guys aren’t at each other’s throats, what other nasty surprises does he have in store for us?

      Phoenix stands and walks out of the room. I do the same but veer toward the luxurious bathroom that’s three times the size of my room at Gifted Academy. I take a good look in the mirror. My face is flushed and a little sweaty. It looks like I’ve been fucked for real, not only in my imagination. My nipples harden on the spot as desire curls around the base of my spine. 

      Shit. I have to control myself. Staying in a permanent state of arousal won’t help me. I need to focus, figure out what I’m going to do about my deal with Principal Fallon and how I’m going to help Bryce and Rufio break free from the Neo Gods’ clutches.

      I turn on the faucet and throw cold water on my face. It doesn’t completely douse the fire in my veins, but it helps.

      “Babe?” Phoenix calls from the bedroom. “We need to go.”

      “Coming.” I comb my hair with my fingers and take a deep, steadying breath.

      When I leave the bathroom, I find Phoenix burning a hole in the carpet with the way he’s pacing back and forth. 

      “What’s the matter?”

      “Morpheus called. The gruesome murder of a prominent Idol figure has hit the news.”

      Cold dread runs down my back. “Do the police have any leads?”

      “That I don’t know. Did you cover your tracks, Daisy?”

      “Yes. I wore a wig and a different school uniform. I tried to keep my gaze down so my face wouldn’t be caught by the security cameras.”

      “Good. You said the Neo God fought back, right? So how did you escape?”

      I nibble on my lower lip because I know Phoenix won’t like my answer. “Andromeda helped me.”

      “What? That psycho blind chick?”

      “Yes, she followed me and saved my ass. She’s not a psycho, though.”

      Phoenix rubs his face and resumes pacing. “We don’t even know which side she’s on.”

      “I think we can rule out that she works for the Neo Gods. She killed that pig without mercy.”

      “One more reason for me to be suspicious of her. A rogue player can be just as dangerous as the most nefarious organization. Especially an Idol as powerful as she is.” He stops pacing abruptly and whirls around, facing me with arched eyebrows. “She knows you’re an Idol.”

      “Yeah, she knew from before.” 

      “Fuck. Do you realize how dangerous that is?”

      I close my eyes, feeling like the stupidest girl on the planet. “I’m sorry. I screwed up, okay?”

      “You know what? I’m telling the guys to come meet us here. We need to figure out our next move, and it’s best if we don’t do it on Paragon Academy grounds.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. I’m going to call Rosie and let her know I’ll be gone for a while. What are we going to do about Toby? He’s also a brand-new Idol with the power to read minds. And if I have more than one ability, he probably does or will develop another too.”

      “One problem at a time, babe. First, we have to make sure you’re not linked to that murder.”
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      Morpheus arrives before Bryce and Rufio do. He’s rattled, that much I can tell. The first thing he does when he steps foot in our presidential suit is engulf me in a bear hug.

      “Daisy, I’m so glad you’re okay. You shouldn’t have gone on that mission alone. We had a deal.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again,” I reply, meaning every word. I do not want to have a repeat of what happened this morning. I blindly trusted Principal Fallon’s instructions, and that almost got me killed.

      “My vote is for you to stop working with Fallon ASAP. The Neo Gods know you’re coming for them now. They’ll take precautions. If it was difficult today when you caught them by surprise, imagine if they’re prepared for you,” Phoenix says.

      I can’t argue with his logic, but how am I going to help Bryce and Rufio, then? I’m so torn about what to do. Maybe I should tell Xavier about Principal Fallon’s plan. He’s my uncle, after all, and he’s the only adult in this game who seems to truly care about me.

      “Where are Bryce and Rufio?” Phoenix asks Morpheus.

      “I haven’t seen them since we split up to look for Daisy.”

      “What part of ‘we need to meet urgently’ didn’t they get?” Phoenix throws his hands up in the air.

      “They’ll be here,” I say.

      No sooner have the words leave my mouth than a knock comes at the door. 

      “Finally.” Phoenix strides across the room. 

      We don’t need to ask who’s outside. If I can pick up Bryce’s and Rufio’s distinct signatures, so can Phoenix and Morpheus.

      As soon as they enter, both of their intense gazes sweep over me, scrutinizing. 

      “I’m in one piece, as you can see,” I say quickly before either of them decides to chastise me for taking off in secret.

      “I’m not going to give you a tongue lashing, Daisy. I’m sure Morpheus and Phoenix already beat me to the punch,” Bryce replies.

      Rufio grumbles next to him, folding his arms. “Pretty reckless, if you ask me.”

      “I know.” I notice the bag in Bryce’s hand. “What’s that?”

      He pulls out a roll of dark cord. “This is what the Knights used to neutralize my powers. You’re going to tie me up and remove the Neo Gods’ gagging spell from my mind.”

      I shake my head automatically. “I can’t. That’s too dangerous.”

      “Daisy is right, Bryce. With your powers neutralized, you won’t be able to stop her from unmaking you in the process,” Morpheus chimes in.

      “It’s a risk we’ll have to take. I can’t have the Neo Gods’ leash around my neck forever. It’s the only way.”

      My chest feels tight. I understand his point of view, and I can relate. I walked into an extremely dangerous situation with the same motivation behind it.

      “Morpheus, are you able to actually see me taking powers away?”

      “Probably, yeah.”

      “You’re really going to do this?” Rufio asks, wide-eyed.

      My eyes lock with Bryce’s again. “I hate this, but if you’re sure that’s what you want….”

      “Yes, love. I’m sure.”

      “Okay, I’ll do it with one condition.” I look at Morpheus. “If you see I’m about to unmake Bryce, I want you to stop me.”

      “Of course.”

      “Let’s get this started, then.” Bryce sits in a chair with arms and then hands the cord to Rufio. “Make sure the knots are tight enough so I can’t break free.”

      “You got it.”

      Phoenix helps Rufio with the task, and a few minutes later, Bryce is securely tied. I stop in front of him, fighting the jitters and trying to ignore the big ball of dread that’s settled in my stomach. My palms are sweating thanks to the nervousness, and my mouth is unbearably dry.

      “Don’t be nervous, Daisy. I know you can do this,” Bryce says with a smile. 

      I stare deep into his golden eyes, allowing myself a moment to drown in them. I love him so much. I won’t be able to forgive myself if I hurt him. But I also can’t live with the knowledge that there’s a trap in his mind.

      I take deep, steadying breaths before I place my hands on each side of his head. Immediately, I sense his energy whooshing from his body into mine, and this time there’s no resistance. Bryce grunts and I almost yank my hands away, but it’s like I’m glued to him. I understand now that my power, once ignited, takes control and it won’t be satisfied until the Idol under my mercy has been sucked dry. The Neo God reacted fast before I could get a good hold on him. It’s the only explanation for why he caught me by surprise.

      The longer Bryce’s essence rushes into me, the more I crave it. It’s like a drug, and I’m flying high. If I stay at this rate, I’ll take everything from him within a few minutes. No! I won’t be a puppet, a mere vehicle for this strange and powerful ability. I have to retake control of my body, just like Morpheus was able to do it with his shadows.

      I ignore the euphoria that’s coursing through my veins and focus on the most awful memory I have of the Neo Gods. A vivid image of the blond monster who killed my father takes center stage in my mind. He represents Bryce’s gag spell. I don’t try to pull him into me, though. I imagine my fists turning into spiked balls, just like Andromeda’s chain, and with them, I punch him repeatedly until he becomes nothing but a pound of flesh.

      Strong arms circle around me, and a soothing voice whispers in my ear. “It’s okay, Daisy. You can let go now. Let it go.”

      The fury races out of my body at once, turning my muscles into jelly. Morpheus finally manages to pull me away from Bryce, and I fall into his arms.

      I blink my eyes open and find Bryce’s head hanging low. Oh no. “Bryce!” 

      Rufio lifts his chin while Phoenix is busy untying him from the chair.

      “Did I unmake him?”

      Bryce’s eyelids flutter, and then he slowly opens his eyes. “You didn’t unmake me, my love. And also, the gagging spell is gone.”
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      “For real?” I ask, disbelieving that I was able to remove the block in Bryce’s mind.

      “Yes, for real.” He smiles broadly before he stands up with Phoenix and Rufio’s help. “I’d kiss you right now if I was stronger.”

      “Yeah, let’s not push your luck, Romeo,” Morpheus grumbles.

      “I can walk on my own.” Bryce pushes Phoenix and Rufio away.

      Phoenix steps back with a wicked grin on his lips. “Fine. If you fall, I will laugh.”

      I turn to Rufio, who’s staring at the Knights’ special cord on the floor. 

      “I can try to remove your gag too,” I say.

      He pierces me with his intense stare, the one that makes me weak in the knees. I have to lock my legs tight to remain upright.

      “Only if you’re up for it,” he replies.

      “I’m good. I don’t want those assholes to have any leverage over you.”

      A different emotion flashes in his electric blue eyes. A shadow of worry, if I were to guess.

      “So, we’re tying Rufio up?” Phoenix claps his hands. “All right.”

      Rufio takes the same seat as Bryce did, and this time Morpheus and Phoenix do the honors of tying him up while Bryce rests on the couch. While I wait, I scan his essence. His power is still intact inside his core, but his aura is less bright than before. Guilt sneaks into my heart despite knowing what I did was necessary. With the guilt comes restlessness too. When will I finally learn to control this terrible power? I wonder if Magia was ever able to, or if this is the type of gift that can’t be tamed.

      “Are you ready, Daisy?” Morpheus asks, bringing me back to the present.

      “Yes. As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      I take position in front of Rufio, and once again I’m taken over by jitters and fear. I follow the same steps as I did before by taking deep breaths and getting into the zone. Before I touch Rufio, I close my eyes and bring the image of the hateful Idol who killed my father to the forefront of my mind again. I’ll be ready to obliterate the gag spell from the get-go. When my fingers make contact with Rufio’s forehead, an electric current shoots straight up to my arms, locking my muscles. It’s painful, and it didn’t happen the previous times I’ve touched him. Grinding my teeth, I attempt to ride the pain silently, but a grunt escapes my lips.

      “Daisy?” Morpheus concerned voice sounds far away.

      I can’t even answer him. This is not okay.

      I open my eyes with difficulty, and finally a loud gasp comes from me. I’m no longer in the hotel room with the guys but in a dark jungle—the same jungle I saw in my dream. 

      “Hello?” I call out.

      There’s nothing but the rustling of leaves being caressed by the soft breeze until a faint cackle echoes in the distance. My breath catches as shivers run down my spine. I spin around, trying to pinpoint where the awful sound is coming from. Suddenly, the pitch-black sky lights up with a flash of lightning. The wind picks up speed, howling in a menacing way. My long hair is caught in the turbulence, flapping wildly in front my eyes. It almost feels like I’m about to face a tornado. 

      When another bolt strikes through the sky, a see a tall mass of swirling black smoke fast approaching me. Wisps of electricity are trapped within its massive form, flashing brightly as if they were miniature lightning bolts, which allows me to see the shape of the phenomenon.

      My muscles tense, ready to run away, when a face appears in the dark smoke. Electric green eyes shine with malice while black lips are curled in an ugly grin.

      The island god.

      “You thought you could simply regain your powers and defy me?” He approaches, smothering me with his malignant presence. My tongue is thick in my mouth. Even if I wanted to scream, I wouldn’t be able to. 

      “Tsk, tsk. You’re more foolish than I thought, Magia. And now you and everyone you hold dear will pay.”

      Fear spears my chest. He’s going to take his revenge against Bryce, Morpheus, Rufio, and Phoenix.

      “No,” I grit out with difficulty. “I won’t allow you to continue torturing them. Your reign of terror is about to end.”

      The god throws his head back and laughs, giving me goose bumps. “Thousands of years have passed and yet you’re still the same arrogant bitch who thought you could change the world. When will you learn, Magia?”

      “My name is not Magia. I’m Daisy, and I will fight against evil until my last breath.”

      He narrows his eyes while the sky explodes in a shower of frightening lightning and booming thunder. My body is shaking, an involuntary reaction, but I lift my chin in defiance and brace for what’s to come.

      “I didn’t kill you when you betrayed me and begged Gaia to take your powers away. But I won’t make the same mistake again.”

      Tendrils of dark smoke shoot forward, curling around my body in a merciless vise. It has substance and it’s crushing me. When the pain becomes too much, I scream, but I can still hear the vile laughter of the island god mocking my torture.

      I can’t die like this, trapped in a nightmare, so I focus on the power I inherited from Magia and attempt to weaken the god’s powers.

      “You’re pathetic. Your powers don’t work on me. I’m the force that moves the world, primordial, absolute. I’m the beginning, the middle, and the end.”

      “You… are… vile,” I grit out.

      “Yes, and many other things. But you’ll never know. Goodbye, Daisy.”

      The shadows cover my face, sending me into an infinite void where nothing but an endless darkness exists. I lose the feeling of my body, of my mind, until I’m nothing.
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      MORPHEUS

      Daisy has been screaming for over ten minutes, and we still can’t pull her away from Rufio. We untied him as soon as we noticed something was wrong.

      “She won’t let go. We need to try something extreme,” Phoenix says.

      “Extreme like what?” I shout.

      “You’re the most powerful one here,” Rufio replies.

      “You want me to use fear to make her let go?” My voice rises to a shrill while my heartbeat doubles in speed.

      “I don’t think that’ll work,” Bryce replies. “But your shadows might.”

      “I can’t strike her with them.”

      “No, but you can strike me,” Rufio replies with a determined glint in his eyes.

      Daisy lets out another piercing scream before she goes utterly quiet. She’s still poised in front of Rufio like a statue.

      “We’re running out of time. Do it now, Morpheus!” Bryce urges.

      “I’m sorry, Rufio.” 

      With a brusque movement of my arm, I send a whip of dark smoke in his direction. It strikes him straight in his chest, sending him and the chair backward. Daisy remains in her spot thanks to Phoenix and Bryce, who are holding her. Immediately, she collapses in their arms as if she were a rag doll.

      Phoenix steps back so Bryce can sweep her off her feet. He lies on the bed and tries to shake her awake. 

      “Daisy, my love. Open your eyes.” 

      She doesn’t respond, and if it weren’t for the rise and fall of her chest, I’d believe her to be dead.

      Rufio moves closer. “How is she?” 

      “Unresponsive.”

      Something dark leaks from Daisy’s hand, an oily substance that stains the light fabric of the couch. I touch it, smearing the tips of my fingers with it. It’s cold to the touch. When I bring to it my nose to take a whiff, I’m hit with a sense of familiarity. 

      “What is that?” Rufio asks.

      “I don’t know, but I think I’ve seen this before. It feels familiar.”

      Phoenix turns to Rufio. “What did you sense when Daisy was attached to you? Did she start to take your powers?”

      “No, nothing like that. In fact, the moment she touched me, it felt like she vanished from the room, not physically but her essence.”

      “I can’t get a good read on her aura. It comes and goes,” I say. “Bryce, can you heal her?”

      “I’ll try. But without knowing what ails her, it could be more difficult.”

      He kneels next to her, placing one hand in the middle of her chest and the other over her forehead. Scrunching his eyebrows together, he closes his eyes and doesn’t move for a good minute. Time seems to slow down, and the longer Bryce remains with his eyes closed without moving a muscle, the more fearful I become. 

      Finally, he pulls his hands back and opens his eyes. “I gave her everything I have.”

      “Daisy.” I touch her legs, shaking a little. Her skin is ice cold, but that’s not the only thing I sense. My spine goes rigid in an instant. “Son of a bitch.”

      “What is it?” they all ask at the same time.

      “Our wonderful boss, the island god, has been near Daisy. I sensed his presence just now, lingering on her skin.”

      “That motherfucker!” Rufio yells, kicking the chair nearby into the distance. For once, he didn’t pulverize the furniture.

      “What the hell did he do to her?” Phoenix looks at me, wide-eyed. 

      “I don’t know. But we need to find someone to help us,” I reply.

      “There’s only one person we can turn to right now.” Bryce rubs his face before pulling his cell phone out.

      “Who are you calling?” Rufio asks.

      “Stephan.” 
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      I can’t help but think that what happened to Daisy is my fault. If the island god attacked her, he did so through me. He didn’t use Bryce to do it, which means I wasn’t strong enough to deter him. 

      “How long until that douchecanoe gets here?” I ask Bryce.

      “He’s on his way. A few minutes tops.”

      No sooner does Bryce reply than a knock sounds at the door. 

      “For all his faults, at least he’s fast.” Phoenix strides across the room, but when he opens the door, it’s not Stephan waiting outside. “What the—”

      “Move out of the way, pretty face.” Andromeda, the blind psycho chick, uses her cane to push Phoenix aside.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I take a step forward, ready to deal with her, blindness or not.

      “Oh bite my heinie, emo boy. I’m here to help.”

      Emo boy? Who the fuck does she think she is? And how does she know Phoenix is good-looking?

      “Did Stephan send you?” Bryce asks.

      “Of course not.” She moves forward with enough confidence that makes me suspect she’s not entirely blind. When she goes straight toward the couch where Daisy is lying down, my suspicion doubles.

      Morpheus blocks her way, projecting his darkest aura. Even I can sense the terrible fear he’s about to unleash on the girl if she doesn’t back off.

      “Oh come on now. Not you too,” she whines.

      “You’re not getting any closer to Daisy until you tell us who you’re working for.”

      “I could indulge in your pathetic need for male reassurance, but unfortunately, Daisy doesn’t have the time. So you either let me help her, or she’ll be lost forever.”

      “Do you know what happened to her?” Phoenix asks.

      “Not the details, but I can guess she’s in a very dark place.”

      A myriad of questions runs through my head. How did she find us, and how does she know what’s wrong with Daisy?

      “How can you help her?” I ask instead of drilling her with questions that she most likely won’t answer. “My brother and Morpheus have failed.”

      She smirks in my general direction. “Dude, I’m at a whole different level than you guys.”

      “You’re only a level higher than me,” Bryce retorts.

      She rolls her light gray eyes. “Allegedly. Now, can you get out of the way so I can help her?”

      Still staring at Andromeda through slits, Morpheus steps aside. 

      “You’re still too close. I need space to work. Shoo.” She opens her arms wide, motioning for us to retreat even farther. 

      Phoenix leans closer and whispers, “How does she know we’re too close?”

      “My eyes are sightless, but that doesn’t mean I can’t see,” she replies without looking in our direction. “And really? Do you think I can’t hear you whispering? Even if I weren’t an Idol, I’d have enhanced senses, you know, with being blind and all.”

      “Enough talk. Are you going to help Daisy or not?” I ask.

      Without another word, she turns to her. Andromeda’s body begins to glow from within, a soft and warm yellow light. Then her golden chains sprout from her wrists, creating a towering circle around her and Daisy, who arches her back and lets out a painful scream. 

      I tense on the spot, ready to stop Andromeda, when she yells, “Don’t come any closer unless you want to die.”

      A hand on my arm keeps me in place. I’m surprised to see it’s Morpheus who’s holding me. “Let her do her thing.”

      “Do you trust her now? What if she’s hurting Daisy?”

      “She isn’t,” he replies simply before switching his attention to the scene.

      Daisy is now thrashing on the couch, but Andromeda maintains her chains in the same position. The only thing that changes is how the glowing from her weapons intensifies. It becomes so bright that I can’t see Daisy and Andromeda anymore.

      Another minute passes before finally I can’t hear Daisy’s screams. The light begins to fade, and the rattling of Andromeda’s chains diminishes. When she pulls them into herself, Daisy is awake and staring at the ceiling.

      Bryce is the first to get to her, pushing Andromeda out of the way without care. She staggers back and then curses under her breath. “Stupid, ungrateful boys.”

      “What happened?” Daisy asks as she tries to sit up.

      Bryce takes her hand and helps her up. “You went into a trance of sorts. We couldn’t get you to wake up.”

      She closes her eyes briefly, pinching the bridge of her nose. “The island god took me back to his domain. He tried to kill me.”

      “Where did you go?” I ask.

      “At first, I was on the island of horrors, and then… I don’t know. It was all dark. I couldn’t even feel my body or my mind. It was almost like I had ceased to exist.”

      “You were trapped in another dimension—the Eternal Void, to be precise. If you had stayed there a little longer, I wouldn’t have been able to find you,” Andromeda chimes in.

      Daisy looks up, almost if she’s just noticing the girl’s presence. “I guess I have to thank you again.”

      She shrugs, but before she can reply, Phoenix butts in. “How did Daisy get there in the first place?”

      “I don’t know, but only a primordial deity would be strong enough to send her there,” Andromeda replies.

      I trade a worried glance with Morpheus. We’ve always known the island god was a powerful being, but we had no idea he was a primordial god.

      Fuck. We’re so screwed.

      “Bryce! Open up!” Stephan’s loud voice, followed by his pounding on the door, interrupts the moment. Shit. I’d already forgotten my brother called him.

      “Great. Mr. Pain In My Ass is here.” Andromeda folds her arms and pinches her lips together.

      Phoenix doesn’t bother walking to the door this time. With a flick of his wrist, he opens it. Stephan and Soren barge in, ready for battle. When the older brother notices Andromeda’s presence, his expression turns into a scowl.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m being social. I thought you’d be happy.” She smirks.

      Soren walks around his brother and stops short when he sees Daisy is no longer in a coma. “What was the emergency?”

      “It’s all good now. Andromeda was able to help Daisy,” Morpheus replies.

      “You did?” Soren turns to the girl.

      “Yes, I did. You should all be thanking me. If I hadn’t sensed a great disturbance in the vicinity, Daisy would have most likely perished. Next time, just call me.”

      “Cocky much?” Phoenix raises an eyebrow.

      “No, realistic. You should know the Silverstone brothers are always a day late and a dollar short.”

      “You know what? Fuck off, Andromeda. You think that just because you’re blind, you can throw insults left and right. You’re nothing but a pampered brat seeking attention,” Soren rebuffs.

      In the blink of an eye, her chains shoot out. Soren moves so fast, he becomes nothing but a blur, and the chains end up striking the far wall.

      “Andy, that’s enough!” Stephan grabs her arm and Andromeda tenses, but she doesn’t break free from his hold.

      Phoenix whistles. “Damn. Talk about poking the beast with a short stick.”

      “I’m not a beast,” she grits out.

      He raises both hands in a sign of peace, forgetting she can’t see his gesture. “It was just an expression. Relax.”

      “How were you able to find me?” Daisy asks Andromeda.

      “Through my chains. They can track anything, anywhere.”

      “Can they also assist in your visual handicap?” Phoenix asks, staring at her chains, which are still imbedded in the wall.

      “Yes.” She retracts them, leaving two gaping holes behind. If Soren hadn’t moved out of the way as fast as he did, that would have been him. I’ve never seen anyone move that fast, which means his main gift must be supersonic speed.

      Stephan steps away from her and turns to Bryce. “Now can you explain what the hell you were doing here and why you needed those special cords?” He points at the coil on the floor.

      “No offense, but should we be discussing this in front of her?” I point at Andromeda.

      “You don’t need to worry about me, emo boy. I’m not affiliated with any of your enemies”—she turns to Stephan—“or wannabe allies.”

      The guy clenches his jaw tightly, and by the way his energy field changes in nature, my guess is that Andromeda struck a nerve.

      “You can speak freely in front of her. Despite her acerbic personality, Andromeda can be trusted,” he replies.

      She flips him off, which is a better reaction than trying to skewer him to the wall.

      Bryce hesitates, and my guess is he’s not concerned about Andromeda. Stephan and Soren are the sons of the Knight who kidnapped him and plotted to have Daisy’s powers restored. I can’t blame him for not completely trusting the duo.

      “It’s okay, Bryce. You can tell them.” Daisy touches his arm, and immediately my brother’s tense posture melts.

      With a deep sigh, he replies, “Last week, my father took Rufio and me to the headquarters of the Neo Gods.”

      His statement drops like a bomb in the room, and for a few seconds, no one speaks.

      “Son of a bitch.” Stephan rubs his face and then looks at Andromeda’s destruction of the wall. “We’ve been trying to find their hideout for years, but all clues we acquired led to a dead end.” 

      “Don’t get your hopes up, buddy. Our father made us wear blindfolds,” I reply, and that’s as much as I can say on the matter. I can feel the gag spell squeezing my brain already.

      “Your mother said you were most likely given a test,” Daisy says.

      Bryce takes her hand in his. “Yes. They know the Knights have acquired a new weapon. They want us to kill you.”

      Daisy’s face becomes as white as a sheet. “I suspected as much. What are we going to do?”

      Even from where I stand, Bryce’s conflict is clear in his eyes. He drops his chin and stares at Daisy’s lap for a couple of beats. “We’re in an impossible situation. We have until tomorrow to find and kill the weapon. If we don’t comply, the Neo Gods are coming after you.”

      Andromeda snorts. “Oh, the irony.”

      Daisy squares her shoulders. “Let them come. I’ll be ready for them.”

      “I don’t want to rain on your parade, sunshine, but you couldn’t handle that fat asshole without my help. How are you planning to face a horde of Neo Gods?” 

      “She wouldn’t be facing them alone,” I say.

      Bryce shakes his head. “No, it’s too risky. We need more time to prepare. We’re dealing with high-level Idols here.”

      “So how do you propose we appease your father and his friends?” Stephan asks.

      “I have an idea, but it requires us forgetting our morals.”

      “Bryce, we can’t resort to anything illegal now. It’s thanks to the incident with Drusilla that you fell under the Neo Gods’ clutches,” Daisy retorts.

      I wince, even though I know she didn’t mean to lay the blame for what happened on me. It was my fault, nonetheless. I was the idiot who didn’t see Drusilla’s trap.

      “That ship has sailed, girlie. Unless murder doesn’t qualify as a crime in your vocabulary.” Andromeda picks her nails as if the topic of conversation wasn’t a life-or-death situation.

      “What do you have in mind?” Soren asks.

      Bryce looks up, his eyes cold and calculating. “Do you know where we can hire an assassin?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            35

          

          
            Daisy

          

        

      

    

    
      With great effort, I convince the guys to let me walk to my dorm room alone with Andromeda. She’s already saved me twice—three times if I count the evening I met her—but they still don’t trust her completely.

      We don’t talk much. I’m preoccupied with the aftermath of my actions, more so than my almost deadly encounter with the island god. 

      The elevator pings, and she announces, “This is me. I’ll see you later, Daisy.”

      “Bye.” 

      As soon as the doors shut again, my phone rings. It’s a surprise that I can get connection inside the metal box. I fish it out of my jacket pocket, and when I see it’s an anonymous call, my blood freezes. 

      “Hello?”

      “Do you have any idea the mess you’ve made?” Principal Fallon asks. Her voice is low and hard, which is worse than if she were shouting. Yeah, she’s pissed, but so am I.

      “The mess I’ve made? You said the job would be simple. You never mentioned the guy was strong enough to overpower me,” I grit out.

      “I said simple, never that it would be easy. I guess I overestimated you. It’s my fault you were underprepared. The important thing is that the pig is dead and you weren’t caught.”

      There are so many things that I want to say to her, but of all the people who want something from me, Principal Fallon is the one I trust the least.

      “I thought you didn’t want him to die.”

      “That wasn’t the plan. But a dead Neo God is one less asshole to worry about.”

      She doesn’t want to know how I was able to get out of that tower or if I’m okay. She’s a fucking bitch. I’m about to tell her that I’m done being her lackey, but then I remember Bryce’s plan. He wants me to keep pretending to be working for his mother.

      “You said there would be other targets here in Hawk City.”

      “Yes. Unfortunately, thanks to your pitiful performance, the Neo Gods are on high alert now. A few of the targets I had planned for you are no longer in the city.”

      “So are you saying my work here is done?”

      “No. There’s one more Neo God that I want you to take out of commission. Getting to him will be more complicated.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he’s the chief of Idol police in Hawk City.”

      Son of a bitch.

      “Are you crazy? How am I supposed to get near the guy?”

      “You’ll need to get caught by the cops.”

      I don’t say anything for a couple of beats, too busy trying to control the fury that’s spreading like wildfire through my veins. She truly doesn’t give a fuck about me.

      I arrive on my floor but remain in the elevator. I don’t want anyone to overhear this conversation.

      “You must be out of your mind,” I grit out.

      “It’s the only way, Daisy. You do want to free Bryce and Rufio from the Neo Gods’ clutches, don’t you?”

      Damn. The woman doesn’t even attempt to mask her manipulative ways. The desire to tell her to fuck off is immense, but I can’t burn this bridge yet. She has information we want. For now, I’ll play the game.

      “Of course I do. What do we need to do?”

      “I’ll send you instructions soon. In the meantime, try to stay out of trouble.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I have to go now.” I end the call before she can say anything else.

      Thanks to her, I’m more anxious than before. Going after another Neo God was already bad enough, but this new mission is suicidal. Bryce won’t change his mind about his plan, though. That much I know.

      I see nothing as I make my way down the corridor. I have to tell Bryce I got a new target, but I’m hesitant to do so right away. I’m still lost in my turmoil when I open the door to the apartment.

      “Where have you been?” Rosie demands when I walk in.

      “I needed some time alone with Phoenix,” I reply, avoiding her gaze. 

      “You left me alone to hook up with your boyfriend?” Her voice rises to a shriek.

      Great. I so don’t want to deal with Rosie’s antics right now.

      “I didn’t leave you alone. Are you going to tell me you didn’t spend all this time with Toby?” 

      Her cheeks become bright red, and she avoids my gaze. That’s what I thought. I do feel guilty for abandoning her, but it wasn’t like I had a choice.

      “Yeah, we did. But still. I thought we would spend more time together here, and so far I’ve barely seen you.”

      Guilt sneaks into my heart. It’s not Rosie’s fault that I’m in such a mess.

      “I know. I’m sorry. Let’s go out tonight, just the two of us.”

      She nibbles on her lower lip and seems to ponder my suggestion. “Where would we go?”

      “We could catch a movie or have dinner at a hole-in-the-wall restaurant.”

      “Only if we go to a place where Idols won’t be around. I’ve had an overload of them to last me a lifetime.”

      So stupid Toby hasn’t told her yet about his status upgrade. Can’t he see that the longer he waits, the worse it’ll be for him?

      She cocks her head to the side. “What’s the matter?”

      Shit. I didn’t know I was making a face. “Nothing.” I shake my head. “We can go to Station 33 Mall. No Idol will be caught dead there.”

      Rosie’s eyes light up. “We always had the best time there. Do you think the old arcade still exists?”

      “Why don’t you look it up online while I take shower?”

      Rosie claps her hands together and lets out a squeak. “I hope it is. How many hours did we spend playing Battle of the Giant Gorilla?”

      My lips curl into a genuine smile. “Countless.”

      “Do you think Solaine still works there?”

      “I don’t know, Rosie. It’s been ten years. She might have moved on to a better job.” The moment the words leave my mouth, I hear the falsehood in them. Norms don’t usually move on to better jobs. 

      Rosie’s smile wilts a fraction. She turns to the window, almost as if she wants to hide her disappointment. Solaine was a teen girl who worked at the old arcade every day after school. She adored Rosie and used to give her free tokens all the time. I do hope she left that job, maybe even to go to college.

      “All right, let me get ready so we can go,” I say.

      Once in the shower, I don’t need to pretend everything is fine for Rosie’s sake. The magnitude of what I went through today hits me hard. The only reason I don’t bawl my eyes out is because I’m tired of crying. I was almost killed twice in the span of a few hours, and I know this is only the beginning. Staying strong is the only way I can survive what’s to come. But I’m done with doom for the day. I’ll have a good time with Rosie tonight, no matter what.

      The most difficult part of the plan is to convince the guys to let me go out with Rosie alone. It would be easier if we just snuck out, but I can’t do that to them twice in a day. Ugh, and if I tell them I got a call from Fallon, my chances of convincing them goes from hard to impossible. I’d better text Bryce when I’m on my way to the mall.

      When I get out of the shower, Rosie points at my cell. “Tell your boyfriends to stop blowing up your phone. Don’t they know clinginess is an unattractive trait?”

      “Who’s been calling me?” I ask.

      She gives me a droll stare. “Duh, all of them.” 

      I grab my phone, worried that I have another disaster to deal with. When I read the text messages, my shoulders sag forward. “Rosie, did you already tell Toby about our plans for tonight?”

      “Yes. Was I not supposed to?” She arches both eyebrows.

      “It’s not that. But now I know why the guys are hounding me.”

      “Tell them to stop being such whiny babes. It’s not like you’re defenseless. You’re an Idol, for crying out loud.”

      “Well, I don’t think they’ll ever stop worrying about me.”

      And they have reason to, but I can’t tell Rosie that.

      “Are you ready?” I ask her.

      “Yup. And guess what? The old arcade is still there.”

      “Awesome.” I force a smile. I wish my enthusiasm was real, but the prospect of convincing my boyfriends to let me go out in Hawk City alone is akin to a visit to the dentist. 

      I click on the newest message on my phone, the one from Rufio, and reply that I’ll meet them in the front courtyard in five minutes.

      When Rosie and I step out of the elevator at ground level, I can sense them before I get a visual. They each have their signature essences, but right now their rattled moods are almost identical. Damn. This is going to be a battle of wills.

      As we reach the courtyard, they turn as one in my direction with matching scowls. My mood plummets to below zero. Winning this argument will be like shoving shit uphill with a fork.

      In a surprising move, Rosie steps in front of me and declares, “Don’t even think about pooping on my parade. Daisy and I are going out alone tonight, and I don’t want to hear a peep of complaining.”

      Rufio rolls his eyes. “Yeah, right. Nice try, baby shark.”

      “I’m serious.” Rosie curls her hands into fists.

      I glance at Bryce, who seems amused by Rosie’s bravery display. He turns his attention to me and asks, “Do you think it’s a good idea to saunter off alone in Hawk City today of all days?”

      I open my mouth to reply, but Rosie beats me to the punch. “I don’t see the big deal. Why can’t we have a girls’ night out without you guys losing your minds over it?”

      “Daisy knows why,” Morpheus replies, leveling me with a stern expression.

      Crap on toast. The guys are right to be worried, but if I cave, I’ll never hear the end of it from Rosie.

      “What’s going on here?” Andromeda asks, coming into the courtyard out of nowhere. The girl has a penchant for stepping in when we least expect her. I wonder if she’s a spy.

      “Oh, not you again,” Rufio grumbles.

      “Bite me, emo boy,” she fires back. “So what’s the deal? Are we hitting the town or what?”

      I look at her with a question in my gaze, forgetting for a moment that she can’t really see my expression. 

      “Wait, are you going out with them?” Phoenix asks.

      Rosie turns to me with eyebrows furrowed and pinched lips. I don’t need to read minds to know she thinks I invited Andromeda to tag along. I’m not sure when she thinks I had the time to do so. My phone was sitting right next to her when I hit the shower.

      “Yup.” Andromeda winks in my general direction. Maybe she overheard the dilemma and is just trying to help.

      “Do you feel better now that it’s not only Rosie and me?” I make a point to look each one of the guys in the eye.

      Toby scratches the back of this neck and glances at Rosie. “I thought you wanted a break from Idols.”

      “I did.” Rosie glowers at me.

      “I can pretend to be a Norm.” Andromeda smiles innocently.

      “I suppose I do feel a little better that Andromeda is tagging along,” Bryce replies. “Where are you going?”

      “To Station 33 Mall. It’s mainly a Norm hangout with the occasional low-level Fringes,” I reply.

      “You aren’t seriously considering letting them go?” Rufio retorts.

      “Letting me go? Did I miss the part when I suddenly became your property?” I throw him a death glare.

      “Preach, sister,” Andromeda chimes in.

      Rufio has the decency to show some remorse in his gaze. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “Going to a Norm hangout is probably the safest place for Daisy right now,” Morpheus adds.

      Rufio throws his hands up in the air. “I give up.”

      “That’s the only smart course of action for you.” Andromeda laughs, earning an irate glance from him.

      Bryce stops in front of me, circling my waist with his arms. “Please be careful, Daisy. I can’t go through that torment again.”

      “What torment?” Rosie asks.

      Shit, of course Rosie would pick up on his comment.

      “Ignore my brother. He has a flair for the dramatic.” Rufio waves his hand dismissively.

      I grin in his direction, and then reply to Bryce. “I’ll be careful. Besides, you know how ruthless Andromeda is.”

      He peers in the girl’s direction. “Yeah, I know, which doesn’t comfort me. She could very well be working for the enemy.”

      “Right. I’m working for the enemy. Good grief.” She shakes her head and then begins to twirl her cane between her fingers.

      “You don’t need to worry about her. Seriously. I’m a pretty good judge of character, and my danger alarm hasn’t been triggered by her.”

      “Well, keep your cell phone on you at all times.” He kisses me briefly on the lips and steps back.

      “I will. Promise.”

      I glance at Rufio, but he’s sulking and not looking in my direction. Morpheus and Phoenix are both staring at me wearing matching worried countenances. I would say a proper goodbye to both if we weren’t out in the open; I’m still not completely comfortable showing to the world that I’m in love with four guys.

      “Let’s go, then, before some kind of disaster strikes.” Andromeda veers toward the street. “You’re a chaos magnet, after all.”

      I really wish I could offer a retort to that, but truer words have never been spoken.
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      “So, are you guys planning to do anything tonight?” Toby asks. 

      We’ve never hung out before, and I can tell he’s unsure of what his place is. I wish I could tell him to get lost—we really shouldn’t be adding to our party if we want to avoid detection—but I don’t know how to do so without sounding like an ass.

      “Daisy told us you can read minds now,” Rufio says bluntly. “Can you do that now?”

      His face goes from white to bright red in zero point five seconds. “Not really. I’m not very good at it, to be honest.”

      I scan him again, confirming what my mother was already able to assess. Toby is indeed an Idol, but barely. He’s between levels ten and eleven. 

      “You’ve learned to tone down your powers fast.”

      “Yeah. Principal Fallon taught me.”

      That’s news to me, and not the good kind.

      “When did you spend time with my mother?” I ask.

      “Right before our trip. We only had enough time for me to learn the power-masking trick, but she promised to teach me how to use my new abilities.”

      Of course she would take an interest in Toby. An Idol with the ability to read minds is the perfect asset to her shady agenda. Fuck, we really need to set him straight about her.

      “Listen, Toby. I wouldn’t be too quick to trust her. We can show you how to use your abilities.”

      His brows furrow. “Why would you say that about your own mother?”

      “You know nothing, dude,” Phoenix chimes in.

      Toby narrows his gaze and crosses his arms. “Don’t treat me like I’m a kid.”

      “We aren’t. And to prove that, you’re coming with us tonight,” I say.

      “Wait a second,” Phoenix interrupts. “We’re planning on following the girls, right?”

      “No, we’re not,” I reply calmly.

      “Are you out of your mind? We shouldn’t let Daisy out of our sight. What if the island god returns?”

      “She’s with Andromeda, the only one who was able to help her before,” Morpheus replies.

      “Island god? What are you talking about?” Toby asks.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket. It’s a message from Daisy. I knew this was coming, but I can’t help the anger that sweeps over me when I read her text.

      “What now?” Rufio asks.

      “Mommy dearest gave Daisy another target, so you know what that means.”

      “Are you sure you want to do that?” Morpheus watches me intently. 

      “Yes. It’s the only way.”

      “This could very well blow up in our faces,” Phoenix remarks.

      Hell. I thought we were over this second-guessing bullshit. It took almost an hour to convince everyone to get on board with the plan.

      “I’m totally lost now. Can someone explain what’s going on?” Toby looks left and right, no doubt trying to guess the answer from our facial expressions—or read our minds.

      “Why are you all trying to backpedal? Even the Silverstone brothers agreed to help,” I retort. “They were the first ones to agree.”

      “And you’re not even a little bit concerned about that part? How do they even know who to contact in the first place?” Rufio replies.

      I pinch the bridge of my nose and count to ten. “Probably because they’ve been fighting the Neo Gods for much longer than we have. Let’s not forget we just opened our eyes to the real world.”

      Rufio stares at me without blinking for several beats. Then with a grunt, he says, “Fine. Call Stephan already.”
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      To avoid drawing attention, we agree to meet Stephan and Soren far away from Paragon Academy. We’re at a pub right smack in the middle of the touristy part of town. We didn’t talk much during the cab ride, but we’ve been waiting for the Silverstone brothers for over fifteen minutes now, so we used that time to fill Toby in on what we plan to do. I’m positively surprised how well he took everything for a Norm who just suddenly became an Idol.

      I’m about to call Stephan again when I spot him and his brother making their way through the crowd.

      “Fuck. About time,” Rufio blurts out.

      “Sorry, princess. Arranging the meeting you requested wasn’t that easy.” Stephan returns the glower.

      “What, you don’t have mobsters on speed dial?” Phoenix grins.

      Soren narrows his gaze, and I can sense he’s about to fall for Phoenix’s goading, so I speak before he can. “But it has been arranged, right?”

      “Yeah, but we can’t meet this guy with an entourage. It’s only going to be you and me.”

      “Fuck that,” Rufio retorts angrily. “We’re all going.”

      “He’s right, Rufio. It’s best if only the two of us go meet this person. A large group would only draw attention,” I reply.

      “I still think this plan is foolhardy. You’re risking your neck for Neo God recruits, and we don’t even know if it’ll work out,” Soren pipes up.

      “We’re not Neo God recruits. Not by choice anyway,” I grit out. 

      “I can come too and no one will know I’m there,” Morpheus chimes in. 

      “You can become invisible?” Soren’s eyes widen.

      “In a way. I’m a master of shadows.”

      “Okay, that’s settled, then. We leave now and will be back in an hour,” Stephan announces. “Please try to behave while we’re gone.” He looks pointedly at his brother.

      “I can behave as long as they do.” Soren stares at Rufio and Phoenix.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure everyone gets along,” Toby replies.
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      MORPHEUS

      I do think Bryce’s plan is crazy with a mega low rate of success. But I also know we’re out of options. The Neo Gods have us by the balls. We don’t have any illusions that we’re way out of our depth dealing with them, but protecting Daisy is our main priority. We’ll risk everything to keep her safe. 

      This isn’t my first visit to Hawk City, but like most Idols, I’ve only stuck to the most prominent neighborhoods such as the one where Paragon Academy is located. They’re all a far cry from the place we’re at, a seedy area even powerful Idols should avoid. 

      It’s not the landscape that lets someone know they’ve ventured into an entirely different world but the ominous vibe in the air that clings to you in the most oppressive way. A foul energy seems to crawl out from every crack in the asphalt. It’s almost like pure evil lives here. It’s no wonder the small hairs on the back of my neck are standing on end. 

      The sun set a long time ago, and the few people in the streets scurry by as if afraid to be caught out in the open for too long. 

      I’ve been concealing all of us since we left the pub at Marvel Square. The Neo Gods must be following Bryce and Rufio, and we definitely don’t want them to know where we’re going. For that reason, we took public transportation instead of a cab. Stephan wanted me to stop concealing them once we got near our final destination, but I shot down that idea hard. I’m not taking any chances.

      Without saying another word, he takes us to an unsavory bar where the neon sign’s letters are only half lit and graffiti takes up most of the front wall. One scribble catches my attention. It says “death to all Norms,” and below it is a symbol I don’t recognize. Could it be the Neo Gods’ insignia? 

      Stephan avoids the front door, veering toward the narrow alleyway between the buildings.

      “Okay. We’re here now. You need to make us visible again,” he says.

      I peer over my shoulder to make sure we haven’t been followed. I don’t see anyone on the main street, but it’s impossible to tell if we’re being spied on from a top window from one of the buildings. I release them from my shadows, though, since I don’t have a choice.

      Inside the bar is smoky and dim. At once, I’m blasted with the collective animosity wave the patrons are emanating. They spare a fleeting glance in Bryce and Stephan’s direction before returning to their drinks. I scan the room thoroughly, taking inventory of the assortment of individuals we’re dealing with here. It’s a good mix of low-level Idols and high-level Fringes. No one who comes near us is in power, but we’re most certainly outnumbered. If this turns sour, we can’t fight them all.

      For that reason, I check all exit points. There’s the door we came in, and to the right of the bar, I see another door with a faded “Exit” sign above it. I’m banking there’s also a back door used by the employees to get rid of the trash.

      Stephan heads for the pool table area where a group of mean-looking Idols is playing. A mountain man is about to take a shot when Stephan steps closer. The Idol lifts his gaze away from the ball for a split second, resulting in a bad shot. His demeanor changes completely, and I can guess who he’s going to blame for his lack of concentration.

      I prepare to intervene, but the lights above the table begin to flicker as crackles of energy surround Bryce’s body. The aggressiveness from the big guy recedes, but now everyone in the vicinity is staring at the duo. So much for conducting this meeting without drawing attention. Wishful thinking on my part. When do things ever go easy for us?

      Stephan seems to have missed Bryce’s little demonstration, or at least he’s pretending to be oblivious. Without missing a beat, he continues his trek to a lonely booth at the end of the room where the only source of illumination is coming from the pinball machine nearby. But I don’t need light to see the woman sitting there. She’s an Idol, level thirteen if she’s not tuning her power down.

      Stephan slides onto the booth seat across from the mysterious woman, and Bryce follows suit. I remain closer to the pool table area to make sure my essence is concealed. According to Stephan, this is no ordinary Idol. She’s one of the most dangerous criminals in Hawk City. No one can reach that status without some serious ability to scan for threats.

      “I didn’t expect to see two teens when I got the call,” she says.

      “The money is the same no matter the source. We heard that if we want someone to disappear without a trace, you’re the one for the job,” Stephan replies.

      “You heard correctly. Did you bring the agreed amount?”

      Stephan slides a manila envelope across the table, which disappears under a gloved hand.

      “A picture of the target is also in there.”

      The assassin fishes out a piece of paper, and immediately I sense a change in her demeanor. My muscles tense while I gather my shadows around my hands and wrists.

      “Are you out of your mind?” the woman whisper-shouts. 

      “What’s the matter? You can’t handle the job?” Bryce asks.

      “I can handle any job. But this is… suicide.”

      A commotion behind me draws my attention. I turn to the source, finding all the guys who were playing pool a second ago gathered in front of one of the TVs mounted on the wall. I’d dismiss it as nonsense, but then I catch sight of a big structure on fire. My blood runs cold when I read the caption.

      It’s Station 33 Mall.

      Daisy is there.
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      I’m nervous during the ride to the mall. I texted Bryce that I got a new target as I had promised I would. Now he’s probably busy putting his plan in motion. I hate that it involves hiring an assassin to do the job Principal Fallon gave me. It’s all a setup. The assassin will attempt to kill my target, and Bryce and Rufio will show up and kill her instead. Then they’ll tell the Neo Gods the assassin was the Knights’ new weapon. Basically, Bryce and Rufio are hiring a decoy.

      Rosie is still sulking when we arrive at the mall despite Andromeda’s many attempts to lighten the mood. I know I just met the girl, but I’ll miss her when I return to Saturn’s Bay. She’s actually been pretty interesting and fun.

      She insists on paying for the ride, which only adds to Rosie’s aggravation.

      “Does she think we’re a charity case or something?” Rosie whispers to me, but I know she doesn’t care if Andromeda overhears.

      “Please, Rosie. Try to be nice. She’s not like the other Idols,” I say.

      “I know your name is Rose, but you don’t need to be so prickly.” Andromeda grins innocently, but all she does is ruffle my sister’s feathers.

      “I’m not prickly. I don’t like Idols, and with reason.” She puts her hands on her hips to emphasize her point.

      “Really? Then why the hell are you dating one?” Andromeda raises an eyebrow.

      Ah, crap.

      “Toby is not an Idol,” Rosie replies through clenched teeth.

      Andromeda opens her mouth, but I cut her off. “Let’s go into the mall already. It’s getting late, and I don’t want to miss all the fun inside.”

      “I see what you’re doing, Daisy. This is to be continued,” Andromeda replies.

      In the blink of an eye, she masks her powers, so now no one can tell she’s not a Norm. Rosie glances fleetingly in my direction, enough for me to see the storm of bad emotions shining in her eyes. Great. I’ve barely managed to make up with her after I became an Idol, and now I’m back on her bad side.

      I try to push my problems to the side as I pass through the sliding doors into the place where Rosie and I spent much time of our childhood. We couldn’t afford to buy anything from the stores, but there was the old arcade and the cinema, plus it was fun to simply people watch. It was also much safer to play inside the mall than venture out in the few public parks in the Norm side of town. I’m not sure if things have gotten worse, but ten years ago, Fringe gangs used to terrorize some Norm neighborhoods, including ours.

      Rosie is walking a little ahead of us with her arms crossed. Andromeda is next to me, using her cane to guide her.

      “I’m sorry I created a rift between you and your sister. I was just trying to help you sneak out without your boyfriends.”

      “I know. And I appreciate it. I used to be like her.”

      “Let me guess. You hated Idols with a passion.”

      “Yeah. Our parents were murdered by Neo Gods. We escaped thanks to Mr. Silverstone.”

      “Stephan’s father,” she adds.

      “Yup. What’s the deal between you and him, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “No deal. He’s my advisor, and he thinks it gives him the right to control my life.”

      “He told us you just recently joined Paragon Academy. You were homeschooled, right?”

      “Yup. My parents are super protective of me because, you know, my blindness.”

      “Do they know what you can do with your chains?”

      “Not really. I don’t want to terrify them. Don’t get me wrong, they know about my chains, but I keep my powers contained around them. They have no idea I’m an eighteen.”

      Her confession reminds me of Morpheus’s story. His father was also terrified of him.

      Rosie stops in front of the old arcade. It’s called 1001 Games, the biggest false advertisement on Earth. I’d be surprised if the arcade has more than fifty different games.

      “What is this place?” Andromeda furrows her brows. “I’m picking up a lot of different wave frequencies.”

      “It’s the old arcade. We used to spend countless hours here when we were kids.”

      “I didn’t realize you lived in Hawk City.”

      “Yeah.”

      Rosie looks over her shoulder, moving her long straight hair like a whip. “Are you done chatting? I’d like to spend some time with you too.”

      “Go on. You’re already in the doghouse thanks to me,” Andromeda says.

      I walk ahead, joining Rosie as we enter the establishment. The smell of old carpet and stale popcorn is familiar and welcoming. It brings back a myriad of feelings, and I’m surprised at how overwhelmed I am by them. I have to clench my jaw hard to maintain my composure. We head for the ticketing counter, and I’m glad to see it’s not Solaine working behind it. As much as I’d love to see her, I’d be mega depressed if she was still working here after all these years.

      A friendly, tanned teen smiles at us. His name tag says Cory. “Welcome to 1001 Games. How can I help you?”

      “We’d like ten tokens each, please,” I reply.

      “Gladly. You’re in luck. We just got Battle of the Giant Gorilla back. It was out of commission for a while.”

      “Awesome. It’s our favorite game,” Rosie replies excitedly.

      Her change in attitude makes me feel like the trip here won’t be a complete disaster after all. If she could just get past her Idol hatred and give Andromeda a chance.

      Andromeda approaches the desk, and I notice an instant change in Cory’s demeanor.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. We don’t have any games suited for the visually impaired.”

      “Don’t worry about it, kid. I’ll manage.” She slides a fifty-dollar bill across the counter. “This should cover it.”

      Before he can take Andromeda’s money, I push her hand away. “No way. You’re not paying for this too. This is my treat.”

      Andromeda turns to me, staring with her unseeing eyes. She blinks a couple of times before shrugging. “Okay. Fine by me.”

      “Can I ask you a question?” Rosie addresses Cory.

      “Sure,” the kid replies.

      “Does Solaine still work here?”

      His face turns ashen in the blink of an eye. “Ah shit, you knew her?”

      “Yeah, she used to give me free tokens all the time,” Rosie replies. “What happened to her?”

      “She died two years ago.”

      I can’t breathe or utter a single word for a couple of beats as I process the news. Then comes the acute pain in my chest, like a dagger, burrowing its way in.

      “How did she die?” I ask, fighting the choke in my voice.

      “The local police said it was a robbery gone wrong, but we all know it was this new Fringe gang who think they’re something akin to gods.”

      “Why would Fringes have the notion that they’re gods?” Andromeda asks.

      “I don’t know. Maybe because they’re high level and most of the folks who live in this area are Norms.” Cory’s eyes flash with anger. At least it’s not fear. Angry people have the will to fight against oppression; scared people don’t.

      I shake my head, trying to dispel the sadness. “Can we have our tokens, please?”

      “Yeah, sure. Here you go.”

      I sense someone staring at me so intently that it’s burning a hole through my face. With tokens in hand, I confirm Rosie is the one glowering at me.

      “I can’t believe you still want to play after you heard that awful news.”

      “What do you want me to do, Rosie? Sit down with my head in my hands and cry?”

      “It’s like you don’t even care that she died. Is that because you’re no longer one of us?” she retorts angrily.

      Worried, I glance at Cory, but he didn’t seem to notice Rosie’s outburst. I grab her arm and drag her away from him. “Shh. Do you want to blow our cover?”

      She lifts both hands in a mocking gesture. “Oh, I’m sorry. Far be it from me to ruin your charade.”

      “Let’s play some Battle of the Giant Gorilla and forget about it, okay?” I plead, not wanting to keep feeding her anger.

      No sooner do I say that than a loud explosion somewhere in the mall rattles the floor and machines near us. A second later, the panicked screams of several people trickle down to us, but they get muffled by another explosion, and another.

      “What the hell is going on?” I ask, temporarily paralyzed by fear.

      “Come on! We have to get out of here,” Andromeda shouts.

      The urgency in her tone propels me into action. I take Rosie’s hand, and together we follow Andromeda toward the arcade’s exit. But when I notice Cory’s feet sticking out from the side of the counter, I stop.

      “Wait.”

      Andromeda glances over her shoulder. “What is it?”

      “We can’t leave Cory behind.” I backtrack toward the counter and find Cory sitting on the floor, holding his knees together. “Come on. You can’t stay here.” I offer him my hand, which he mercifully doesn’t hesitate to take.

      The four of us run toward the arcade’s exit, but thick smoke has spread throughout the main atrium. Thanks to my enhanced Idol senses, I can discern different sounds. There are the voices of several people who are either asking for help or crying, but there’s also the crackling of fire and the dry twig-snapping noise of circuitry as it dies. Even with my Idol vision, I can’t see much ahead of us, but it’s incredibly hot, which means fire is coming toward us.

      “We can’t go out through the main mall exit,” I say.

      Andromeda forgets about hiding her powers, releasing her golden chains.

      “Holy crap! You’re an Idol,” Cory exclaims.

      We all ignore his outburst and pay attention to what Andromeda is doing. Her chains creep forward like a snake slithering on the floor. She remains as still as a statue, but I notice her eyes are also glowing gold now.

      “What is she doing?” Rosie asks.

      “I don’t know.”

      “We definitely can’t go out the way we came in,” Andromeda replies. “We have to find an alternative exit point.”

      “Does the arcade have a back door?” I ask Cory.

      “Y-Yes. It opens to a corridor that leads to the service exit.”

      “Let’s go, then.” I grab Rosie’s hand and turn toward the back of the arcade.

      “What if that exit is also blocked, Daisy?” Rosie asks fearfully.

      “Then we’ll find another way out.” I look her in the eye. “We’re getting out of here, Rosie. I promise.”

      Cory almost takes the back door off its hinges as he slams against it. I let Andromeda go after him first, then push Rosie forward. There’s smoke in the corridor to my right, but it’s not as bad as in the front of the store.

      “Which way?” I ask.

      Before Cory can reply, an explosion to our right sends us flying backward, only we don’t hit the floor hard. Instead, we float on air, moving in slow motion. As it had happened before, my time-bending gift kicked in without me willing it so. For that reason, I can see clearly the fireball that’s coming our way, but time bending or not, I can’t stop it from hitting us.

      Andromeda’s chains fly forward at lightning speed while we’re still trapped in slow motion. They aren’t affected by my power, it seems. They form a protective barrier in front of us, blocking us from the fire. We finally hit the floor softly, and time resumes to normal. Andromeda holds her chains in place for another minute, and for the first time, I notice her struggle with the task. Her face is twisted into a grimace, and her jaw is locked tight. It becomes unbearably hot as the raging fire tries to break through her chains.

      Shit. Will she be able to hold the barrier long enough?

      “What are you fools waiting for? Run,” she grits out.

      I jump to my feet, pulling Rosie with me. Cory spares Andromeda one fleeting glance before bolting in the opposite direction. I hesitate, not wanting to leave Andromeda behind.

      Rosie tugs my hand. “Come on. We have to get out of here.”

      “Listen to your sister,” Andromeda pants. “Go now. I can’t hold the chains up for much longer.”

      “No. I won’t leave you behind.” I turn to Rosie. “You go. Don’t stop until you’re out of the building.”

      Rosie’s eyes grow as round as saucers. “I can’t leave you.”

      A loud grunt escapes Andromeda’s lips before her chains drop to the floor, listless. Without a second thought, I throw my hands forward, willing time to stop again. Maybe I can delay the flames long enough for us to run out of their reach.

      There’s no need, though. The fire has died, leaving behind a scorched mess.

      “Shit! That was close,” Andromeda says, leaping to her feet.

      “Let’s go before there’s another explosion.”

      “How fast can you run?” she asks me.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Probably faster than your sister.”

      I get what she’s saying. Being Idols, we can reach the exit much faster than Rosie.

      “Jump on my back,” I tell Rosie.

      For once, she doesn’t argue with me. Even with the added weight, I run like the wind, keeping pace with Andromeda. Her chains are out, and my guess is she’s using them to guide her to the exit. In less than a minute, we reach the mall’s side door.

      Outside, the world is in chaos. It’s a cacophony of sirens, helicopters flying over us, trucks, and distressed people. I search the crowd, trying to find Cory, but it’s dark and busy. It was a straight shoot down the corridor, so he must have found the way out.

      Firefighters immediately usher us out of the danger zone, asking if we’re hurt. In a daze, I glance at the mall. We exited through the left side, but I can see the other end of the building has collapsed and is in flames. Shit. We got lucky.

      My thoughts are premature, though. Whoever orchestrated this attack wanted to level the mall. Andromeda’s chains react a second before another huge blasts rocks the ground we stand on. Instinctively, I use my time-bending gift as well, so when the explosion would have knocked everyone down, now it turns into a dark cloud of smoke and debris that expands at a crawl.

      “Everyone move back!” a firefighter shouts.

      I lose sight of Rosie for a minute, too focused on managing my powers. This is all new to me, and I have to concentrate.

      “What should we do?” I ask Andromeda when the cloud of destruction gets near us.

      “Retreat slowly.”

      I’m not sure how long it takes for us to reach a safe distance from the blast, but when we do, my muscles are shaking and I feel drained. Dizziness takes a hold of me. I’m about to collapse to the ground when strong arms wrap around me.

      Without glancing back, I know it’s Bryce holding me tight.

      “You’re okay. Thank heavens you’re okay,” he whispers in my ear.

      I sense Morpheus’s presence but not Rufio’s or Phoenix’s. I’m about to ask where they are when my stomach bottoms out.

      I can’t see Rosie anywhere.

      She’s gone.
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      My heart has been stuck in my throat since I saw the news. Phoenix and I couldn’t get out of that pub fast enough. Knowing traffic near the mall would be completely blocked, we didn’t even try to catch a cab. Instead, we bolted down the busy street, running as fast as our legs would take us.

      Soren and Toby catch up with us, and then without a word, Soren blazes past us, becoming nothing but a blur. He’s gone in the blink of an eye. I’ve never envied another Idol’s ability until now. Getting to Daisy as fast as I can is paramount to me.

      The closer we get to the mall; the crazier the traffic becomes. I hear different sirens in the distance, followed by the sound of helicopters flying over our heads. I wonder if the Neo Gods are behind the attack at the mall. Who else would want to kill a bunch of Norms in one fell swoop?

      When the streets are blocked by a mob of people running in the opposite direction, we have no choice but to jump over cars and buses. It takes a herculean effort on my part not to obliterate everything in my path. The only reason I rein in my destructive nature is the knowledge that Daisy would hate me if I hurt anyone. But if there’s even one scratch on her, I won’t hold back. I will destroy every single person responsible for it, collateral damage be damned.

      “Guys, wait!” Toby yells. “I think I see Rosie.”

      He doesn’t wait for us before he changes course. Without missing a beat, we follow him. It takes me a second to get a visual on the blonde girl who’s being pushed by the crowd. It’s indeed Rosie, but there’s no sign of Daisy anywhere.

      “Rosie!” Toby yells.

      She looks in his direction and raises her arm, but someone shoves her to the side, knocking her down. She disappears from view. Shit, the mob will crush her.

      Suddenly, the sea of people surrounding her parts as if being pushed by a great force. I’m not sure if it’s Phoenix or Toby doing it. After all, we still don’t know if the former Norm can do more than read minds.

      Toby jumps off the car, landing into a crouch next to his girlfriend. He pulls her into his arms, crushing her into a bear hug. For the second time today, I envy him.

      Phoenix gets to the couple first, and without missing a beat, he pulls them apart.

      “Where is Daisy?” he asks.

      “I-I don’t know,” Rosie stammers. “I got separated from her when our side of the mall exploded. She and Andromeda tried to contain the blast.”

      Fear spears my chest. “Are you saying she’s using her gifts in public?”

      “Yeah. She was trying to save people,” Rosie replies with a glare in my direction.

      “We can’t worry about that now. Let’s find her,” Phoenix replies.

      “Come on, Rosie. I’ll take you to safety.” Toby lifts the girl into his arms, and then he leaps on top of a nearby car.

      She gasps. “You’re an Idol.”

      Phoenix is already on the move, going toward the towering inferno that used to be the mall. I run after him, missing Toby’s reply.

      Without slowing down, I search for Daisy in the crowd with my eyes and my extra senses. It takes me a minute to find her signature, and my guess is Phoenix has also caught on to it, because we both veer left. I finally get a visual of her. She’s in Bryce’s arms. Thank fuck. Morpheus, Stephan, Soren, and Andromeda are also there.

      Pushing my legs to the max, I run ahead of Phoenix. When I leap near Daisy and Bryce, I push my brother off her and pull her into my arms, ignoring the danger of such an action.

      “You’re okay,” I murmur against her neck.

      She hugs me back, making me dizzy in an instant. “It was close, but we managed.”

      “Rufio, you ne—” Morpheus starts.

      “Not now,” I cut him off, then capture Daisy’s face between my hands and kiss her like the world is about to end.

      For a blissful moment, she returns my passion beat by beat, but then she tenses. I feel her resistance, but I can’t let go.

      “For fuck’s sake,” Andromeda murmurs a second before my body is ensnared by an energy field and I’m yanked from Daisy’s arms.

      I stagger back, and maybe I’d have fallen on my ass if it weren’t for the glowing chains coiled around my body.

      “Are you out of your mind?” Bryce glowers at me.

      I’m ready to offer him an angry retort when terrified screams erupt in the distance. Andromeda’s chains release me, and for a split second, I believe my legs are going to give out from under me. Morpheus wraps his fingers around my forearm, steadying me.

      “Are you all right?” he asks.

      “Yeah,” I lie. The world around me is spinning, and it feels like all my energy has drained from me.

      I test my powers. My chest warms as my essence churns. Daisy didn’t take it all. Tingles run down my arms, and when I lift my hands, dark sparks appear on the tips of my fingers.

      A wave of people trying to get away from the newest threat pushes us forward, and we’re soon surrounded by chaos. I catch Phoenix’s stare, reading in his eyes his intention to use telekinesis to stop those people from crushing us.

      “You can’t use your powers against them!” Daisy yells over the cacophony, guessing where his train of thought was.

      “We have to get out of here or we’ll be crushed,” Morpheus interjects.

      In the blink of an eye, Stephan soars skyward, taking Andromeda with him. Son of a bitch. The motherfucker can fly, and he chose to save the blind girl over his own brother.

      “Wow, your brother is a piece of work,” I tell Soren.

      “Shut your mouth. You don’t know what he’s doing.”

      “Looks like he’s running away,” I retort.

      Soren’s expression twists into a scowl, but I don’t get to hear his response as a dark whip coils around his neck and drags him back. In the mob, I see who has the end of the whip. It’s the good-looking Neo God chick Bryce and I met yesterday.

      My suspicions are finally confirmed. They’re behind this.

      “Let him go!” Bryce steps forward, but he’s quickly trapped by another whip. I can’t see who’s holding the leash this time, but I sense more Idols approaching us.

      This is a fucking trap.

      I attempt to use my powers against the girl choking the life out of Soren, but a terrible pain in my head renders me powerless. The gag spell also prevents me from attacking them. Hell and damn.

      “You can’t fight them. Get Daisy out of here,” Morpheus urges.

      “No, I won’t leave you guys,” she rebuffs. “I can help.”

      We all know she can, but there’s a slim chance the Neo Gods don’t know about her yet. We’re not about to let her reveal her powers to them.

      I grab her hand and steer her away from the Neo Gods. “Come on, Daisy. Don’t fight us on this.”

      With the contact, I become weak again, but I fight against the lethargy. I won’t fail Daisy now. Instead of thinking about the draining of my powers, I focus on getting us out of the crushing crowd. I can’t use my powers against these people, but I can shove and elbow my way through.

      We finally reach a side street away from the epicenter, and by that time, I’m already seeing dark spots across my vision.

      Daisy pulls her hand from mine and stares wide-eyed at me.

      “Rufio, I’m so sorry.”

      I lean against the building nearest me and close my eyes for a second. “I’ll be okay. I just need a minute.”

      Only I don’t get a minute. I hear feet shuffling down the alleyway, followed by the shattering of glass. All my senses are on high alert as I scan the dark street. Immediately, I pick up a familiar signature. Toby.

      He shuffles into the dim light, revealing his awful condition. Bleeding and bruised, he’s holding his torso as if he’s in great pain.

      “Toby!” Daisy runs to him.

      I expand my search, trying to locate Daisy’s sister. The last time I saw the girl, she was with Toby. No sign of her anywhere now, which isn’t surprising considering the state Toby is in.

      “What happened to you?” she asks.

      “We… were… ambushed,” he replies.

      “We?”

      I amble forward, and with each step, my strength returns. I’m going to need it, because I know exactly what Toby’s answer will be.

      “Rosie and me. They took her, Daisy. Even with my new Idol powers, I couldn’t stop them,” Toby whimpers.

      “Who took my sister?” Daisy shrieks.

      The answer is on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t reply thanks to the Neo Gods’ hold on my mind.

      “We did,” a sinister male voice replies from the shadows where Toby came from.

      Ah, shit. It’s Delta, my father’s henchman.

      Daisy gasps, drawing my attention to her.

      “You,” she murmurs.

      Delta curls his lips into an ugly grin. “We meet again, dirty brat.”

      I scramble through my brain, trying to figure out when the hell Daisy and Delta met. The answer smacks me right in the forehead. I should have guessed sooner.

      Delta was part of the Neo Gods’ assassins sent to kill Daisy’s family.

      Son of a bitch.
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      I thought countless times about what I would do if I came face-to-face with the man who killed my father. Now that the moment has come, I’m speechless, frozen in terror. I’m staring at death’s face, and I can’t do anything.

      “Why did you take her?” Rufio takes a step forward, trembling from head to toe. His face is twisted into a grimace, almost as if he’s in pain.

      “Because you’ve shown your true colors. You betrayed the order, and now you’ll pay.”

      The monster pulls a gun from inside his leather jacket and aims it at Rufio.

      “No!” I jump in front of him, but it’s not a bullet that shoots from the barrel. It’s a net. It covers my entire body, and when I land on the dirty ground, I’m trapped. The Neo God I tried to kill used something similar, a net that annuls Idol powers, making me helpless.

      “Daisy!” Rufio shouts. “You son of a bitch.” He pulls his arm back, but another net covers him. My father’s killer didn’t come alone.

      Rufio falls to his knees, trapped like me. Toby is captured next, though it wasn’t like he could put much of a fight, beaten up like that. The alleyway brightens thanks to the headlights of a vehicle approaching us. It gives me a clear view of the man who killed my father. I don’t recognize his companions, but it doesn’t matter. I’m memorizing their faces now.

      Finally, I’m beginning to understand the force that drives Principal Fallon. She’s right. The Neo Gods must be exterminated until there are none left.

      Tires screech nearby as the vehicle comes to a sudden stop. The sound of boots on the ground makes me even more tense. I yank at the net, but the more I struggle, the more tangled I become. Rough hands lift me and then toss me inside a black van with tinted windows. I fall on my right side, banging my head against the van’s wall. My yelp is muffled by Rufio’s and Toby’s grunts as they’re tossed inside just as roughly as me. I keep fighting against the net only to quickly realize there’s no escaping it.

      “It’s no use, vermin. You’re not going anywhere,” the assassin says before shutting the van’s sliding door.

      “Are you okay, Daisy?” Rufio asks, trying to scooch closer to me.

      “I’m not hurt, but I’m far from okay. That man killed my father.”

      “I… figured,” Rufio grits out.

      “You still can’t say anything about the Neo Gods, can you?”

      “No.”

      “I’m sorry I failed you,” I murmur.

      “You didn’t fail me. I’m the one who couldn’t protect you from… them.”

      Toby moans, reminding me that he’s hurt.

      “Hey, are you okay there, dude?” Rufio asks him.

      “No. I feel like I’ve been hit by a bulldozer. I didn’t know Idols could get so hurt like this.”

      “What did they do to you?” I ask.

      “They trapped me with a special cord and beat the shit out of me.”

      “How did you escape the first time?” Rufio probes.

      “I don’t know. But if anyone failed here, it was me,” he replies in a soft voice. “I thought being an Idol would make a world of difference, but I couldn’t protect Rosie, the most important person in my life.”

      “They want—” Rufio stops suddenly and groans. Shit. He’s trying to tell us what the Neo Gods’ plans are, but he can’t.

      “They want me,” I complete his sentence. “They’re using Rosie as bait.”

      “Why would they want you?” Toby asks.

      I don’t answer in case there’s a slim chance they know I’m not a newly turned Idol. A sudden thought occurs to me, though.

      “Toby, were you masking your powers when the Neo Gods attacked?” I whisper.

      “No.”

      Principal Fallon said the Neo Gods knew the Knights had acquired a new weapon, so how come they didn’t suspect Toby was it? Unless they weren’t aware Toby used to be a Norm. He did pretend to be a Fringe at Gifted Academy.

      “Why?” he asks when I don’t reply.

      “No reason.” I don’t want to answer his question, not when our captors are most likely listening to our conversation.

      The ride doesn’t take long, and soon we’re dragged out of the van. We’re in an underground garage, but I don’t get to see much of our surroundings before one of the Neo Gods throws me over his shoulder. I’m upside down and can’t really move my head much as he carries me along.

      We enter an elevator, and judging by the duration of the trip, we’re at one of the highest floors when it stops. Once out of the elevator, my captor doesn’t take more than a few steps before he throws me to the floor like I’m nothing but a garbage bag. I hit my shoulder when I fall, and the impact sends white-hot pain down my arm and up my neck. But I suffer in silence. I won’t give these monsters the satisfaction.

      With my mobility compromised, I can’t take in my surroundings. When a pair of expensive leather shoes approaches me, all I can do is brace for violence.

      “I can’t believe you were hiding in plain sight. I have to give it to my wife. She’s a clever bitch.”

      “Where’s my sister?” I ask.

      The net is suddenly removed from me, and in an instant, my powers return at full capacity. My muscles flex as I prepare to leap to my feet, but gloved hands grab me by the arms and lift me up. I don’t waste any time, though. I unleash all my destructive powers on the Neo God holding me, hoping it’s the one who killed my father.

      “Tsk, tsk,” the tall man in front of me says. “We know who you are, darling. Your unmaking tricks won’t work on us.”

      “Dad, leave Daisy alone!” Rufio screams from his prone position on the floor.

      Dad? I look closely at the man in front of me, trying to find any resemblance between him and his sons. It takes me a while, but then I see Rufio in his father’s arrogant chin and eyebrows. Bryce has his nose and mouth. But the main difference between father and sons is in their eyes. I see nothing but pure hatred and coldness shining in the Neo God’s gaze.

      His nostrils flare as he gazes at Rufio on the floor. Then he signals to one of his cohorts, who removes the net from Rufio and roughly yanks him up.

      “You disgust me,” his father sneers.

      “I can say the same about you,” Rufio spits back, glowering at the man.

      “Tie him up.”

      I fight against the Neo God holding me, but it’s like trying to break free from steel chains. “What are you going to do to him?”

      “Me? I’m not going to do anything.” His eyes shine with malice, turning my stomach into knots. “You, on the other hand, will make a demonstration.”

      “What?” I squeak.

      “My son betrayed me when he chose you over his own kind. I can’t think of a more fitting punishment than turning him into the vermin he was desperately trying to protect.”

      My chest feels tight, and my mouth is as dry as a desert. “I’m not going to hurt him.”

      The man shakes his head and chuckles. “I didn’t think you’d cooperate, so I acquired leverage. Bring her in.”

      Two beefy Neo Gods enter the empty office space, dragging Rosie bound and gagged between them. Her green eyes are round and dark with fear.

      “Rosie!” I attempt to reach her, but my captor pulls me back.

      She tries to say something, but nothing reaches me besides muffled sounds. Seeing my sister in that condition snaps something inside of me. Uncontrollable fury spreads like wildfire, filling me with the strength of a thousand gods. I can’t unmake the Idol holding me, but I can bend time. Everyone practically stops moving while I maintain normal speed, which allows me to stomp on the Neo God’s instep, pushing him off me, and reach Rosie before anyone can react.

      I punch the first of Rosie’s captors in the nose, then dispatch the second Neo God with a kick to the groin. Rosie falls into my arms, and somehow I lose control of my gift. Time returns to normal speed for everyone else.

      Shit.

      With Rosie still attached to me, I whirl around and freeze.

      Rufio’s father has a lightning-glass dagger pressed against my love’s neck. “Nice move, freak, but one more step and he’s gone.”

      “Don’t worry about me, Daisy. Get out of here,” Rufio grits out, which prompts his father to pull his hair back and press the blade in hard enough to draw blood.

      My fury is still bouncing inside of me, but I can’t unleash it now. I won’t risk Rufio’s life.

      “Don’t hurt him,” I reply.

      “Let go of your sister and do as I say,” he commands.

      Rosie curls her hands around my shirt and protests through her gag. I turn to her, hoping she can forgive me for not saving her. “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

      Her eyes are brighter and filled with tears, but I don’t read resentment there. She nods and then steps away from me. At once, the men I punched and kicked grab her again, moving her out of my reach.

      When I face Rufio, he’s being tied to a folding chair. The cords the Neo Gods are using are similar to the one Bryce got from the Knights. Both factions possess the same Idol-annulling materials, but so far, only the Neo Gods seem to have the numbers. Maybe that’s why Principal Fallon wanted me to strike the top members of the nefarious organization in a covert operation. If the Knights are outnumbered, only stealth could win this war. But unfortunately, I fucked it up.

      “I’m losing my patience, Daisy Rodale,” Rufio’s father says with venom. “Get your ass moving. Now!”

      I amble toward Rufio, unable to hold back the tears. Breathing is impossible when the terrible weight of failure and regret is crushing my chest.

      “Don’t cry, Daisy. It’ll be okay,” Rufio says.

      “I can’t do this,” I murmur.

      “Yes you can.”

      Rosie’s whimper draws my attention. I look over my shoulder and see Toby is now free from the net but also being held at knifepoint.

      “He’ll kill your sister and Toby if you don’t do it,” Rufio argues.

      He’s right, but when I raise my hands, they’re heavy like lead. I capture Rufio’s face between them and kiss him on the lips, already feeling my gift killing his. Leaning my forehead against his, I whisper, “I love you. Please forgive me.”

      “I love you too.”

      He grunts, shutting his eyes. I close mine too, because I can’t bear to witness his suffering. His struggle becomes more acute until he lets out a scream. With a cry, I attempt to let go of him, but my muscles are locked; no amount of struggle can separate me from him now. Rufio lets out a final pain-filled yell, then grows silent and still. I don’t sense his essence ebbing away anymore. The power that kept me linked to him recedes, and I’m finally able to pull away.

      I stagger back, feeling drained and wretched. Rufio’s chin is dipped low, but the rise and fall of his chest tells me he’s not dead.

      “Rufio?”

      Slowly, he lifts his head. The moment our gazes connect, I know the truth.

      He’s unmade.
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      Not only is the whip around my neck nullifying my powers, but it’s also choking me to death. Curling my fingers around the cord, I attempt to break free. During my struggle, I catch Morpheus ducking just in time before he gets ensnared too.

      Fuck this shit. I’m a level seventeen Idol; I won’t be rendered useless by a damn Neo God. Instead of struggling to remove the whip from around my neck, I whirl around and pull the motherfucker holding the end of it toward me, using the little bit of telekinesis I still have in my system.

      He staggers forward, getting close enough to receive a roundhouse kick to the side of his head. He falls to the side, releasing the whip in the process. I yank the leather cord from around my neck and use it against the asshole on the floor, tying his hands together.

      In my peripheral vision, I see another Neo God running toward me. In his hand is a lightning-glass dagger, poised to strike. Not today, asshole. Angry as hell, I don’t hold back as I unleash a bolt of energy strong enough to fry the circuitry of an entire building. It hits the man straight in his chest. He convulses for a few seconds, dropping his weapon in the process, before he collapses to the ground.

      Not wasting any time, I look for Morpheus, Phoenix, and Soren in the melee. Soren is free from the Neo God’s hold and moving so fast I can barely see his shape. Morpheus isn’t too far from him, doling out ass kickings and a good dose of fear to any Neo God who comes near him. But I can’t find Phoenix. Damn it.

      I’m about to search for him with my senses when someone drops next to me. I tense on the spot, preparing to engage in battle, but it’s Stephan.

      “Where the hell did you go?” I ask.

      “I had to check what was coming for us. A heavily armed group of Fringes is hacking up Norms left and right at the outer perimeter. They’re armed with lightning-glass daggers and wearing protective vests.”

      “Fuck. Do you think they’re working with the Neo Gods?”

      “These attacks are too coordinated. They must be.”

      Hell and damn. This changes everything. The Neo Gods preach Idol supremacy, but if they have Fringes in their ranks, then it means they’re not taking any chances. They’ll exterminate every single Norm at all costs if we let them.

      Soren stops in front of us, a little out of breath. “Where’s Andromeda? We could use her chains.”

      “She’s dealing with the Fringes,” Stephan replies before his focus changes. He pushes his brother out of the way, preventing him from being skewered by a Neo God.

      The dagger meant for Soren strikes Stephan’s forearm, eliciting a wild scream from him. Before I can react, Andromeda’s golden chains swoop in and run through the Neo God’s chest like he was made out of butter. Blood sputters from his wounds, splashing my face.

      I don’t worry about wiping it off as I spin around and try to locate Phoenix. It’s hard to find him in the chaos, but eventually I sense his signature. He’s almost at the edge of the crowd.

      Before I take off after him, I check to see if my companions need assistance. Stephan’s wound seems superficial, and all the Neo Gods gunning for us have been taken care of.

      “All good?” Stephan asks Andromeda.

      “Yeah.”

      “Let’s find Phoenix and get out of here,” I say.

      “He’s helping calm down the crowd,” Andromeda replies.

      I stop and pay attention to my surroundings. Indeed, people are no longer screaming and running in a frenzy. They’re now walking leisurely, almost as if nothing amiss.

      “We should regrou—” Morpheus starts, then stops midsentence with a wince.

      “What is it?”

      He presses the heel of his hand against his forehead and lets out a grunt in response.

      “He’s not coming back, is he?” I ask.

      “Who’s not coming back?” Soren looks at me.

      Andromeda’s eyes begin to glow, and her chains react as well, as if they’re sensing something. “Something terrible has or is about to happen.”

      “It’s Daisy and… Rufio. Your father has them,” Morpheus grits out.

      “Where?” I grab his forearm, forcing him to look at me.

      Morpheus opens his eyes finally, but I don’t like the glint I see shining there. “I don’t know.”

      “How are we doing here?” Phoenix asks as he joins our group. “Oh shit. What happened?”

      “My father has Daisy and Rufio,” I reply.

      Phoenix’s expression turns into one of horror as he processes the news. “He’s going to kill her.”

      Fuck, like don’t I know that?

      “Andromeda, can you find Daisy?” I ask.

      “I can try.” She lowers her chin and a bright glowing light surrounds her. Her chains form a tower around her, rattling as they move in a circle.

      A minute passes by, but it feels like an eternity. My heart is stuck in my throat and my chest is about to cave in. The longer Daisy is in my father’s grasp, the more chances he’ll have to harm her.

      The light surrounding Andromeda begins to dim, allowing me to see the crestfallen expression on her face. She failed.

      “I’m sorry. She’s either too far or blocked from my reach.”

      Phoenix lets out an enraged scream and punches the air. An abandoned bus in the vicinity flies into the distance and crashes against a storefront.

      “You have to try again,” I urge.

      “I can keep trying, but my powers can only do so much.”

      “What if you borrowed from us?” Morpheus suggests.

      She pinches her eyebrows together. “I’ve never done that before, but it could work.”

      “How in the world are we going to lend her our powers?” Soren asks.

      “We form a power circle,” I reply.

      “You’ve done this before?” Stephan asks.

      “Once.” On the island of horrors when we were trying to survive the night. At the time, we acted on pure instinct. But I don’t tell him that.

      Soren checks our perimeter. “Is it safe to do this here?”

      “I don’t sense any threats from Neo Gods or Fringes now. We don’t have time to waste. If we’re doing this, it has to be now,” Andromeda replies.

      “Okay, what do we do?” Stephan asks.

      “Form a circle around her and then project all your power outward,” I instruct, taking my position.

      Morpheus and Phoenix stand at my sides. Stephan and Soren complete the circle. Andromeda’s chains shoot up to the sky before coming down to form a circle around all of us. The girl is glowing again, and soon the world disappears as we’re enveloped by her power. Fuck. I’m not sure if she’s an eighteen or more. I’ve never felt so much raw energy before, not from an Idol anyway. But I don’t dwell on the thought. I need to concentrate on my own essence, give as much as I can to her. My powers mingle with Morpheus’s and Phoenix’s first, linking them together. After a minute, I sense the circle has closed. We’re all joined and feeding Andromeda’s chains.

      Suddenly, my mind is linked to hers too, and I see through her point of view. It’s strange to be connected to another Idol like that, especially one who lacks sight. But in this plane, Andromeda can see as well as me. We’re all soaring high with her, searching for Daisy’s and Rufio’s signatures. Time ceases to have any meaning. I have no clue how long we search for them until finally I see Daisy’s bright spark.

      “I found her,” Andromeda announces.

      “I know where she is,” I reply, opening my eyes and severing the link with her. “Grab any lightning glass weapon you can find and let’s go.”
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      I feel nothing. No swirling in my chest, no tingling sensation at the tips of my fingers. As I stare into Daisy’s sorrowful eyes, I know she can tell I’m no longer an Idol. I’m unmade, but I don’t feel hollow or incomplete.

      “Rufio, I’m so sorry,” Daisy whispers, crying.

      “Don’t cry, my love.”

      The sound of slow clapping breaks our moment.

      “Isn’t this touching?” my father sneers. “I spent my entire life teaching my sons the importance of legacy only to have them betray me for a lowly, dirty Norm.”

      Daisy whirls on the spot, and a gust of air surrounds her. Her long hair whips in every direction, and despite me lacking my Idol powers, I can sense her gathering every ounce of juice she has.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Former Norm. So what, sweetheart? You think you can best me just because you got a taste of Idol life?”

      “You’ll pay for what you made me do.” She pulls her hand back, ready to unleash her fury on Dad, but he simply points at Rosie, who’s being held at knifepoint.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you. She’ll be dead before you strike.”

      “You got your revenge. Now let us go,” I say.

      “Oh, I don’t think so. Now that I’ve seen what Daisy can do, I think I’m going to hold on to her for a while longer. Despite her heritage, she’s indeed a magnificent weapon.”

      “She’s not a thing you can use at your beck and call!” I scream, frustrated that I can’t break from my bindings.

      The power I sense from Daisy recedes. She lowers her arm but doesn’t lose her defiant posture. “I’ll help you if you let them go.”

      My father laughs. “What do think this is, a negotiation? Your sister and your stupid friend are staying. As for my son….” He pauses and looks me in the eye. At the moment, I know exactly what’s in store for me. “I have no more use for him.”

      From the corner of my eye, I see the shine of the blade coming for me. I close my eyes, but I don’t feel the sting of the stab. I peel my eyes open and notice the Neo God with the weapon is moving in slow motion now. Daisy was somehow able to affect him with her gift despite his usage of the protective vest. She kicks the knife from his hand before time returns to normal speed.

      The windows in front of us explode inward in a shower of glass shards, and in come Stephan, Andromeda, Morpheus, Phoenix, Bryce, and Soren. I have no idea how they reached the top floor, but I’m fucking glad they’re here.

      In an instant, I’m forgotten. Rosie and Toby are pushed aside when the Neo God handling them have to defend themselves. Andromeda ends the duo before they can even attempt anything, hitting them with her impressive chains. Bryce, Phoenix, and Morpheus are all carrying lightning-glass daggers, which they use against our enemies without mercy.

      While the battle goes on, I struggle against the cords around my wrists. I won’t be able to break free from them unless I cut them with a lightning-glass dagger. I search my surroundings until I find the weapon that was meant to be my demise, discarded next to its dead owner. When he bound me to the chair, he forgot to tie my ankles, so I’m able to get up, but I stop in my tracks when I catch my father and Delta running away from the fight. Of course they would. Cowards.

      I can’t let them get away after everything they’ve done. Without another thought, I charge in their direction, using the momentum to knock them both down. I fall on my side, and without the use of my arms, I hit my face straight on. The pain knocks me out for a few seconds, and when I come to, my father is standing over me.

      “You little piece of shit. This is the last time you get in my way.”

      Something sharp and hot pierces my chest, robbing me of air. I want to shout, but I can’t make any sound. Delta comes into focus with a bloody dagger in hand. He was the one who delivered the blow. Someone screams nearby, prompting my father and his minion to vanish from view.

      Daisy drops next to me, propping my head on her lap. In the background, someone is shouting orders, but I can only pay attention to her.

      “Rufio. No,” she whimpers.

      I try to speak but end up sputtering blood instead.

      Bryce appears next to her. “We don’t have much time. Please let me heal him, Daisy.”

      She moves away from me, setting my head back on the floor with care. I want to ask her to come back, but I can’t do anything but stare at the exposed pipes on the ceiling. Bryce places his hand below my wound, and almost immediately the pain vanishes. My muscles relax, and suddenly I’m bone-tired. My eyelids are getting extremely heavy; the only thing keeping them from shutting completely is Daisy’s voice, asking me to stay awake.

      “Come on, Rufio. Don’t give up,” Bryce pleads.

      “Trust… me. I’m not… trying to,” I reply.

      Slowly, my strength returns, but not the Idol kind. When Bryce pulls his hand back and the glow vanishes, I know I’m healed, but I also know I’m still a Norm.
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      DAISY

      Rufio’s father and his henchman escaped, the two Neo Gods I wanted to kill the most. But at least they didn’t take Rufio from me. As soon as Bryce pulls his hand away, I know he succeeded in healing him. A little roughly, I push Bryce out of the way and bring Rufio back onto my lap.

      “Is he completely healed?” Stephan asks.

      “Yeah,” Rufio answers, trying to sit up already.

      “Take it easy, honey,” I say.

      “I’m okay. Bryce is once again a lifesaver.” He grins, but his smile doesn’t take away the sadness in my chest.

      “Holy crap. What happened to his power?” Soren asks, making me wince.

      “Daisy was forced to unmake me. She had no choice.” He looks me in the eye, and I find nothing but love in his. How can he still love me after what I did to him?

      “But if Bryce healed him, then maybe he’ll also get his powers back,” Phoenix chimes in.

      “Yeah, maybe,” Rufio replies, but I sense the lack of enthusiasm in his words.

      “My father will be here in twenty minutes,” Stephan announces.

      “When did you call him?” I look in his direction.

      “As soon as we saw the attack at the mall on the news.”

      Bryce unfurls from his crouch on unsteady legs. Phoenix steps in and keeps him upright. “Are you all right?”

      “I’ll be in a minute.”

      Once again, healing has weakened Bryce. He can’t keep doing this.

      I’m still watching him intensely when Morpheus offers Rufio and me his hands. He brushes my cheek with his knuckles and offers me a smile. His warm brown eyes are kind and comforting, and I wish I could drown in them. But I can’t find solace in anything right now.

      Rosie and Toby are farther back, holding each other. I stare at them, trying to capture my sister’s gaze. She finally looks at me and mouths, “I’m sorry.” It makes my throat tight. Despite our latest arguments and her hatred for Idols, she knows how much hurting Rufio cost me.

      Andromeda moves closer. Her chains are hanging loose from her wrists, but they’re short and a dull metal color instead of glowing gold.

      “I’m sorry we couldn’t get here sooner,” she says.

      “At least you got here.” I hug her, sensing her tense for a fleeting moment before she wraps her arms around my back. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      We ease off, and she says, “This is where we part ways, girlie.”

      “You’re going?” Stephan steps next to her.

      “Oh yeah. My work here is done, and it’s a school night.” She smirks in Stephan’s direction, and then she winks at me.

      “Maybe you should stay. My fa—”

      “Yeah, yeah. I have no desire to meet Mr. Pain In My Ass, Sr. See ya!” She strides away, knowing exactly where the exit is. Before she disappears through the door, she says, “Call me when you get back home, Daisy.”

      “I will.”

      Andromeda lifts her hand over her head and waves as she leaves.

      “Why didn’t she stay?” Rosie asks.

      “Because she’s a weirdo,” Soren replies with derision.

      Stephan doesn’t offer a retort to his brother’s remark, but I can see in his expression that he didn’t like the comment. I’m so not buying that there isn’t something going between him and Andromeda.

      Rosie and Toby stop next to me, still hugging sideways. By the way Toby’s arm is curled around his middle, I get that their stance is more out of necessity than the desire to be close to one another.

      “Are you okay? They didn’t hurt you, did they?” I ask her.

      “Aside from some shoving and rough handling, I’m okay. How about you?”

      “My wounds aren’t the visible kind.” I look in Rufio’s direction. His arms are crossed and his chin is dipped low. My heart breaks even more.

      “I’m sorry about him. But I’m sure he’ll recover his powers in no time. If Bryce can turn you and Toby into Idols, no doubt his healing powers also restored Rufio’s.”

      Rosie’s logic is sound, but I have the feeling no one can restore what I took. I smile just the same, though, grateful that she’s trying to cheer me up.

      Around fifteen minutes after Andromeda left, Mr. Silverstone comes in accompanied by four other men I’ve never met, Xavier, and—color me surprised—Principal Fallon. Before anyone can say anything, Xavier strides toward us and pulls Rosie and me into a tight hug.

      “I’m so, so glad you girls are okay.”

      “And I’m happy you came,” I say, burying my face against his chest.

      Shady or not, Xavier is family. I had to be tough for Rosie’s sake, but I’ve missed having someone to look after me.

      “Of course I came.” He pulls back and looks us in the eye. “I may not be the relative you wished for, but I’m here for you. I’m sorry my fears kept me from doing more.”

      I don’t realize that I’m crying until my cheeks turn wet.

      “Why is she here?” Rosie points at Principal Fallon.

      We face her, and immediately I notice the tension among our party. Phoenix and Morpheus are openly glaring at her. Stephan’s and Soren’s animosity isn’t as obvious, but there’s no denying they don’t like her either.

      “Jodie is here because I asked her to come,” Mr. Silverstone replies.

      She takes a step forward and glances in Rufio’s direction. Her jaw clenches as she realizes what’s happened to him. Nostrils flaring, she turns around to face me. I try not to flinch under her cold, accusatory stare, but it’s hard. I deserve it.

      “I’m here because the Neo Gods have declared war not only against Norms and Fringes but also against everyone who opposes their nefarious ideas. It was naïve of me to think I could eliminate their poisonous reach with stealth alone. We need the numbers, and that’s why I’ve decided to join forces with the Knights.”

      I trade a worried glance with Bryce. Does Mr. Silverstone know what kind of snake he’s inviting into his midst?

      “What does that mean for us?” Bryce asks.

      “The Neo Gods have armed high-level Fringes despite the fact that they abhor everyone who isn’t an Idol. They’re not playing to lose, so we can’t either. We need every recruit we can get, but especially you and Daisy.”

      Bryce lets out a derisive laugh. “Let me guess. You want me to build you an army of newly turned Idols.”

      Principal Fallon nods. “Exactly.”

      “Every time Bryce used his healing powers, it cost him. We still don’t know that the constant use of his healing abilities won’t leave permanent damage.”

      “Oh, such as what you did to Rufio?” Principal Fallon retorts cruelly.

      “It wasn’t Daisy’s fault.” He moves closer to me. I appreciate his support, but her words cut me nonetheless.

      “You need to keep doing what Jodie had in mind, Daisy. Now more than ever, we have to strike the Neo Gods, weaken them by taking out their top dogs,” Mr. Silverstone adds.

      “You don’t have to use your recruitment spiel to convince me. I’d go after them with or without your help.”

      Bryce looks at me, then at Rufio, before he faces his mother.

      “I don’t care about the consequences. I want Dad and all his friends to pay for what they did.”

      “Bryce, what are you doing?” Rufio asks, staring at him with a sheen of fear in his eyes.

      He doesn’t answer Rufio, though, continuing to address his mother and Mr. Silverstone. “You want more Idols. I’ll give you more Idols. I’m in.”
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      Saturn’s Bay – Six and a Half Years Ago

      The club’s grand opening was only a week away, but Xavier couldn’t find an ounce of excitement or motivation. It was a miracle he had been able to keep the project rolling while his thoughts were consumed with worry over the disappearance of Paul’s daughters, his nieces. If he could, he’d abandon everything and go in search of them.

      He actually did go to Hawk City as soon as he heard the awful news that his brother and sister-in-law had been brutally murdered by Neo Gods agents. But at the time, Daisy and Rosie had been staying with a distant relative. He should have known the arrangement was temporary. He should have intervened. But fear his enemies would find out about his connection to Paul kept him from getting involved. And now the guilt ate at him.

      A gorgeous Fringe was performing on the brand-new main stage, but Xavier saw nothing as he stared ahead with a closed fist covering his mouth. In his other hand, he nursed a glass of whiskey, neat.

      His phone’s screen lit up a second before the device vibrated on the table, bringing Xavier back to the present. The call was from an unknown number, which prompted him to answer right away.

      “Xavier speaking.”

      “I’ve found them,” said a female voice he hadn’t heard in years.

      Jodie Fallon was someone from Xavier’s past he wished he could forget. She had only brought misery to his family, and he was convinced Paul’s death was somehow linked to the woman. He hadn’t asked her for help, so the fact that she knew who he was looking for made his entire frame tense.

      “I didn’t realize you were looking,” he replied.

      “Of course I was searching for them. They’re Will’s nieces too.”

      “Don’t you dare speak his name,” he hissed through clenched teeth.

      “You’re never going to forgive me, are you?”

      “No.”

      Xavier heard a heavy sigh on the other end of the line, but that didn’t change how he felt. Jodie got his older brother Will killed, then married the Idol responsible for his death.

      “Hate me all you want, but don’t let your feelings get in the way of saving your nieces.”

      He stood suddenly and made a beeline to his office at the back of the club. This was not a conversation he should have out in the open.

      “I’m not. Give me a second.” Once the door was safely locked, he continued. “Go on. Where are they?”

      “Chatterton. A few days ago, they slept in a homeless shelter. But they haven’t returned. My contacts believe they’re living in an abandoned train station downtown.”

      Xavier’s hand curled into a fist, and then his entire body seemed to freeze. The rage he had carried deep in his gut his entire life threatened to burst through.

      “They’re living on the streets?” His voice was low, and it cracked at the end.

      “I’m afraid so, Xavier,” Jodie replied.

      He had mastered controlling his emotions a long time ago, but today he was having a hard time keeping them concealed. Daisy and Rosie were the only family he had left. He was born south of the border and forced to grow up fast when his parents ditched him at an orphanage at the age of five. He ran away from the nightmarish place as soon as he could, coming to the country by hiding in the trunk of John Rodale’s car.

      When the Norm found him, instead of calling the police, he gave Xavier a place to stay, and then, much to Xavier’s surprise, the man adopted him later. And now Xavier was repaying that act of selfless love by letting his own nieces fend for themselves in a dangerous city.

      “I know you don’t trust me, but I can get them to a safe location,” she continued.

      “No! Absolutely not. You’re already too involved. I don’t want to sic your despicable husband on the girls.”

      “I’ve been careful. Jonathan knows nothing,” she gritted out.

      “Like he knew nothing about Paul?”

      “Paul got killed because he had a big mouth. I tried to warn him, but he wouldn’t listen to me.”

      “Just stay away from them, Jodie. I mean it.”

      “As you wish.”

      She then told him the address, which Xavier jotted down in illegible scribbles on the first piece of paper he could find—the back of an envelope.

      He was just about to fold the note and stick it into his breast pocket when a knock came at the door.

      “Come in.”

      “Sorry to interrupt, Mr. X, but you have a visitor,” one of Xavier’s bodyguards announced.

      “I don’t have time for visits, Leonardo. I’m heading out.”

      The burly bodyguard was shoved to the side and a tall blond man entered his office, commanding Xavier’s attention immediately. Apprehension took hold of Xavier, and at once, he projected his powers to the max. He was only a level six Fringe, but thanks to his ability as a Morph, he could pretend to be a level ten Idol. And Xavier needed to appear stronger than he was, for standing before him was not only a level fifteen Idol, but also one of the leaders of the Knights, a clandestine organization committed to protecting Fringes and Norms from the oppressive hand of the Idol race.

      Leonardo made to remove Gunther Silverstone by force, but Xavier lifted his hand to halt him. “It’s fine, Leo. You can go now.”

      Silently, he nodded before shutting the door. Silverstone remained where he stood, watching Xavier with dispassionate curiosity.

      Xavier sat down, getting comfortable in his chair. It was all a show. Every nerve in his body was crackling with electricity, and all his muscles were stiff. “How can I help you?”

      “Xavier Rodale. You’re a hard man to find.”

      Xavier narrowed his gaze and clenched his jaw. Very few people knew his last name. “What do you want?”

      “Do you know who I am?”

      “I’ve seen your picture in the social pages of the newspapers.”

      The man smiled tightly. “Let me rephrase. Do you know who I work for?”

      Xavier leaned forward, keeping the glower in place while his brain scrambled to find a situation where he might have slipped up, where the likes of Silverstone would suspect the nature of his gift. When he couldn’t think of any, he replied, “You’re part of the Knights.”

      The man finally walked forward and then pulled up a chair. When sat down, he seemed relaxed, which only made Xavier tenser.

      “That’s right.”

      “Why were you looking for me?”

      “I have an offer for you.”

      “I’m not interested. I have no desire to get embroiled in your illicit activities.” Xavier began to stand up, ready to escort the arrogant Idol out of his office.

      “Really? I thought you would be more sympathetic to our cause after we prevented the Neo Gods from murdering your nieces in cold blood.”

      At once, Xavier froze. He thought he had been careful, but apparently not, since Silverstone knew about Daisy and Rosie. He sat back down, feeling leery and on edge. He had to be careful about his next words.

      “What do you know about them?”

      “We know their current location. As a matter of fact, we have been keeping tabs on their movements for a while.”

      Son of a bitch, Xavier thought.

      “Why?”

      “Let’s just say I have a vested interest in keeping them safe.”

      Fury erupted from the pit of Xavier’s belly. He had left his nieces alone in order to protect them, but it seemed his sacrifice had been in vain. Leaning forward, he slammed his open palms on his desk. “You stay the hell away from them.”

      Silverstone narrowed his cunning eyes. “You should be thanking me. If it weren’t for my agents, they’d be dead by now. You do know what happens to pretty girls who wander far from home.”

      Xavier’s stomach twisted savagely. He was young when he left the south, but he remembered the atrocities and violence against young girls and women who didn’t have anyone to protect them. His head felt heavy all of a sudden, so he dipped his chin, closing his eyes for a moment.

      “I’m not trying to rub salt in your wound. I’m offering my help. I can take the girls from the streets and place them in a safe house until you’re ready to claim them.”

      Xavier lifted his head to stare Silverstone in the eye. He was usually a good judge of character, but he was having a hard time figuring out the Idol in front of him.

      “What do you want in return?” he asked through clenched teeth.

      “I want you to come work with me.”

      Xavier’s eyebrows shot up while his blood ran cold. “Why?”

      “Because I could use someone with your special skills.”

      Fear gripped Xavier’s insides, twisting them in a merciless vise. His heart pounded against his rib cage as he stared at the Idol. “My special skills?” he asked finally.

      “I know what you are, Xavier.”

      Xavier’s stomach bottomed out, and the instinct to flee took over. He would do it if his nieces’ lives weren’t on the line.

      “And you still want me to work with you?”

      “Yes. I’m not like the majority of Idols. I don’t destroy people out of fear. And I know your kind has been hunted to near extinction.”

      “Then you know why I can’t work for you and risk discovery.”

      “You won’t be discovered. No one will know about your association with the Knights besides me, not even the other members.”

      “Do you want me to work for you as a spy?”

      “Precisely. In exchange, I’ll personally see that your nieces are kept safe.”

      Xavier passed a hand over his face, feeling like there wasn’t much he could do. Silverstone had him cornered.

      “Jodie Fallon knows about them too. She offered me the same thing you did, to keep Daisy and Rosie safe.”

      “I know.”

      Xavier wasn’t surprised. He knew Jodie better though, and that didn’t give him comfort. People would say to trust the devil you know, but in his experience, that was a load of crap.

      “I don’t trust either of you, but Jodie less so.”

      “I take it you refused her offer.”

      “I did. I was on my way to rescue the girls myself when you showed up.”

      “Do you think now is the right time to bring children into your life?” Silverstone glanced at a promotional poster for Unearthly Desires.

      Xavier clenched his jaw while gripping the edge of the desk so tight, his knuckles turned white. He knew he wasn’t in the least prepared. If he brought Daisy and Rosie into his life right now, he might be putting them in even more danger.

      He let out a resigned sigh. “No. I need more time.”

      “Then let me help you.” Silverstone leaned forward eagerly.

      “What do you want with them?”

      “I have a theory. It might be nothing, but I believe one of your nieces is destined to save the world.”

      “They’re Norms. How could they possibly do that?”

      Silverstone pierced Xavier with a hard stare. “You should not underestimate the power of Norms.”

      A great sense of shame took over Xavier. He knew better than anyone else what a simple Norm could do. His own adoptive father, with one act of kindness, had made a deep impact in his Xavier’s life. He had saved him.

      “I accept your offer, but I’ll give you this warning. If you or any of the Knights harm my nieces in any way, I will come for you.”

      The corners of Silverstone’s lips twitched upward. “I expect nothing less from you.”
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      Present Day

      My body is numb, my mind is whirling, and yet I can sense Rosie’s stare burning a hole through my face as I pack my suitcase.

      “What?” I ask without glancing in her direction.

      “You haven’t said much since we got back.”

      “Perceptive,” I mumble.

      She walks over and sits on the edge of my bed. “How are you feeling?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.” I shove a piece of clothing in the suitcase without bothering to fold it.

      “You can’t blame yourself for what happened to Rufio.”

      I whip my face toward her. “Really? I can’t blame myself? I’m the one who took away his powers, Rosie. Who else am I going to blame?”

      “His father. The one who forced you to do it.”

      Shaking my head, I look away. “He used me, but that doesn’t absolve me. I should have fought harder.”

      She lets out a loaded sigh. “Seeing Rufio reduced to a powerless Norm didn’t make me happy like I thought it would. I’ve always wished that fate on every single ruthless Idol I met. But I don’t feel an ounce of satisfaction. Instead, I feel sorry for him.”

      Even knowing Rosie’s statement is a breakthrough for her, it makes me mad as hell.

      “Don’t ever let him know you pity him,” I warn through clenched teeth.

      A pregnant silence descends over us. I shouldn’t have lashed out at her, but I can’t help the anger that’s swirling in my chest. The immense guilt smothering me is wrapped in barbed wire. It cuts deep as it suffocates me. I have to find a way to restore Rufio’s powers, but I don’t know where to begin.

      Then a light bulb flashes above my head. The antique book I got from Gifted Academy’s librarian. I never returned it to her. It’s still in my dorm room. I’m not sure if it has the answer I’m looking for, but it’s a start.

      My phone rings loudly, making my heart lurch inside of my chest. It must be one of my boyfriends, and right now, I can’t talk to them.

      “Are you going to get that?” Rosie asks.

      “Nope.” I turn around and head to the bathroom. I’ve already packed everything from there, but I need to hide from Rosie’s prying eyes.

      When I’m halfway there, she says, “It’s Andromeda.”

      I stop in my tracks, furrowing my eyebrows. Why would she call me now? Did something happen? I retrace my steps and grab my phone from Rosie’s hand.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi, Daisy. It’s Andy. Are you still in Hawk City?”

      “Yeah, but not for long. We’re heading to the airport as soon as everyone finishes packing. What’s up?”

      “I hate to do this to you, but I need your help.”

      I notice the tension in her voice, which raises all kinds of alerts in my head. “What happened? Are you okay?”

      “I can’t explain over the phone. Can you meet me in person?”

      “Yeah. Are you in the dorm building?”

      “No, I’m a block away from Paragon Academy. I’ll text you the address. And please, don’t tell your boyfriends. My problem is of the… sensitive variety. Definitely not something I want to share with a bunch of guys.”

      I wasn’t planning on telling any of them, but Andromeda’s remark sure as hell makes me curious. I wonder if her problem has anything to do with Stephan. I know Principal Fallon wants to return to Saturn’s Bay as soon as possible, but she can wait a little longer. Andromeda has saved my ass countless times. I’m not going to turn my back on her now.

      “Okay, don’t worry. I’ll be there in a few.”

      When I end the call, Rosie stares with a question in her gaze. “What happened now?”

      “Andy needs my help with something. I’m going to meet up with her.”

      She stands. “Can I come? I don’t want to be alone right now.”

      “Sure. But promise me you won’t be rude to her.”

      A blush creeps up Rosie’s cheeks while guilt shines in her eyes. “I know I’ve been acting like an ungrateful brat lately. I see now that I was wrong to put every Idol in one bucket of evil.”

      “Yeah, you were wrong,” I reply, though not to be mean. I’m done sugarcoating things for her. “But I’m glad you can see that now. Better late than never, right?”

      She lifts her gaze to mine. “Right. Well, if we want to sneak out without a security detail, we’d better get going. I’m sure one or all of your boyfriends will be here any minute.”

      Rosie isn’t wrong. No sooner do we step foot in the hallway than I sense Morpheus and Bryce getting near. They must be inside the elevator.

      “We need to take the stairs,” I say.

      We break into a run. If I can sense them, they can probably sense me as well. Crap. That won’t leave me much time to find out what Andromeda needs.

      By the time Rosie and I reach the ground floor, her breathing is coming out in bursts.

      “Shit. Why are we running?”

      “I sensed Bryce and Morpheus nearby. They’re probably on their way here.”

      “What are they? Bloodhounds?”

      “Something like that. Come on. Let’s go.”

      We race out of the gates of Paragon Academy, following the directions I typed into my phone. It leads to an intersection where there are more commercial buildings than residential homes. Restaurants and small convenience stores are still open and bursting with activity. The directions lead away from the busy pedestrian traffic into a narrow alleyway between buildings. Soon, the cacophony from the street behind us fades away.

      Rosie steps closer to me, pulling on the sleeve of my jacket. “Are you sure you have the correct address?”

      I check Andromeda’s text again. “Yes.”

      “This doesn’t seem right.”

      A sense of dread licks the back of my neck, giving me goose bumps. I’m getting a bad feeling about this too.

      Something small crashes ahead of us, making my heart leap up to my throat. Tense now, I focus on my powers, letting them flow freely through me.

      “Andy?” I call.

      Someone steps from the shadows, and my heart expands in relief when the small streetlight shines over Andromeda’s lavender hair.

      “Hey, Daisy, thanks for co—” She stops abruptly as her gaze settles on Rosie. “Why is your sister here?”

      “Uh, you said not to bring my boyfriends. I didn’t think you would mind Rosie.”

      “I’m not here to be a brat. I swear,” she says.

      Andromeda drops her chin for a second. At the same time, her chains fall from her wrists and circle around her. “I really wish you had come alone.”

      She throws her arms forward, launching her deadly weapons in our direction. Rosie screams, and I’m too slow to block Andromeda’s attack. Her chain wraps around me faster than I can blink, squeezing me like a boa constrictor. She yanks both Rosie and me forward, and trapped like that, we both fall on the dirty ground.

      “What the hell! Why are you doing this, Andy? I thought you were my friend.”

      She glances in my general direction, her blind eyes cold and hard. “I’m sorry it has to be this way, Daisy, but I don’t have a choice. I just wish you hadn’t brought your sister with you.”

      I struggle against my constraints, but it’s futile. Shit. There’s only one option. I have to use my Unmaker gift against her. I don’t know why it hasn’t been triggered yet. I haven’t learned to control it, after all.

      I focus on the energy in her chains, using it as a guide to the source of Andromeda’s power in her core. But when I try to pull it into me, I can’t. Damn it. She’s stronger than I am. No wonder my powers weren’t triggered automatically.

      “Andromeda!” a male voice yells from behind us. “Let them go at once.”

      “Walk away, Soren. This doesn’t concern you.”

      A gust of wind flies by me, colliding with Andromeda a second later. Her chains slacken right before they release Rosie and me. Quickly, I jump back to my feet and reach for Rosie. Andromeda is distracted now by Soren, so that’s our chance to run away. But I can’t leave him.

      “Go, Rosie. Run back to the school and get the guys.”

      “What about you?”

      “I have to help Soren.”

      Rosie races toward the end of the alley, and I whirl around, trying to find an opening. Soren is moving so fast that he’s nothing but a blur. The same can be said of Andromeda’s chains. They’re like golden flashes of light.

      If I can’t take away her powers, I have to try to slow her down. I stretch my right arm, palm facing forward, and will Andromeda to stop moving. The air ripples in front of me, and a moment later, Andromeda’s movements become sluggish. She glances at me in slow motion, her long hair whipping in front of her face.

      Soren, who is unaffected by my slow-motion trick, takes the opportunity to shoot her in the neck with a tranquilizer. Seconds tick by. All I can hear is the sound of my heart racing. Finally, her eyes roll back in their sockets and she collapses, unconscious.

      Breathing heavily, Soren spares a fleeting glance at Andromeda’s crumpled form on the ground before he turns to me. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes. I can’t believe she attacked me.” I walk over. “Do you think she was somehow forced or brainwashed to turn against me?”

      Soren opens his mouth to reply, but his attention switches to a commotion behind me.

      My boyfriends are here.

      “Daisy, are you okay?” Bryce pulls me into his arms, crushing me against his chest.

      “I’m fine.”

      “What happened to Andromeda?” Morpheus asks.

      “She turned against me. I don’t know why.”

      “I do,” Soren replies. “She’s a Neo God spy.”

      “What?” we all ask in unison.

      The sound of tires screeching nearby draws our attention to the main street. A black SUV has parked at the mouth of the alley, blocking the way. Mr. Silverstone exits the vehicle, sporting a grim expression on his face. I expected to see Stephan with his father, but it seems the man came alone.

      Rufio stops next to me but leaves enough space between us that it feels like a chasm. His eyes remain trained on Andromeda when he says, “If she’s a Neo God spy, she’s not working for my father.”

      At once, the Silverstones turn to him. “How do you know?” Soren asks through a frown.

      “The man is too arrogant. He’d never, ever recruit an Idol with a disability, no matter how powerful they were. Which means she must be working for someone else.”

      “That’s something we have yet to confirm,” Mr. Silverstone replies. “Soren, would you take the girl to the car?”

      “Where are you taking her?” I ask.

      “Don’t worry about Andromeda. She’s our problem now.”

      Morpheus steps into Soren’s path. “Hold on.” He lifts her limp right arm and, through slits, inspects her hand.

      “What are you doing?” Soren asks.

      “I sensed something peculiar.”

      Mr. Silverstone steps closer. “What, son?”

      “The mark of a demigod.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Rufio blurts out, stepping away from us. My body angles to follow him, but I catch myself. I don’t dare approach him, even if it’s to offer comfort.

      “So not the island god,” Phoenix pipes up, wide-eyed.

      “Island god?” Soren raises an eyebrow. “What are you talking about?”

      “Don’t mind Phoenix,” Bryce replies, frowning at his friend.

      Morpheus releases Andromeda’s hand and then glances at Mr. Silverstone. “I’d like to be present when you interrogate her.”

      He jerks his head back. “I don’t think that wi—”

      “I must insist.” Morpheus’s shadows make an appearance, circling only around his wrists. But no one with a pulse can miss the threatening aura that surrounds him now.

      “If you’re staying, shouldn’t we all?” I ask.

      “No. We have to get back to Saturn’s Bay ASAP,” Bryce replies.

      Rufio has his back to us, and since he remains quiet, I don’t know what his thoughts are on the matter.

      “Bryce is right, Daisy.” Morpheus looks at me. “You should return. I’ll get back home as soon as I can.”

      He leans closer and then kisses me on the cheek. My face becomes hot in an instant, but I try my best to keep my reaction from showing.

      I watch them go without saying another word. My heart is wound tight again. Andromeda’s betrayal was a blow, but I suspect there’s more to the story than meets the eye. I hope Morpheus is able to uncover the truth.

      “Damn. I can’t believe we didn’t suspect anything,” Phoenix mutters.

      “Did you guys notice Stephan’s absence?” Rufio finally speaks. “Don’t you think that was odd?”

      “Totally.” Phoenix nods.

      “Yes, it was strange. But discussing the matter in a dark alley is not going to help us.” Bryce turns to me. “Come on, Daisy. Let’s head back. I’ve had enough of Hawk City.”
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      The atmosphere inside the car couldn’t be tenser if it tried. I’m riding shotgun, and Soren is in the back seat with Andromeda. We’ve been on the road for about five minutes, and no one has said a word. I’m usually the quiet one, but I can’t keep my mouth shut any longer.

      “How long have you known she was a spy?” I ask.

      Mr. Silverstone’s grip on the steering wheel tightens, matching the hard clench of his jaw. “We should wait until we arrive at a secure location to talk about this.”

      “Are you afraid your own car is bugged?”

      “I’m not taking any chances.”

      “Where’s Stephan? I’m surprised he didn’t come on this tag-and-bag mission.”

      “My son is not dealing well with the truth about the girl. He’ll come around.”

      Of course. It was obvious there was something going on between Stephan and Andromeda. If they were involved romantically, Stephan would take the blow the hardest. But I’m only making assumptions, and that leads to nowhere. I need facts. But as much as I’d like to keep grilling Mr. Silverstone, I don’t want to waste my breath. He’ll only talk when he’s ready.

      It takes another twenty minutes to arrive at a house in the suburbs of Hawk City. Not exactly where I imagined the Knights’ secure location would be. Mr. Silverstone parks the van in the garage, and only when the door is shut does Soren exit the vehicle with Andromeda in his arms. She’s still out cold.

      “What did you do to her?” I ask.

      “Tranquilizer. The effect should wear off soon,” Soren replies.

      I follow them inside the house and quickly realize this is not a secret hideout. This is Mr. Silverstone’s home.

      “Uh, I thought we were taking her to a secure location,” I say.

      “This is it. Our headquarters in the city has been compromised,” Mr. Silverstone replies.

      “Compromised how?”

      “We had a mole.” Soren takes Andromeda to a large room I can only assume is his father’s office. He lays her on the leather couch and then pulls up a chair in front of the desk.

      “You’re not going to detain her? She’s a spy.”

      Mr. Silverstone walks around the desk and takes a seat as well, looking mighty casual about the whole deal. Something isn’t right here.

      “What the hell is going on?” I ask.

      “Relax, kid, and take a seat.” Mr. Silverstone points at the vacant chair next to Soren’s.

      “No. I won’t fucking relax. Andromeda ambushed Daisy in a dark alley. I need answers.”

      I sense the darkness uncoiling in the pit of my stomach, churning as it gains strength. I have better control of my powers now, but it’s still linked to my emotions.

      Calmly, Mr. Silverstone links his hands together, leaning forward as he rests his forearms on the desk. “Fine. It was all a ruse.”

      “What do you mean? Is she a spy for the Neo Gods or not?”

      I glance briefly at Soren, who is staring at a random spot on the desk. His expression is somber, closed off. The fact that he’s not tossing out cocky remarks as he usually does is troublesome.

      “A few months ago, Andromeda came to me. She was recruited by the Neo Gods when she was fairly young, duped into propaganda that’s far from the truth. Like many other Neo God members, she regretted her decision immensely, but once you take the pledge, it’s almost impossible to get out.”

      Finally, I begin to get a clearer picture. “She’s working as a double agent, isn’t she?”

      “Well, yes, but the information she’s been giving to the Neo Gods is mostly harmless to us. However, we know now that there’s dissent among their ranks, and that’s something that can greatly benefit us.”

      “Rufio was right. She isn’t working for his father.”

      “No. But it seems the son of a bitch who has her on a leash is far worse than that Kent asshole,” Soren spits out.

      “You said you felt something in the alley,” Mr. Silverstone continues. “You believe Andromeda was marked by a demigod?”

      I swivel on my chair to glance at her. My gaze drops to her hand, but what I’m searching for can’t be seen by the naked eye. The demigod signature is there, underneath her skin, almost dormant. Normally, I shouldn’t be able to sense it, like I couldn’t sense the mark Phoenix’s disgrace of a father used to control him. Why can I sense Andromeda’s when it’s not even active?

      She stirs in her sleep, and her eyelids begin to tremble. Her eyebrows furrow, but she doesn’t wake up. Instead, she begins to move restlessly on the couch, turning her head from side to side as if she’s having a nightmare.

      “What’s happening to her?” I ask.

      Mr. Silverstone stands and walks over to the couch. “I don’t know.”

      Andromeda reaches for her right hand, letting out a screech of pain. The mark of the demigod flares up in an instant, becoming a hot beacon of energy to me. It’s probably still invisible to everyone else though. Her noises become louder and laced with agony. Mr. Silverstone drops next to her and tries to wake her by shaking her gently.

      Soren jumps from the chair, body tense as he watches the scene unfold. A cloak of uneasiness has wrapped around him. I can sense it without even looking in his direction. I’m not sure why I can tune into the emotions in the room like that. It’s never been one of my abilities. But I push those details to the background. The longer I watch Andromeda struggle, the surer I am that I know the identity of the demigod who marked her. His signature feels familiar somehow.

      “Move aside,” I say as I walk over to the couch.

      Mr. Silverstone glances at me with eyes that are rounder than before. His surprise is obvious, but at least he doesn’t offer resistance and moves away from the girl.

      I take his spot, crouching as well, and then grab Andromeda’s hand. I’m not surprised that her skin is burning up. My guess is that’s exactly what she must be feeling right now—like her hand is on fire. I close my eyes, blocking out all external sounds so I can focus on the energy emanating from her mark.

      I sense the will of the mark’s creator, strong and malicious. I try to block it, stop the pain it’s inflicting on Andromeda, but the harder I try, the further I’m sucked into the dark chasm of the mark’s power. I can’t let it trap me in that void. I unleash my shadows, letting them envelop my body in a protective barrier. I sense the antagonizing energy diminish, but before it vanishes completely, I hear the sound of wicked laughter in my head. It makes my skin crawl. I’m still holding Andromeda’s hand when the laughter ceases, but a voice speaks in my mind.

      “Hello, brother.”

      My eyes fly open, and I let go of Andromeda’s hand. Immediately, bile pools in my mouth while my stomach clenches painfully. I drop onto my ass, breathing hard as I try to grapple with what just happened.

      “Are you okay, dude?” Soren asks.

      I don’t answer right away, and while I attempt to recover my voice, Andromeda opens her eyes and glances at me. Her eyes are unseeing, and yet I can still feel the weight of her stare.

      “You stopped him,” she whispers.

      “I’m not sure what I did.”

      “Stopped who?” Soren looks from me to her.

      “The Neo God who controls me.” She sits up.

      I get back on my feet, still jittery from the battle I waged in the nether. “Did you know who he was when you pledged your life to him?”

      “Do you mean did I know he was a Neo God?”

      “No. Did you know he was a demigod?”

      The blood drains from Andromeda’s face, turning her complexion even paler than before. “Nathaniel is a demigod?”

      “If that’s his name, then yes, he’s a demigod.”

      Her shoulders sag forward. “Now everything makes sense. No wonder he wasn’t worried about Daisy using her Unmaker powers against him.”

      “Why would a demigod pose as an Idol and join the Neo Gods?” Soren asks. “It makes no sense.”

      I pass a hand over my face. “I don’t know. But not all demigods are created equal. Some have limitations.”

      I acquired this knowledge once I learned about my lineage. The thought is bitter, but my lingering feelings of low self-esteem are not important right now. What the demigod said is. He called me “brother,” and I don’t know what to make of that statement. He can’t be a lost sibling, which only leads to one conclusion: he was messing with my head. But to what purpose?

      Andromeda throws her legs to the side of the couch but remains seated. She massages her right hand while keeping her chin dipped low.

      “He wants Daisy,” she says.

      Fear and anger mingle, forming a cold dagger that pierces my chest. All Neo Gods are gunning for her now that they know she’s the Unmaker. But adding a demigod to the list of people who want to harm Daisy only makes everything worse. Maybe Nathaniel is working for the island god. Fuck!

      “He’s not touching a single hair of hers,” I grit out.

      “He doesn’t want to kill her. He’s collecting powerful Idols.”

      “What for?” Soren asks.

      “I don’t know. He never told me.”

      An idea springs into my head. But first I need to know what the Knights want to do about Andromeda’s boss. “What was your plan?”

      “The only people who know Andromeda is a Neo God are those in this room and Stephan. I haven’t disclosed her double agent status to the rest of the Knights, and I intend to keep it that way.”

      It’s a smart move. The fewer people who know about it, the less likely it is her cover will be blown.

      “He doesn’t know Andromeda was captured, right?” I ask.

      “I don’t believe so,” Mr. Silverstone replies, glancing in Andromeda’s direction.

      “He doesn’t know. It’s why he was punishing me. He does that when he thinks I’m blowing him off.”

      “But he knows now that I helped you,” I say. “So you’re going to bring me to him.”

      She lifts her chin, piercing me with such an intense stare that it almost feels like she has X-ray vision. “And you think he’s going to welcome you with open arms without retaliation?”

      “He won’t retaliate.”

      “What makes you so sure?” Soren asks.

      “She said he collects powerful Idols, right? You’re looking at one.”

      Soren snorts. “Cocky much?”

      Andromeda tilts her head to the side, narrowing her gaze. “You’re not an Idol.”

      Soren whips his face to hers. “Come again?”

      She ignores him and keeps staring at me. “You’ve been masking your powers all this time. You’re a demigod.”
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      My mind is still whirling as I board the small private jet. Andromeda being a spy makes no sense to me. She saved me countless times; she even killed a Neo God, for crying out loud. And there’s no way that encounter in the alleyway was planned. Something isn’t right, but unfortunately, staying in Hawk City for another day to find out the truth wasn’t an option. Principal Fallon was eager to return to Saturn’s Bay as quickly as possible. I hope Morpheus can get to the bottom of it.

      The tension inside the plane is so thick, it’s smothering. I’m sitting next to Bryce, and Phoenix is across from me, but neither speaks much. Principal Fallon is in the seat across the aisle, presumably sleeping. I honestly doubt it. I wouldn’t put it past the woman to pretend to be asleep so she could eavesdrop on our conversation. Too bad she’s out of luck and no one is talking.

      Rosie and Toby are sitting behind me, and Rufio took the farthest seat from us as possible. He’s in avoidance mode, but as painful as it is, I’m glad. I still can’t look him in the eye. There’s no amount of excuses or pleas for forgiveness that can make things better.

      I thought we would strategize during the flight, but perhaps Principal Fallon doesn’t think it’s safe to talk about the Knights and the Neo Gods in public. The Knights are still considered criminals. Terrorists, even.

      My chest becomes tighter when I finally have the time to think about the implications of the events of Hawk City. The guys and I were probably caught on camera fighting that gang of Fringes. Does that mean we’re wanted by the authorities now? One of the Neo Gods was Hawk City’s chief of police. All Bryce’s father has to do is make a call and we’re doomed.

      I gasp out loud, earning Bryce’s, Phoenix’s, and Rufio’s attention. My gaze locks with his for a fleeting moment, but Bryce’s hand on my arm draws my eyes away from Rufio’s cold stare.

      “What is it, Daisy?”

      “What do you think is going to happen now? Is your father going to send the police after us?”

      Bryce rubs his jaw. “I don’t know what he’ll do. I think we should lie low for a while and wait for him to make the first move.”

      “No. We’re not hiding,” Principal Fallon chimes in.

      I knew she wasn’t asleep.

      “What do you propose we do? Return to Gifted Academy as if everything were normal?” Rufio asks angrily.

      “Yes. That’s precisely what we should do right now. Going into hiding will set us back months. Staying visible will force your father to show his hand sooner.”

      “You mean use Daisy as bait,” Phoenix retorts angrily.

      “I’m not afraid of him,” I say.

      Bryce squeezes my hand. “We know you aren’t, but he already managed to capture you once. We can’t be too careful.”

      “He’s not going to catch me unguarded again.”

      Rufio stands suddenly and pierces me with his intense blue eyes. “As long as you have weaklings attached to you, you’ll always be in danger.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I frown, not liking his insinuation.

      “He’s talking about me,” Rosie pipes up. “If Toby and I hadn’t been captured, then you wouldn’t have been put in that situation.”

      “That’s bullshit, Rosie!” I yell, frustrated.

      Rosie stands from her seat as well and walks to mine. “It’s not bullshit, and you know it.”

      “And now you have another weak link. Me,” Rufio deadpans.

      Twist the dagger in my chest harder, why don’t you?

      “Bryce could always try to turn Rosie into an Idol.” Phoenix shrugs.

      Rosie’s green eyes widen. “Over my dead body.”

      “I guess someone still hates us.” He chuckles.

      She crosses her arms and pouts. “I don’t hate all Idols anymore, but that doesn’t mean I want to become one.”

      The airplane hits a pocket of turbulence, which forces everyone to return to their seats. But the atmosphere around us is still permeated with the heaviness of spoken and unspoken words. I don’t know what to make of Rufio’s statement. Was he trying to break up with me? My eyes burn just thinking about it. I love him with all my heart. I can’t bear to think that he’d want to leave me, but at the same time, I wouldn’t blame him if he did. I took away his powers, after all.

      The plane shakes again, more violently than before. My heart leaps up to my throat as my pulse quickens. I clutch the armrests in a vise hold and try not to let the panic set in. But when the plane drops suddenly, Rosie and I scream.

      “It’s okay, Daisy. It’s just a patch of bad weather,” Phoenix tries to reassure me with a smile.

      It would have worked if there weren’t another drop, followed by more shaking.

      “What the hell is going on?” Principal Fallon pulls up the window shade just in time for us to see lightning strike the sky, revealing a cluster of angry clouds quickly approaching our small plane.

      “Oh my God,” Rosie whimpers behind me.

      The pilot says something over the speakers, but I barely make out his words over the loud pounding in my ears. We’re all looking out the windows now, and with each new strike of lightning, the plane seems to shake harder.

      “The sky was supposed to be clear all the way to Saturn’s Bay. This isn’t a normal storm,” Principal Fallon mutters.

      “It’s not. It’s the island god,” Bryce declares.

      A loud boom outside draws another scream from me. I hear Rosie whimper, and then Toby tries to calm her down. I wish I could tell her everything will be okay, but I’m gripped by terror too. This is my second time flying, but I’ve seen plenty of plane-crash movies. If this small jet gets hit by a lightning bolt, it’s game over for us. There’s no amount of Idol power that can save us.

      The nose of the plane dips suddenly at perilous angle. The pilot shouts something over the speakers. Maybe he’s telling us we’re going down. I don’t know because I’m screaming.

      “Daisy! Daisy!” Bryce shakes me, turning me around. “I need you to calm down.”

      “I can’t,” I sob through my tears.

      “Leave her alone, Bryce. Can’t you see she’s in distress?” Rufio yells from his seat.

      “I can’t have her lose her mind now. We all need to work together if we want to keep this plane from crashing.”

      “Bryce is right,” Principal Fallon chimes in. “I’ll focus on the wind, but I need Daisy to slow down our descent. Can you do that?”

      “I-I don’t know.”

      Phoenix leans forward and grabs my hands. “You can do it, babe. I have faith in you.”

      His eyes are shining with intensity. It’s not until I feel the panic release its grip in my heart that I realize Phoenix used his gift to help me. I’m calmer, but not calm. However, now I can concentrate on my power and attempt to make time move slower around the plane. The loud whizzing noise begins to fade, and the sense that we’re plunging to our deaths lessens.

      My erratic breathing returns to normal, but too soon. The noise of the propellers stops, and the lights in the cabin flicker until they go out completely.

      “What happened now?” Rosie shrieks.

      “Son of a bitch. He cut the plane’s power off,” Rufio grumbles in the darkness.

      “That’s your department, Bryce,” Phoenix says.

      “I’m on it.”

      I avoid looking at him, afraid if I do, I’ll lose focus and the plane will start to drop like a bomb again. But I feel Bryce’s powers blaze next to me, and then I can see it when his body flares up like a supernova. A moment later, the engine restarts and the lights return.

      No one speaks for the longest time. I don’t dare to pull my powers in, but I know if I keep the plane moving at snail pace, we’ll never make it back to Saturn’s Bay before we run out of fuel.

      “Is he gone?” I ask.

      “I don’t sense his presence anymore,” Bryce grits out.

      I let go of my powers then, sinking into my seat and closing my eyes. I’ve never sustained the slow-motion trick for this long before, and now I feel drained.

      It’s another minute or so before someone nudges my arm. I blink my eyes open lazily, coming face-to-face with Rufio, who is leaning over me. I sit up straighter in an instant.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      “Yeah.”

      “You weren’t moving.” He takes a step back.

      “I think I pushed myself to the limit.”

      He doesn’t reply, and his expression doesn’t change from the cold mask he’s wearing. I can’t begin to understand what’s going on inside his head.

      “I’m going to check on the pilot.” Principal Fallon heads for the cockpit.

      Rufio returns to his seat, leaving me filled with doubt.

      “Don’t mind my brother,” Bryce whispers in my ear. “He’s never dealt with change well. He’ll come around.”

      Bryce is trying to make me feel better, but all he did was make me angrier at myself. I have to bite the inside of my cheek to avoid snapping at him. I can’t take my frustrations out on him. It’s not fair.

      Principal Fallon returns, sporting a frown that can only mean she’s the bearer of bad news.

      “What now?” Bryce asks.

      “Barring any more natural disasters, we should make it back to Saturn’s Bay in one piece.”

      “That’s good news,” Phoenix says. “Why the sour puss expression, then?”

      Principal Fallon narrows her eyes to slits. “Now that the worst has passed, I’d like to know who the island god is and why he tried to take our plane down.”
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      When we finally land at the private airport in Saturn’s Bay, my mind feels bruised and sore, as if my brain had been in a fighting ring the whole night. It wasn’t only the ordeal of trying to keep the plane from crashing that made me feel so wretched, it was the exhaustion of witnessing Principal Fallon pressure and coerce her sons and Phoenix into talking about the island god. But no matter what tricks she used, they wouldn’t tell her a thing.

      She exits the plane first, practically breathing fire from her nose. I stay back, choosing to deboard the plane last. But before I even get down the steps, I hear more shouting and arguing. For fuck’s sake. What now?

      I hurry out and see the source of the woman’s displeasure is my uncle Xavier. He was in Hawk City with us but chose not to catch the same flight as we did. So wrapped up in my problems, I didn’t stop to consider his reasoning for not wanting to fly with us. I’m sure I’ll find out now.

      Principal Fallon stops talking when Xavier’s attention lands on me.

      “How did you get here before we did?” Rosie is the one who asks.

      “I left a couple of hours earlier. I had arrangements to make.”

      “It was all for nothing, Xavier. Daisy is coming back to Gifted Academy with me.”

      “What is this all about?” Rufio asks.

      “Daisy and Rosie aren’t safe at Gifted Academy. They never were, much less now that Daisy’s identity as the Unmaker is unveiled. I’m taking them to a secret location,” Xavier replies.

      “That’s absurd.” Principal Fallon scoffs. “We can’t let the Neo Gods force us into hiding. I discussed this topic on the way here with the boys and Daisy. We all agreed that the best we can do now is act like nothing is amiss.”

      “No. We didn’t all agree.” Rufio takes a step forward. “I think Daisy and Rosie should go with Mr. X.”

      “What about Toby?” Rosie asks, clutching her boyfriend’s arm tight.

      “I’ll be okay, sweetheart.” He smiles at her.

      “I’m all for keeping the girls safe,” Phoenix pipes up.

      “This wasn’t what we agreed on, Xavier,” Principal Fallon grits out. “I need access to Daisy at all times. We’re at war!”

      “Sorry, Jodie. That’s out of the question. Daisy will be there to assist the Knights when it’s needed, but she won’t be at your beck and call.”

      “Do I have a say on the matter, or are you going to make all the decisions for me?” I butt in, sick and tired of everyone discussing me like I’m a prop, an object.

      “Of course you have a say, darling,” Xavier replies in a much softer tone.

      I glance at Rosie, so small and frightened. And then I seek Phoenix’s, Bryce’s, and, last but not least, Rufio’s gazes. This doesn’t feel like I’m making a decision about my safety. It feels like they’re making me choose between my family and the men I love.

      “This place you’re taking us, is there room for the guys too?”

      Xavier’s eyes reveal surprise before he’s back into business mode, cold and calculating. “Yes. They can come too.”

      “No! I won’t allow it. Bryce and Rufio are coming with me,” Principal Fallon snaps, displaying a loss of control for the first time ever.

      “Mother, you can’t force us to do anything,” Bryce replies calmly. “But I’ll return to Gifted Academy with you.”

      My heart sinks. I can’t believe Bryce is choosing to go back with his mother. He looks at me, an apology filling his eyes. Then he moves on to glance at Rufio. “You should go with Mr. X, brother. It’s not safe for you at school anymore.”

      When I thought Bryce couldn’t hurt me anymore with his words, he sucker punches me in the stomach. And worse, I have to take in the pain without making a peep. First of all, he’s not doing it on purpose, and second, he’s right about Rufio. Powerless, he’ll be easy prey to the other kids. I’m sure he made quite a few enemies while he was at the top of the food chain. I can’t believe his mother isn’t even considering that. She’s a hateful bitch.

      My decision is clear.

      “I’m not returning to Gifted Academy. And I want Rufio, Toby, Phoenix, and Morpheus to come with us.”

      Phoenix walks over and casually throws his arm around my shoulder. “Babe, I’ll go wherever you go. I never liked school anyway.”

      At once, my powers flare up, and I begin to pull his powers into me. Damn it! I can’t keep letting this foreign magic run amok. I step away from his embrace before it’s too late.

      “You’re coming with us, right, Toby?” Rosie looks up, eyes full of hope.

      He tenses on the spot, and his face twists into a guilty expression. “Eh, as much as I would like to come, I have to return to school. The upcoming war hasn’t distracted me from my goal. I want to become a doctor, and for that, I need a proper education.”

      “At least someone is thinking,” Principal Fallon mutters, much more composed now.

      Rosie’s crestfallen expression makes my heart ache for her. But she recovers quickly and puts on a brave face. “I understand, Toby.”

      I glance at Rufio, hoping to catch his eyes again. I’m upset that Bryce feels the need to return to Gifted Academy, but he can take care of himself. If Rufio doesn’t come with me, I’m going to spend my living hours consumed with worry that something terrible will happen to him. I don’t trust his mother one bit.

      “Rufio, are you coming with me or not?” Principal Fallon asks.

      He raises his chin, staring defiantly at her. “Not.”

      Her eyes seem to sparkle with rage, but the moment passes, and then she just stares at him with dispassionate boredom. “Very well. I guess it’s only Bryce and me, then.” She whirls around and heads for her car that’s parked in the hangar.

      Bryce walks over and stops in front of me. He captures my face between his hands and leans down. “Please don’t be mad at me, my love. I know what I’m doing.”

      “I wish we didn’t have to be apart. So much is changing, and fast. The world is more dangerous than it was before.” My eyes fill with tears, and I don’t try to hide them.

      “I know. But we can’t let my mother loose like that. Someone has to stay close to monitor her movements.” Bryce moves closer to my ear. “She can’t be trusted.”

      My blood runs cold. It’s one thing for me to suspect Principal Fallon has a hidden agenda, but for Bryce to feel the need to spy on her? That rings all kinds of alarm bells in my head. “If she’s not to be trusted, then why did Mr. Silverstone partner up with her?”

      “That, you’ll have to ask him. I don’t know.”

      He leans closer and kisses me tenderly at first. But I throw my arms around his neck, rising on my tiptoes to deepen the kiss. I don’t know when I’ll see Bryce again, so I need to get my fill of him, of his love, to hold me over. My cheeks are wet when we break apart.

      He wipes my tears with his thumbs and whispers against my lips. “I love you.”

      “I love you too,” I reply in a choked voice.

      He steps back and then glances in Phoenix’s direction. “Don’t let anything happen to her.”

      “You know I won’t.”

      On the way to his mother’s car, Bryce stops next to Rufio and whispers something in his ear. I can’t hear the words, but Rufio nods in response.

      While I was saying goodbye to Bryce, I missed Toby’s departure. He’s already by Principal Fallon’s car. Rosie is a sobbing mess, hiccupping. I make a motion to go to her, but Rufio beats me to it. He squeezes her shoulder and says, “He’ll be fine. He’s an Idol now.”

      Rosie nods and then wipes her runny nose with the sleeve of her jacket. The moment is surreal, which explains my dropped jaw.

      “Come on, people. We’ve lingered here long enough,” Xavier calls our attention.

      With sluggish steps and morose temperaments, we board his SUV. Rufio asks to ride shotgun, which feels like another jab against me. Rosie ends up sandwiched between Phoenix and me since I can’t be near him without sucking his powers. As soon as Morpheus returns from Hawk City, I’m resuming my training. This succubus deal can’t go on for much longer.

      “Where exactly are we going?” I ask Xavier.

      “You’ll see when we get there.”

      “You’re not going to make us wear blindfolds, are you?” Rufio asks.

      “No. Why would I do that?”

      “My father made us wear blindfolds when he took us to his Neo Gods’ lair.”

      “We’ve established that your father is a major asshole. Please don’t put me in the same league as him.”

      “I think we all got the short stick when it came to parents,” Phoenix mutters, reminding me that he may pretend everything is fine, but one can’t simply erase years of trauma and torture in a few weeks.

      I wish I could grab his hand, offer some kind of comfort. But all I can do for now is keep my distance and pray I don’t end up unmaking him too.
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      I laugh without humor. “You must still be under the effects of the tranquilizer. I’m not a demigod, my father was.”

      Andromeda twists her face into a scowl. “I know you’re not lying. But you’re wrong.”

      Soren and his father are both gawking at me with renewed interest, which only serves to grate on my nerves.

      “Quit staring! I’m not a demigod. Don’t you think I’d know if I were one?”

      “It depends. Like you said in that alleyway, not all demigods are created equal. It seems you were talking from experience,” Mr. Silverstone replies.

      “I wasn’t.” I pull my hair back, yanking at the strands. “The gods left this world many centuries ago. There’s no chance one came back to sleep with my mother.”

      “Are you sure your mother is your mother?” Soren asks.

      Without a second thought, I raise my arm, sending a dose of terror his way. He clutches his chest while his eyes bug out. Darkness swirls in my core, growing exponentially with my anger. I’m not sure how long I’d keep torturing the guy if it weren’t for Andromeda’s chain wrapping around my wrist and yanking back.

      Soren lets out a gasp, leaning his hands on his knees. “What the fuck!”

      “Don’t ever talk about my mother,” I grit out.

      “He didn’t mean it as an insult, dumbass.” Andromeda removes her chains from around my arms but doesn’t stand from the couch.

      “How do you know what he meant or not?” I spit back.

      “It was an honest question,” Soren pipes up. “Maybe your parents adopted you.”

      As quick as it came, my anger deflates. I rub my face, glancing at a random point on the far wall. “I’m not adopted. I look like my mother. And I heard my parents arguing about my conception. My mother wanted an Idol child so badly that she cheated on my father. I’ve always assumed she was able to summon a demigod to sleep with her, but maybe I was wrong.” I shake my head. “No. That’s not possible. If I were a demigod, I wouldn’t have spent most of my life at the mercy of my powers.”

      “What do you mean, son?” Mr. Silverstone asks.

      “The shadows. They used to take over my body. They’ve almost managed to kill me a few times. My mother had to procure a special bracelet set to keep them contained.”

      Mr. Silverstone’s gaze narrows. “Hmm. It’s possible that those bracelets did more harm than good. By suppressing your demigod powers when they manifested, your Fringe lineage became stronger.”

      “How did you finally learn to control them?” Andromeda asks.

      “Daisy destroyed my bracelets by accident. Then I had to learn or die.”

      The conversation ceases for a moment. There’s been a lot of new information to process. I’m reeling from the possibility that I might be a demigod. If it’s true, then I could maybe defeat the island god and free us all from the stupid promise we made him.

      Andromeda hisses, breaking the silence. She’s clutching her right hand, bending forward. “Fuck. He’s back again.”

      “What can we do?” Mr. Silverstone takes a step forward, watching her as if he truly cares about her well-being.

      “Nothing. That son of a bitch wants to talk to me. Most likely to ask why I failed to bring Daisy to him tonight like I had promised.”

      “Where’s your phone?” I ask.

      “Here.” Mr. Silverstone hands me the device. “We kept it to support our former plan, which was to keep Andromeda prisoner to buy us more time.”

      “That doesn’t help her with the torture,” I retort.

      “I know. We were working on a way to remove that mark from her.”

      “Bryce and Rufio had a block in their heads, which was also the work of the Neo Gods. Only Daisy was able to remove it from Bryce.”

      “I don’t think Daisy can help me,” Andromeda grits out. “If Nathaniel is a demigod, then surely his mark is beyond the skills of the Unmaker.”

      Her phone rings with an ominous sound that makes me question the girl’s taste.

      “That’s him,” she says.

      “What are we going to do now?” Soren looks at his father.

      “We can’t let him keep punishing her.” I give her the phone. “Answer him.”

      She presses the screen, silencing the abhorrent noise. “What do you want now?” she asks her jailer.

      “Don’t you ‘what’ me,” an angry voice retorts loud enough that we can all hear it. “You were supposed to bring me the Unmaker. That should have been an easy task for you.”

      “Daisy didn’t come alone. I had to fight all her boyfriends at once. I almost didn’t escape.”

      “Somehow, I have a hard time believing you. But you met someone else tonight, didn’t you?”

      “Yes.” She turns in my direction. “He tried to help me.”

      “The Unmaker must be on her way back to Saturn’s Bay already. We’ll get her later. I want you to bring me your new friend.”

      The small hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Anticipation gives me a stomachache. This person, no matter how awful he is, might have answers about my heritage that I can’t ignore. I sense the Silverstones change their demeanor as well. They’re anxious for this encounter too, but for different reasons.

      “I think I can arrange that. Where should I meet you?”

      “I’m having a small get-together at my house tonight. Bring him as your guest.”

      Andromeda twists her expression into a glower. “Are you kidding me? You’re throwing a party?”

      “Well, I thought you would be bringing me a great prize, so I wanted to celebrate. I can’t kick everyone out now. What would your parents say?”

      Andromeda’s face seems to drain of blood. Her eyebrows furrow in a stern line. “Fine. I’ll be there in half an hour.”

      “Oh, and dress accordingly, darling. You don’t want to stick out more than you already do.”

      The call goes silent, but Andromeda seems frozen in time.

      “Why was Nathaniel talking about your parents?” I cross my arms.

      She finally wakes from her stupor and sighs. “He’s a sneaky weasel. He tricked my father into becoming his business partner. It wasn’t enough that he got me to pledge myself to his disgusting cause and put a torture device on me. He also had to bring my folks into the picture. You know, for extra leverage.”

      “What are we supposed to do now? Let Andromeda go, just like that?” Soren turns to his father.

      Mr. Silverstone rubs his chin, staring hard in her direction. “That wasn’t the plan, but letting Andromeda return to the Neo Gods’ fold will work to our benefit. We need more information.”

      “What about him?” He points at me.

      “What now?” I frown.

      “The Neo Gods know about your involvement with the Knights. You can’t simply waltz into their domain as if you weren’t the enemy.”

      “Don’t worry about me. If Andromeda is right and I’m a demigod, I can handle whatever those motherfuckers throw at me.”

      “I’ll keep Morpheus safe,” Andromeda declares, amusing me to no end. I chuckle and immediately pick up on her irritation. “What’s so funny? You don’t think I can protect you?”

      I raise my hands, palm up. “I believe you. I didn’t mean to offend.”

      “Whatever. Let’s get going. Nathaniel is not a patient man. If I don’t arrive at his stupid party when I said I would, he’s going to make my hand burn again.”

      “Fine. I can’t linger in Hawk City for much longer anyway. I have to get back to Daisy.”

      Andromeda bites her lower lip. “On a scale of one to ten, how pissed off do you think she is at me right now?”

      “I don’t think she’s angry at you. Probably shocked. But once she learns the truth, it’ll be fine.”

      “No. Under no circumstances are you to tell anyone else about Andromeda,” Mr. Silverstone pipes up.

      I give him a droll stare. “No offense, sir, but I’m not lying to my girlfriend or my friends.”

      He opens his mouth to no doubt argue with me, but Andromeda butts in. “I’m with Morpheus. Daisy is an ally. She needs to know I didn’t betray her.”

      Mr. Silverstone stares at the ceiling and lets out a heavy sigh. “This is what I get for dealing with a bunch of teenagers.”

      I fight the urge to roll my eyes, but Soren doesn’t. Our gazes meet, and some kind of understanding exchanges between us. I still think he’s an ass, but maybe we can find a way to work together in peace.

      I glance at my casual clothes. “I’m not changing to attend a Neo Gods party.”

      Andromeda snorts. “And you thought I was going to?”
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      Hollow. That’s how I feel. I never understood what my powers meant until I was stripped of them. They were an intrinsic part of me, and now I’m not even sure who I am anymore. My identity was linked to my abilities, and now that they’re gone, I’m nothing. Vapor.

      I’ve been avoiding Daisy. I don’t want her to see that I’m an empty shell, not the man she fell in love with. The old Rufio would hate her for what she did, vow revenge, but there’s not a smidge of animosity in my heart toward her. The ugly feeling is reserved for the real villain in this story: my father and the other sycophants.

      It would have been easier if I had gone with my mother, but I can’t bear to stay away from Daisy. Honestly, I don’t know how Bryce was able to make that decision. He has his reasons, and I can’t begrudge him for what was no doubt perceived by Daisy as a traitorous move.

      The place Mr. X brought us to is a beach house near Echo Cove. I questioned his choice. The house is the furthest thing from what a secret hideout should be like. It’s right smack in the middle of one of the busiest destinations in Saturn’s Bay. Hiding in plain sight is Mr. X’s strategy.

      Nonetheless, it’s a comfortable house with plenty of rooms. I don’t even have to bunk with Phoenix, something I was totally expecting. As soon as we arrived, Mr. X offered us food, but I refused and retired immediately to my new quarters. I wasn’t hungry despite not having eaten anything in hours.

      It’s already morning, but since no one was able to shut their eyes on the flight here, the first order of business was to catch some z’s. If only I could shut my eyes and relax. The queen-sized bed looks inviting enough, with its fluffy pillows and soft sheets, but I’m too restless to fall asleep.

      I wait until I don’t hear a sound in the hallway and slip out. If I can’t sleep, then I might as well do a little exploration. The beach house is spacious and light. Big glass windows give anyone in the house an unobstructed view of the ocean. It was the first issue I pointed out to Mr. X. Any onlooker from the beach would be able to see us as well. I forgot that Mr. X wasn’t born yesterday though. Those windows are mirrored from the outside.

      I walk closer to them, losing track of time by just watching the waves crash against the turf and then slowly recede back. It wasn’t that long ago that Daisy almost drowned in those waters. I was able to save her then, but if anything were to happen to her now, I’d be useless. A boulder sits on my chest, caving it in. I meant what I said to her. I’m another deadweight attached to her ankles, dragging her down. She won’t let go of her sister, understandably so, but she should cut me loose. She doesn’t need me.

      I flatten my palms against the glass, leaning forward until my forehead meets the smooth surface. “Fuck. What am I going to do?”

      “Rufio?”

      Warmth spreads through my chest, easing the heaviness. Daisy’s voice is like a caress against my bruised heart. I almost think she’s just a figment of my imagination. I didn’t sense her approach, after all. But when she stops next to me, understanding dawns on me. I’ve lost my sensitivity to auras along with my powers. An elephant would have been able to sneak up on me and I wouldn’t see until it was right in front of my face.

      “You couldn’t sleep either, huh?” she continues.

      Wordless, I push myself off the window and turn around, ready to leave. But she grabs my arm, halting me. “Don’t go. Please.”

      “What do you want from me, Daisy?” I ask without making eye contact.

      “I want you to look at me, for starters.”

      With a heavy exhale, I do as she asks. And like a sandcastle, my heart crumbles into a pile of dust. Her beautiful hazel eyes are filled with regret and guilt, which only makes me feel worse.

      “Stop that,” I say.

      “Stop what?” She releases my arm.

      “Stop feeling guilty for what you did. It wasn’t your fault.” She takes a step back, but I can still see her lips quiver. “Damn it, Daisy. Don’t you dare cry on me.”

      “Quit telling me what to do or how I should be feeling!” With a jerky swipe of her arm, she dries off a rogue tear that escaped her eye.

      I turn away, pulling my hair back hard until it hurts. I welcome the pain. “I can’t deal with your torment on top of everything.”

      “Please don’t shut me out, Rufio. I’m hurting too, and there’s nothing you can do about it.” She steps closer and places her hand on the middle of my back. “I’ll find a way to restore your powers, even if it’s the last thing I do.”

      I pivot on the spot, reaching for her arms. “I won’t allow you to risk your life for me, Daisy. You’ve done enough.”

      She winces at my words, and I don’t understand the reason. What I’m asking her is not that farfetched.

      “I know I’ve done plenty. I unmade you.”

      Fuck. That’s what she thinks I meant?

      I cup her cheeks between my hands. “No. That’s not it. You’ve helped us plenty. You’ve risked your life to save us even though none of us deserve it.”

      “Shut up. Don’t say that. And I already told you that you can’t order me around. If I want to risk my life to save yours, I will.”

      “Why are you so stubborn?” I press my forehead against hers, breathing in her sweet perfume.

      The heady scent goes straight to my head, making me dizzy, but not because she’s stealing my powers. There’s nothing left for her to take. I’m unsteady for different reasons. My craving for her has not diminished. If anything, it’s grown exponentially, and now there’s nothing deterring me from claiming her. I bring my lips to hers, prying them open hungrily. It’s been too long since I could kiss the girl I love like this, and I plan to savor every second of it.

      Daisy curls her fingers into my shirt, bringing me closer to her. Her tongue mingles with mine with the same urgency. I run my fingers through her hair, grabbing a fistful of the strands and tilting her head to the side so I can devour her mouth thoroughly.

      She releases my shirt to circle my waist with her arms. An enticing moan escapes her lips, spurring me on. My entire body is on fire, even my bones. My cock is pressing hard against my jeans, and I’ve been without sex for so long that any little friction could be my undoing.

      No. I can’t lose control of my body like that. The only way my cock is going to explode is inside Daisy’s sweet pussy.

      I pick her up and with urgent steps and veer for the nearest couch. I’m too lost in my lust to make it to my bedroom. Everyone is asleep anyway. We’re all alone. Daisy sits on the couch and, without letting go of me, pulls me on top of her. I fit snuggly between her legs, but my jeans are in the way.

      “Hold on.” I jump back to my feet, then remove the pesky barrier as fast as I can—which, considering I no longer have enhanced Idol speed, isn’t fast enough. I push the bitterness aside. I can’t let it sour this moment.

      Daisy is wearing soft flannel pj’s that provide easy access for my greedy fingers. I drop on my knees and then tug on the elastic waistband with my teeth. She threads her fingers through my hair, arching her back.

      “Rufio, please don’t torture me like that.”

      “I’m not trying to be mean. I just want to taste you first. It’s been so long.”

      I pull her pants down, but not all the way, only enough to reveal her simple cotton panties. I kiss her pussy over the fabric, then lick her down the middle, drawing a whimper from her. Fuck. I’m not going to last long like this. My balls are already tight, ready for release.

      Just one taste.

      I pull the fabric aside and immediately place a kiss right above her clit. Her hips buckle, but I keep Daisy in place so I can have a better sample. I lick her bundle of nerves with a long and slow swipe of my tongue. She makes a disgruntled sound in the back of her throat, then slings her arm across her face.

      Shit. She’s close. I can feel the tension in her legs; I can sense the small tremors that are already running through her body. I keep on pleasuring her even at the risk that I might pull a kick-draw move. If it happens, I’m sure I’ll recover fast.

      “Rufio, oh my God. I’m going to come.”

      Yes you are, babe.

      I suck her clit into my mouth, lapping at her sensitive nub, which is exactly the nudge she needs to break apart under my tongue. Her cries are muffled by the pillow she placed over her head.

      Damn it. I wanted to see her face all flushed from pleasure.

      When her body becomes lax on the couch, I crawl back up until my face is level with hers. I yank away the pillow that’s hiding her postcoital beauty and gaze down with a lazy smile on my lips. She stares back with hooded eyes, and then her mouth splits into a satisfied grin. Her cheeks are still a pretty pink color.

      “Hi,” I drawl.

      “You said you just wanted a quick taste.”

      “True. But you know me, I’m such a glutton for you.”

      With a rotation of my hips, I nudge her entrance with the tip of my erection. Daisy opens her legs wider and brings her knees up. I try to go slowly to prolong the sensation, but she’s too slick. Besides, it seems my dick is in command now. A tremor ripples down my back when I’m completely inside of her. I close my eyes for a brief moment, fighting the wave of pleasure that’s threatening to sweep me under too soon.

      Daisy captures my face between her soft hands and brings me down for a long, delicious kiss. Fuck restraint. I’m not going to last long if I move at a snail’s speed. I pick up my pace, and soon I’m pistoning in and out of her like the sex-deprived man I am now. Her kitten moans mix with my grunts. I’m trying to keep the noise down, but I feel too good, and being quiet is quickly turning impossible.

      “We’re going to wake the entire house,” she whispers against my lips.

      “I don’t care.”

      “Oh shit.” She tenses underneath me.

      I stop moving and lean back. “What’s wrong?”

      “We forgot protection. There hasn’t been time for me to get on birth control.”

      With a curse lodged in my throat, I close my eyes. “I don’t have any.”

      “I don’t want you to stop.”

      I open my eyes again, immediately getting lost in hers. “I can pull out.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay,” I repeat, then claim her lips again.

      The brief pause didn’t do anything to diminish my libido or help me last longer. Not even a minute later, I’m unable to fight my own body. I pull out as fast as I can, then hide my face in the crook of her neck and cry out as I empty myself on the couch. I don’t move from my spot for several beats while Daisy and I try to catch our breaths. It’s not until she tenses that I lean on my elbows.

      “What is it?”

      I hear a groan nearby, which propels me to sit up on high alert. When I see who made the noise, I don’t know if I should be embarrassed or fucking angry.

      “Phoenix!” Daisy hisses. “Were you spying on us?”

      He steps out from behind the column that did a half-assed job of hiding his large frame. He’s only wearing a pair of sweatpants, and his hands are crossed in front of his crotch.

      Son of a bitch.

      “Were you jerking off in the shadows, you perv?” I ask.

      He frowns, staring daggers through his eyes at me. “I did not have voyeuristic intentions when I came to the kitchen to grab a glass of water. It’s not my fault you two decided to get it on in the living room. You should be glad it was me who caught you and not Mr. X.”

      Daisy puts her pants back on in a hurry, then fixes her pajama shirt. Damn. I didn’t even a chance to play with her gorgeous tits.

      “You should have made yourself known.” She glowers at him and then scurries back to her room.

      “Thanks a lot, asshole,” I growl.

      Phoenix’s eyebrows shoot to the heavens.

      “Why are you mad at me? I’m the one who should be pissed.”

      “Oh yeah? Why is that?” I shove my legs back into my jeans while keeping my glower in place.

      “You just got the sweetest pussy on the planet when the best I can do right now is jerk off while I watch.”

      “At least you’ve still got your powers.”

      He winces, and then pity quickly shines in his eyes. Damn it. I shouldn’t have gone there.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” I snap.

      “What the hell is going on here?” Mr. X walks into the living room, sporting the mother of all glares.

      “Nothing. Absolutely nothing.”

      I head back to my room, feeling worse than I did before I came out here. I’ll have to clean the mess I left on the couch later. Hopefully, no one will notice. Yeah, I got to be with Daisy, and it was amazing, but making love to her didn’t fill the hole in my chest. I don’t think anything ever will.
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      The drive back to Gifted Academy campus is quiet, but not more pleasant because of it. Mom can be just as aggravating when she’s not speaking. Her closed-off expression and the hard clench of her jaw tell me she’s thinking of a plot to get her way. She’s seething that Mr. X swept in and pulled the rug from right under her feet. And I’m so fucking glad he did. It’s one thing for me to agree to my mother’s scheme. I’m doing it with my eyes wide open. It’s a different story to let her use Daisy for her wicked plans.

      Mom parks in front of the main school building, but she maintains her gaze on the street when she finally breaks the silence. “I expect to see you and Toby in class today.”

      The clock on the car’s dashboard flashes six thirty. There won’t be time for a quick nap. I’m fine, but poor Toby looks worse for wear.

      “Sure thing, Principal Fallon.” He gets out of the car, but I don’t move to do the same. I can sense my mother wants to say more to me.

      “We need to commence recruiting ASAP. Start with the low-level Fringes. They’ll be more motivated to join the cause.”

      Bitterness pools in my mouth. The reason those poor kids will be easy prey is the constant bullying that my mother allowed to happen under her watch. It’s possible she knew about my gift of Idol creation all along. But how?

      “You let them suffer at the hands of the stronger students on purpose, didn’t you?”

      “You’re talking gibberish. Why would I do that?”

      “To have those students exactly where you wanted them. Desperate for a way to fight back.”

      “You speak as if I knew you would develop the ability to create Idols.”

      I whip my face to her. “Didn’t you?”

      She meets my stare without flinching. “Of course I didn’t know. Go on now. I have to get to work.”

      Yeah, like I believe your lies.

      I get out, but before I close the door, I lean in. “Oh, I forgot to mention this earlier. Your assistant, Bethany Walkers, is a Neo God.”

      Mom’s eyes grow rounder. “How do you know?”

      “She had the same odd glint in her eyes as a Neo God woman I met in Hawk City.”

      Who disappeared in the crowd once the tide turned on her. The memory makes me bitter. Amanda was working for my father there. I wonder if she’ll follow him here.

      By the time I get onto the curb and grab my bags, Toby is already halfway toward his dorm building, which is not the same as mine. I run to catch up with him, reaching the guy in seconds.

      He jumps back, startled. His head must have been stuck in the clouds if he didn’t hear my approach.

      “Shit, Bryce. You startled me.”

      “Sorry. I want to ask if you’d like to move in my apartment. Now that Rufio and Phoenix aren’t returning to school, I have two spare bedrooms.”

      “What about Morpheus? Do think he’ll join us or choose to stay with Daisy?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know. I’m sure that if he decides to return, he won’t mind you moving in.”

      Toby rubs the back of his neck, then glances away. “Hmm. Can I think about it?”

      Damn. I didn’t expect him to hesitate like that. I wonder if he’s afraid of me or something.

      “Yeah, of course. Take your time. I guess I’ll see you later, then.”

      As much as I’d like to brush off Toby’s response as being of no consequence, I’m still annoyed by it when I reach my floor. The feeling changes to something completely different when I walk in front of Daisy’s old dorm room. My heart squeezes so tightly in my chest that I can’t breathe right for a moment. My steps falter, and then I completely freeze and stare at her door.

      The spell is broken when a door at the end of the corridor bangs shut. Three seniors, all high-level Idols, are walking toward me. They’re all wearing their school uniforms, even though class won’t start for another hour. I veer for my apartment, crossing paths with them. At first, I don’t think they’ll let me pass. They’re projecting their powers to the max. I also can’t miss their aggressive stance aimed at me.

      “Is there a fucking problem?” I ask, leveling up my powers too. I can play this game all day, suckers.

      “No, no problem at all. Yet,” one of them sneers.

      I laugh without humor. “Seriously, after all these years attending the same school, now you decide to test your luck?”

      “Your days of supremacy are over, Norm-lover,” the second idiot spits out.

      I curl my hands into fists, trying my best not to fall for their baiting. I could take these three bullies easily. They’re powerful but no match for me. I just don’t want to deal with the aftermath, which will include more one-on-one time with my mother.

      I snort. “Whatever.”

      Using my telekinesis, I shove them out of my way as hard as I can. The idiot who spoke last hits his shoulder against the wall and lets out a growl. Oh, goodie. I triggered his gift, which is the ability to shift into some kind of beast. No wonder his nickname is Monster.

      “You’ll get what’s coming for you, as—”

      I snap my fingers, cutting off his tirade. The gesture is only for show—my mind is all I need to bend the air around the guy’s throat to do my will, which is to block his airways. Not all telekinetics are able to do that.

      “You were saying?” I ask.

      One of his friends lifts his arms, displaying steely knives instead of fists. “Let him go.”

      “Are you for real? Do you think you can harm me with those pitiful makeshift weapons?”

      Monster boy is turning purple, and his other friend doesn’t seem inclined to help. I let him go, sick of the whole scene already.

      “Run along. Your presence is nauseating.”

      The three clowns scurry away with their tails between their legs. I watch them disappear around the corridor, and then I enter my apartment. My stomach is still a mess. I wasn’t kidding when I said I was nauseated. But it wasn’t because of them, per se. This whole situation sickens me. The constant power struggle, the need to be superior, the oppression of the weak. And there’s more violence and bloodshed to come.

      I head for the couch, feeling suddenly bone-tired. Mom wants me to attend class today, but it doesn’t mean I have to be there early. I close my eyes, wishing Daisy were here with me. We’ve been apart for a little over an hour, but I already miss her so much. I’m not sure how long I’ll be able to stay away.

      For the first time ever, I wish I had Phoenix’s ability to connect with others via dreams. I sure could use dreaming about Daisy.

      My body relaxes against the couch, and I feel the threads of slumber pulling me under. Maybe if I’m lucky she’ll invade my dreams nonetheless.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re doing everything wrong, mummy boy!” Rufio yells at Morpheus, the small, curly haired kid who somehow ended up in our boat.

      “Don’t call me that!” He jumps forward, rocking the small vessel and threatening to send us all into the water.

      I grab him by his life jacket and pull his ass back on the bench. “Sit down, you idiot, or you’ll capsize the boat.”

      “Can we head back to camp already? This is lame,” Phoenix, the cocky blond, pipes up.

      “I agree.” Rufio throws a piece of bread in the water.

      “We haven’t found the buoy with the clue yet,” Morpheus retorts.

      “Who cares about some silly-ass scavenger hunt? That’s for low-level Fringes and babies.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose, wondering for the thousandth time why I agreed to come to Idol camp. Oh yeah, my mother thought it would be a great opportunity for Rufio to learn social skills, and since I’m his brother, I got roped in too.

      “Let’s head back,” I say. “Your bickering is giving me a headache already.”

      Suddenly, Morpheus’s demeanor changes. His spine becomes rigid, and his tan skin seems to turn paler. He aims his gaze skyward as if searching for something.

      “What are you looking at?” Rufio follows his line of vision.

      “I don’t know. I got a bad feeling all of a sudden.”

      “Gee, I knew you were a weirdo,” Phoenix mutters.

      Morpheus doesn’t seem to register the mean comment as he hugs himself and shivers.

      “Are you cold?” I ask.

      “Yes, I’m freezing.”

      “You’re joking, right? It’s almost eighty degrees,” Phoenix replies.

      I’m about to test my telekinetic powers to steer the boat back to shore when my eyes catch dark clouds fast approaching on the horizon.

      “Son of a bitch. The weather is turning,” I say.

      Morpheus stares wide-eyed at the storm. “I knew something was wrong.”

      The wind and sea change, becoming violent in the blink of an eye. I’ve never witnessed the weather turn so rapidly like this.

      “We need to get out of here!” Phoenix shouts over the howling winds.

      “You’re a telekinetic, right?” I ask.

      He nods. “It’s not my major gift though.”

      “Mine either, but I think if we work together, that should be enough.”

      A wave crashes against our small boat, flooding half of it. I shake the salty water from my hair and then realize we can’t even see the coastline anymore.

      “Where’s the beach?” Rufio asks.

      “We can’t possibly have gone that far,” Phoenix shouts over the noise.

      Heavy rain falls down, creating a gray curtain all around us. Lightning streaks the dark sky, followed by the loud clamor of thunder. The waves are getting bigger and bigger. If we don’t get out of the water, we’re going to sink.

      Morpheus bends forward, folding himself into a tight ball. He makes strange sounds, and I fear he’s getting sick.

      “If you throw up, I’m tossing you off the boat,” Rufio tells him.

      He doesn’t reply for a moment, but when he finally lifts his head, I see dark veins coming from under his eyes and down his cheeks. They look like black tears. Freaky.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” Phoenix asks.

      “There’s an island that way.” He points ahead. “That’s where we need to go.”

      I glance in the direction he’s pointing at, but there’s nothing but a great gray wall. “There’s nothing in that direction besides the open sea.”

      “Trust me. The island is there,” he grits out.

      Our boat begins to spin, which can only mean one thing: we got caught in a whirlpool. But that doesn’t make any sense.

      “Fuck! Come on, Phoenix. Help me out here.”

      I focus my power on moving the boat away from the whirlpool and toward Morpheus’s invisible island. Phoenix gets with the program, and together we make the boat move as fast as if it had an engine.

      “Guys, you need to add more juice. There’s a massive wave coming our way,” Rufio warns.

      I glance over my shoulder and curse when I see the monstrous wall of water that will for sure crush us.

      “We’re not going to make it!” Morpheus yells.

      I want to tell him he’s wrong, but there’s no time. The wave catches up with us, sending our boat to the depths of the ocean when it folds on top of our heads. All I feel at first is an intense pressure that keeps me from moving. My body is like a rag doll being yanked around by a rabid dog. Then comes the burning in my lungs. I’m drowning in a sea of bubbles and foam.

      I can’t see shit, but I have to pick a direction and go for it before the lack of oxygen makes me pass out. I kick my legs with everything I have, and after what feels like an eternity, I break through the surface with a loud gasp. The storm is still raging, and the sea is even more violent than before.

      “Rufio! Phoenix! Morpheus!” I yell as loud as I can.

      The first bobbing head I see is Phoenix’s. I swim in his direction, fucking glad he listened to me and wore his life vest. I reach for the strap and turn him around. “Are you okay?”

      His eyes are wide and frightened. The arrogance from earlier is gone. Now he just looks like the kid that he is.

      “Yeah. Where are the others?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I search our perimeter, seeing nothing but dark waves and small pieces of wood—the remains of our boat.

      “Bryce!” Rufio calls in the distance.

      I reply, and we play a wicked game of Marco Polo until finally I spot my brother’s dark head swimming in our direction. He’s dragging Morpheus with him. Thank goodness.

      “Is he alive?” Phoenix asks when Rufio reaches us.

      “I’m fi-fine,” Morpheus replies. “S-so very co-cold.”

      “Can you still tell us where that island of yours is?” I ask.

      In that moment, a cascade of lightning slashes the sky, hitting the beach of a tropical island several times. In the last hit, the face of an angry man seems to appear in the dark clouds. It’s gone in the blink of an eye.

      “Did you see that?” Phoenix asks.

      “Yeah,” Rufio replies. “I thought I imagined it.”

      “Come on. We have to reach the island before it disappears from view.”

      “This is a mistake,” Morpheus whines.

      “Shut up, mummy boy. You were the one who told us to get to the island,” Rufio retorts angrily.

      Morpheus doesn’t complain about the nickname like he did before. He keeps repeating, “This is a mistake,” all the way to the shore.
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      The cab drops Andromeda and me off in front of a huge mansion in one of the best neighborhoods in Hawk City—and also one with the highest prices for square footage in the country. Disgust spreads through my chest like a disease. It’s not surprising that this Nathaniel guy, being a demigod, is swimming in riches. Until Daisy came into my life, I never stopped to think about the inequality in the distribution of wealth. My parents weren’t rich, but we lived comfortably. I’m ashamed to admit I let my Idol status go to my head and adopted the majority’s way of thinking that the only people who mattered were Idols.

      Three large security guards—all high-level Fringes—block our path when we approach the gates. I’m quick to assess their levels, confirming what I suspected. They’re on the cusp of Idol status. All three are level nine. But you won’t see an Idol working security detail. That’s not how our world works. I wonder if they’re Neo Gods agents.

      “This is a private party. Please leave at once,” one of them says.

      “I’m a guest. Andromeda Belfor,” she replies with an air of boredom.

      The second security guard glances at the tablet in his hand, and after a moment, he looks at Andromeda, then at me. I don’t miss the scrutiny he gives my ensemble.

      “I need to see some form of ID,” he tells her.

      Her aura flares up as her power surges within her small frame. She takes a step forward, revealing her golden chains, which are now pointing at the guy. “Is this identification enough for you?”

      The corners of my lips twitch up. It’s hard to contain my amusement when three grown-ass men look terrified in front of the force of nature that’s Andromeda. I’m fucking glad she’s on our side.

      “No, that’s plenty. Welcome to the party, miss.” They part, allowing us to pass.

      “What a bunch of dumbasses,” she mutters while we’re still within earshot.

      “Couldn’t agree more. Do you think they’re with the Neo Gods?” I whisper.

      “I have no idea. I haven’t met many members, only Nathaniel and a couple of his goons when he kidnapped me.”

      I stop in my tracks and touch her arm. “Wait? When was that?”

      “Not too long ago. Soon after my recruitment, I realized I had made a terrible mistake. I cut off my communication with Nathaniel completely for years. He only started to pester me recently. I guess when he got whiff of the Unmaker.”

      The darkness inside of me begins to churn. I clench my jaw tight, focusing on keeping my rage under control. I can’t lose my shit in front of all these people—that is, not until I discover what Nathaniel knows about my past.

      We resume our walk toward the mansion. There are two more suits manning the double doors, but besides a sideways glance, they don’t try to block our entrance. Lively music echoes against the smooth walls and high ceiling of the entry foyer. Ahead of us, there’s a grand staircase worthy of a classic Hollywood movie. Everywhere I look there are ostentatious displays of excess, from the crystal chandelier to the painted mirror display above the staircase.

      Andromeda hisses, clutching at her hand.

      “Is he hurting you again?” I ask.

      “Yes. We must be late.”

      On impulse, I take her hand in mine. The power of the Nathaniel’s mark feels like burning ice to me. Wisps of shadows sneak around my wrist, slowly snaking around Andromeda’s. For once, they’re not trying to smother me. On the contrary, they’re seeking to counter Nathaniel’s power. I sense his presence diminish until the tension in Andromeda’s hand eases.

      “Thank you. That helped,” she says.

      “Let’s go find the jackass. I can’t wait to try my powers on him in person.”

      “I know where he is now,” she grits out.

      With shoulders squared, she moves toward the sound of the party. The mansion has a grand ballroom, which is bursting with mostly Idols, but there are also Fringe guests in the mix, which surprises me. Granted, they’re on the edge of Idol-hood.

      As we move through the crowded space, I sense several stares aimed in my direction. Maybe I should have asked to borrow a suit from Mr. Silverstone. I stick out like a sore thumb in my faded jeans and hoodie, drawing too much attention. When Nathaniel said he was throwing a party, he really meant it. There must be hundreds of people here, and by the amount of bling adorning the female guests’ necks, ears, and fingers, this soiree can probably be seen all the way from the moon.

      “There he is.” Andromeda points at a tall man with light brown hair combed back, busy entertaining a few of his guests.

      He has the looks of a charmer with a dazzling smile and fine features. But it’s his dark and magnetic powers that draw his victims to him. I can see it as clearly as day. Oddly, my own powers react to the man, almost as if it recognizes him somehow.

      “Hello, brother.”

      His words echo in my head again. Is he really my brother? If so, what kind of god sired us? Obviously nothing good if I inherited the power to put fear into people’s hearts.

      Still laughing at his guest’s joke, he turns to us. When our gazes meet, I feel like I’ve been sucker punched. His eyes are nothing like mine, but they look as familiar as if I had been staring at my own reflection in the mirror.

      “Excuse me. I must greet some very special guests,” Nathaniel says to his friends, then strides in our direction.

      For all Andromeda’s cockiness, she’s tense and a little afraid too. I can easily pick up that type of negative emotion in others since I’m a fearmancer. She knows now that her fate is in the hands of a being far more powerful than she is.

      “Andy, I’m so glad you could make it.” He smiles broadly, showing perfect white teeth. But his mirth wilts when he glances at her casual clothes. “Tsk. Didn’t I ask you to dress appropriately?”

      “I’m sorry. Is this not okay?” She glances down, pretending to check her clothes. “Is my ass showing?”

      He narrows his eyes briefly, then turns his attention to me and extends his hand. “I’m Nathaniel Wilcox. You must be Morpheus Malek.”

      I hesitate to take his hand for a second, unsure what’s going to happen when we touch. But fuck, I’m not going to let him know I’m wary of him. We shake hands, and when nothing happens, I’m a little disappointed. The feeling doesn’t last long. His voice enters my mind, low and dangerous.

      “You attempted to help Andromeda just now. I advise you to quit trying to mess with my recruit. You don’t want to get in my way, little brother.”

      “I’m not your brother. And get the fuck out of my head!”

      Nathaniel recoils, a physical reaction to my mental shove. His eyes flash with anger, and I brace for his retaliation.

      “You’ve met Morpheus. What now?” Andromeda pipes up.

      Nathaniel’s grin slips into a chilling smile. “Now we’ll get to know on—” He stops abruptly and diverts his attention to the crowd. “My, oh my. This evening is turning out to be quite magnificent.”

      I follow his line of vision, finding the source of his amusement right away. Stephan is here, making a beeline in our direction. He took the dress code seriously. He’s wearing a perfectly cut tuxedo that makes him look like a movie star. Women turn their heads to watch him pass, but he only has eyes for Andromeda.

      “Why is he here?” she asks in a small voice.

      “I invited him, naturally. This is a party for the crème de la crème of Hawk City society, after all. What’s the matter, Andy? You don’t like the surprise?”

      Stephan stops near us, sporting the coldest mask I’ve seen him wear. He spares Andromeda a glance full of loathing that makes me feel bad for her, even if she can’t see his glower. She’s clearly enamored with the guy.

      “Welcome, Stephan,” Nathaniel greets him. “I’m delighted you could join us this evening. I know you’ve been busy these days.”

      “Yes, extremely busy.” His blue eyes become sharper.

      No one speaks for a moment, and the longer the silence extends, the tenser the atmosphere becomes. I have no idea what Nathaniel wants, but I didn’t come here to witness a staring contest. I open my mouth to get the answers I came for, but then all the lights in the room go out. The crowd lets out a collective gasp of shock.

      Immediately, I reach for Andromeda, finding nothing but empty space where she was a second ago. Fuck! I search for her signature with my senses, but there’s nothing but an endless void. What the hell is going on?

      A cold hand clamps around my arm, and then Nathaniel’s laughter sounds nearby. “Are you afraid, little brother?”

      I shove him as hard I can, and he lets go. “Where the fuck am I?”

      The absolute darkness begins to lighten into gray until a familiar landscape reveals itself. The island from my nightmares. I’m standing on its sandy beach, and before me, there’s the tropical forest that looks innocent enough but hides deadly secrets. Nathaniel is a few feet away from me, looking at the forest too.

      “What’s this place?” he asks.

      “You don’t know? You brought us here.”

      He glances at me with eyes that are widely innocent. “No, I didn’t.”

      A massive cloud formation converges on top of the lush jungle, crackling as bolts of lightning pulse inside. The face of the island god appears before us, filling my chest with dread.

      “I never thought I’d see the day you two would meet,” the god speaks.

      “Who are you?” Nathaniel asks.

      Lightning shoots from the sky, hitting Nathaniel square on his chest. The force of the impact sends him flying backward, and he’s still caught in the electric current when he lands near the shore.

      Damn it. I guess he wasn’t lying when he said he didn’t bring us here.

      I run to where he landed while the island god’s laughter booms as loud as thunder behind me.

      The veins on Nathaniel’s neck strain as he rides the electroshock. His eyes are wide, shining with fear. A part of me wants to help, but then I remember he’s been torturing Andromeda for months. Eventually, the tremors stop.

      He gasps, bucking his chest. “Motherfucker!”

      I turn around, daring to face the source of my torment. “Why are we here?”

      “You’re here because both of you broke the rules. Now it’s time for your punishment.”

      He sends a massive lightning bolt in my direction, but it’s deflected by the dark silhouette of a man that materializes out of thin air. The island god rages so loudly that the noise shakes the ground.

      Nathaniel gets back on his feet, bent forward as he clutches his middle.

      “Father?” he asks the newcomer.

      Wait. Father?

      My heart stops beating. I can’t breathe.

      The man looks over his shoulder, and the only thing from his profile that I can see peeking from the shadows is his fiery eyes.

      He lifts his arm, palm facing us, and says, “Go.”

      My body is yanked back by a great force, and the island of horrors vanishes from my sight. There’s a brief moment when I feel and hear nothing, but then I’m back at Nathaniel’s party, the sound of merriment suddenly too harsh in my ears after the absolute silence of my trip back. The lights are back on, and all the guests are acting like nothing is amiss. I peer to my left, finding Nathaniel there, looking as astonished I am.

      “Who was that man?” I ask.

      He rubs his face, not meeting my eyes. “You’d better leave, kid. I think I’ve had enough of high-octane adventures for one evening.” He walks away still slightly hunched.

      I should follow him and demand answers now that he’s vulnerable, but something holds me back and I don’t know what. It’s not a premonition, I don’t think.

      Damn it. This evening turned out be a complete bust. Instead of answers, all I managed was to acquire more questions.

      I begin to move toward the ballroom’s exit when I remember Andromeda. Shit. I’m really out of it. I search my surroundings but find no sign of the lavender-haired girl or Stephan.

      Hell. Where did they go?
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      I wake up with a gasp, panicked. I’m in an unfamiliar room, but that’s not the reason my heart is beating so fast that it seems it’s going to crash through my rib cage. I had a nightmare, and judging by the sweat on my forehead and the lingering feeling of disgust underneath my skin, I can guess what it was about. I don’t dare even think of his name.

      After the morning’s fiasco with Daisy, I returned to my assigned room. I lay on the bed with zero hopes that I’d fall asleep. I had upset Daisy, and that didn’t sit well with me. But I guess I was too exhausted, and my body ended up succumbing to it in the end.

      I shove the heels of my hands in my eyes while I try to calm down. He’s gone forever. He can’t harm me anymore. I repeat the mantra in my head until my breathing returns to normal. I wish I could erase all the awful memories still branded in my brain.

      My phone pings, alerting me to a text message. Groaning, I reach for it. Maybe it’s news from Morpheus or Bryce. My chest feels tight when I see the message is from my mother. I haven’t thought much about her since she rescued me from the police station. I caved back then and let her comfort me, but now the old wound is open and bleeding again. She let me suffer all those years at the hands of that monster. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to forgive her completely.

      I toss my phone aside without reading what she wrote. I don’t want to deal with her now. She can choke on her guilt for all I care. The best I can do is keep moving forward.

      I untangle myself from the sheets and get out of bed. My bedroom shares a bathroom with Rufio’s, but it’s empty now. I head for it, wincing when I turn on the bright lights. A quick peek at the mirror makes me wince again. I look like shit. Bloodshot eyes, disgusting hair sticking to my forehead, dark circles. Fuck. I could be featured in one of those hospital posters for some horrible disease. A shower and shave are top priorities.

      The second door opens, and in comes Rufio with messy hair and barely open eyes. He veers for the toilet and, without even acknowledging my presence, takes his dick out and starts to pee.

      “Dude. Come on! I was here first.”

      He yawns and then speaks. “Sorry. Didn’t see you there.”

      “Are you blind?”

      “No. I’m so damn tired.” He flushes and then nudges me to the side so he can wash his hands.

      “Couldn’t sleep?”

      “No. I slept like the dead.”

      Jealousy rears its ugly head. Of course he did. Awesome sex will do that to any guy.

      “Lucky you.” I don’t hide the venom in my tone.

      My comment seems to fly right over his head. The old Rufio would be shooting daggers at me with his eyes, but there’s no change in his demeanor. It’s pretty unnerving to be in his presence and feel nothing but a big void where his power used to be.

      “What time do you think it is?” he asks.

      “I have no clue.”

      “I think I’m going back to bed.”

      I watch him drag his feet out of the bathroom with my jaw hanging open. That guy is a completely different person. We’ve all changed in the past few months; I can’t deny that.

      I stare at my reflection again.

      “Fuck this.”

      I turn on the shower and wait until the water gets hot enough. Then I take my time under the steamy jets, letting them ease away the tension in my shoulders. After a while, I reach for the soap and begin to scrub every inch of skin ferociously. I feel so dirty that no matter how hard I rub with the soap, it never seems to remove the stain. My skin burns, and it’s only when blood tinges the water at my feet that I stop what I’m doing. I scrubbed myself raw. Fucking fantastic.

      I decide to forgo shaving until I have my shit together. The blade won’t cut me, but my hands are the most dangerous things right now.

      My mood is down to sewer levels when I exit the foggy bathroom with a towel wrapped around my waist and a second one in my hand to dry my hair. I stop in my tracks when I find Daisy sitting on my bed, waiting for me.

      In an instant, her presence infuses me with euphoria. My heart races. Every instinct I have urges me to crush her against my chest, kiss her lips until they become swollen. But I can’t do any of those things.

      “Hey, Phoenix. We need to talk.”

      Damn everything to hell. Those are the worst possible words a guy can hear from his girlfriend. It never ends well.
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      DAISY

      It’s an effort to keep my eyes glued to Phoenix’s face and not let them wander down his chiseled chest that glistens with droplets of water. I shouldn’t have stayed in his room when I realized he was in the shower, and now I’m putting my self-control to the test.

      His green eyes turn dark under his frown. “Why? Is it because of what I was doing earlier?”

      My cheeks become warmer at the memory. Sure, I was mortified to learn he had been spying on Rufio and me, but when the embarrassment faded, only a wicked sense of desire remained.

      I clear my throat to get my mind back on track. “No, I didn’t come here to talk about that.”

      He takes a tentative step forward. “So, you aren’t mad at me?”

      “Not anymore.” I take a deep breath to gather my courage. I wish my reason for being here was to give Phoenix a tongue-lashing for his voyeurism. But the topic of this conversation is much more serious than that.

      “Daisy, if you don’t tell me what’s the matter, I’m going to think the worst.”

      “I’m sorry. This is a hard subject. I wish we didn’t have to talk about it at all.”

      He breaches the distance between us and sits next to me on the bed. There’s barely an inch between our bodies, and my desire is to lean into his warmth.

      “You can tell me anything, babe. As long as it doesn’t involve you wanting to break up with me.” He smiles impishly, but I see a hint of fear in his eyes.

      “I don’t know where you got that crazy notion in your head, but you’d better erase it right away. I’m never letting you go. You’re mine.”

      His face breaks into the brightest of smiles, melting my heart at the sight. “You have no idea how much I want to kiss you right now.”

      My breathing hitches at the same time my heart does a somersault. “I think I do.”

      I allow myself to get lost in the depths of his gaze for a while longer, basking in the glorious feeling of his love, but I can’t postpone the conversation I came here for. It’s too important.

      It’s an effort to look away first. But I do it, dipping my chin as I release a heavy sigh. “You had a nightmare, didn’t you?”

      “What?” he asks in a high-pitched voice.

      “I think I was pulled into it.”

      He doesn’t say a word for the longest time. I chance a glimpse, afraid of what I might find etched on his face. He’s staring straight ahead with his jaw clenched so tight that I can see the strain of his muscles.

      “Phoenix?”

      “What did you see?” he asks in a tight voice, and my heart shatters.

      “Enough.” A tear runs down my cheek, even though I swore before coming here that I’d be strong for him.

      He dips his chin and stares at his balled fists on his lap. “I don’t remember the details of the nightmare, but it left my soul soiled by tar.” A shuddering breath leaves his lips. “That monster won’t let go of me even after his demise.”

      My resolution to keep my distance from him until I learn to control my powers shatters like broken glass. I reach for Phoenix’s hand, needing to show him through actions how much I love him. He trembles under my touch, then turns his face to mine.

      “He will be gone, Phoenix. I’ll help you extract him like one does poison from a wound. I swear.”

      Fat tears run down his cheeks. My face is damp too, and the choke in my throat is so immense it feels like I can’t draw air in. Phoenix swings his arm around my neck and pulls me to him too fast for me to stop him. Our lips clash with the intensity of a storm; our tongues mingle, impatient and ravenous, as if the world is ending and this is our last kiss.

      My arms circle around his back, and soon we’re connected chest to chest. But the headiness I’m feeling isn’t only the bliss of pure love. There’s a shadow hanging in between us—my powers, trying to unmake Phoenix.

      No. I can’t let this strange force control me. I won’t ruin the life of another loved one.

      A groan of pure need comes from Phoenix’s throat as he deepens the kiss, pulling me even closer to him. He doesn’t seem to notice or care that I’m taking his Idol essence into me. I want to move away and meld myself to him at the same time.

      I have to end this one way or another. Using the visualization technique Morpheus taught me, I picture the strands of power coming into me as ribbons. All I need now is a pair of scissors to cut them. But imagining them is harder than I thought. I can’t quite make it hold its shape. It doesn’t help either when I’m so distracted by Phoenix’s tongue and caresses.

      With effort, I pull away from his kiss, but we’re still touching, which means I’m still stealing from him. He tries to follow my mouth, but I place my fingers over his swollen lips.

      “Hold on. I’m unmaking you, and I need to stop.”

      His green eyes widen a bit. “I didn’t feel a thing. I dared to believe you had learned to control your abilities.”

      “Not yet, but I need your help.”

      “Anything, babe.”

      “Don’t distract me.”

      The corners of his lips twitch upward. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Right. I’m going to close my eyes, and you’re going to remain utterly still.”

      “Okay.”

      I watch him for a couple of beats, but not because I don’t trust him. It’s just so damn hard to not stare at his beautiful face. With a deep breath, I finally close my eyes and restart the exercise. It’s a little bit easier to focus now that I don’t have his tongue wreaking havoc on my body, but even the touch of his hands is distracting.

      Come on, Daisy, you can do it. Think about the reward when you gain control of your powers for real.

      The pep talk works. The scissors take shape in my head. Quickly, I use them to snip all the ribbons connecting me to Phoenix. When the last one is cut, the surge of power going into me ceases. He takes a sharp breath in, and my eyes fly open.

      “I can sense the difference now. I feel stronger. You’re no longer taking my powers away.”

      “I can’t believe it worked,” I reply in awe.

      Phoenix’s mouth splits into a wide smile just before he captures my face between his large hands and kisses me again. I tense, afraid I’m still a thief. But when I feel nothing coming into me, I relax into his arms, surrendering completely to the passion of the moment.

      Not only his tongue is hungry—his hands are everywhere, exploring, drawing breathless moans of pleasure from me. I yank the towel that’s wrapped around his waist, finding his cock hard and ready for me. My fingers curl around his length, but Phoenix doesn’t even allow me one second of fun before he uses his telekinesis to place me in the middle of the bed on my back.

      “Hey! I wasn’t done.”

      “Sorry, babe, but I’m on edge already, and any sudden movement could make me explode.”

      “I want to taste you,” I pout.

      “Same here.” He crawls toward me, peppering my legs with open kisses that set me ablaze. “Thank heavens you’re not wearing pants.” He lifts my dress and nuzzles my clit with the tip of his nose before licking me through the fabric of my underwear.

      I’m unravelling at the speed of light, but I know what I want, and Phoenix is not going to get his way just because he knows exactly what to do to my body to make me lose control. I shut my legs and, pressing my hands on his shoulders, push him back.

      “Daisy!” he whines.

      “No, I’m not going to be left at your mercy this time. We’re both having fun.”

      “Who said we weren’t both going to have a good time?” He arches his eyebrows.

      I scooch to the side and then jump out of bed before he can reach over. He does move to follow me, but I wag my index finger at him. “Oh no, sir. You’re not getting out of that bed. Lie down.”

      “But, babe…”

      “Lie down, Phoenix. I mean it.”

      “Fine.” He places a pillow under his head and then grabs his cock. “I guess I’ll just have to pleasure myself, then.”

      I narrow my eyes, seeing the challenge in his. “Oh, do you want to play games, sweetheart?”

      I pull my dress off and stand in front of him in my panties only. Not breaking eye contact, I lick two fingers and slowly run them down my belly until they disappear underneath the scrap of cotton fabric. Phoenix’s eyes bulge from his skull for a second. Then he retaliates.

      I fly toward the bed and land softly on top of him in a sixty-nine position. There’s no point fighting him any longer. He wins, but there aren’t any losers here. Like a greedy little monster, I reach for his cock and lick him from top to base. Phoenix lets out a curse, and then he tears my panties in half. Maybe I shouldn’t bother wearing them anymore.

      He grabs me by the hips, and then he’s between my legs, torturing me in the best way possible. I’d take my time savoring him like this, but I’m wound too tight; I’ve been denied him for far too long. My body becomes boneless in a matter of seconds, and then I shatter in orgasmic bliss. Phoenix’s release is right around the corner. He’s harder and larger inside my mouth. While I’m still riding the waves of pleasure, he climaxes with a loud roar. I drink everything he gives me and don’t stop until he makes me.

      Feeling the best kind of exhaustion, I collapse next to him with my hand still attached to his semi-hard dick. It seems I can’t let go.

      I’m still breathing hard when I sense another presence in the room. I lean on my forearms and find Rufio resting against the doorframe of the bathroom. His arms are folded in front of his chest, his expression blank save for the intensity in his eyes.

      “Rufio, what the hell, man!” Phoenix yells.

      “I just wanted to see what it was like watching Daisy with someone else.” His lips curl into a grin. “I concede. It was pretty hot.”

      He returns to his room, leaving me in flames.
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      I wake with a start, gasping for air. My heart is racing. The TV is on and the lights are flickering. It takes me a few seconds to control the wisps of rogue power that leaked out while I was in the throes of a terrible memory. I take a shuddering breath, rubbing my face. I can’t believe I dreamed about the island of horrors. It’s been years since those memories plagued my nightmares.

      I can’t help thinking that their return is a sign that we must prepare for the final showdown with that mystery god who marked us, claiming us for his own army.

      Still feeling jittery, I get up and check the time on the microwave’s clock. It’s fifteen minutes past noon. I’ve missed half the classes of the day, and now it’s lunch break. If it had been any other day, I might have blown school off completely.

      I check my phone. There aren’t any messages from Daisy or the guys but plenty of missed calls from Mom. Great. She must have been busy, or she would have come here to drag my ass to class. I hastily put my uniform on and head out.

      This time when I pass in front of Daisy’s old dorm room, I don’t look or pause. She’s not in there, and she’ll never come back. As for my stay in Gifted Academy, I hope it’s not a long one. Earning a high school diploma never felt more superfluous than it does now that we’re on the brink of a civil war.

      As I near the main school building, I sense something is wrong. I quicken my steps and burst through the main double doors, ready to face something nasty. I can’t really put my finger on the feeling. It’s like an ominous cloud is hanging over my head. The hallways are empty, which at this hour is weird as fuck. They should be bursting with students on their way back to class after lunch.

      I send a quick text to Toby. It’s highly likely that he didn’t skip any classes like me. There’s no response from him by the time I reach the school cafeteria. Only a few tables are occupied. Where the hell is everyone?

      The few students present turn to gawk at me. I recognize one of them: Nate, a fire elemental. I’d ask him if something happened, but I’m getting pretty hostile vibes from the guy and his friends. I veer for the buffet, which is currently manned by only one employee.

      “Did I miss the lunch crowd?” I ask with a grin, but the Fringe simply looks at me with a vacant stare.

      “We only have the vegetarian lasagna left,” he says.

      “It’s okay. I’m not hungry.”

      The back of my neck prickles, announcing the approach of a few people. I count five different Idol signatures behind me. The Fringe worker steps back, then turns around and runs from the cafeteria. All right, then.

      Unfazed, I pivot on the spot and find myself surrounded by Nate and his posse. None of them come close to me on the scale of power, but I guess they’d figure ganging up on me would give them a better chance.

      I look at them with dispassionate curiosity. “You’re in my way.”

      “What’s up, Bryce? Where’s the rest of your crew?” a female voice taunts from my right. The circle of hostile students opens a little, allowing me to see Cherise Blake, Drusilla’s old friend.

      “What the hell are you doing here? You were expelled.”

      She twirls a finger around a lock of hair, smiling wickedly. “That decision has been revoked. I’m back, babe.”

      “We’ll see about that,” I grit out, then turn to the other idiots. “Move or I’ll make you.”

      They take a step forward, crowding me. “I’d like to see you try. You’re outnumb—” Nate begins.

      I sling my arm forward, and the five idiots fly backward. Three in the group fall against a table nearby, breaking it into pieces. Two manage to avoid the collision thanks to their gifts. They come at me with all their hatred and might. Both are air elementals, and they combine their powers to try to knock me down by creating a powerful gust of wind. I bend my knees, locking them into position. I’m about to fry those two motherfuckers when one of them hurls a throwing star at me. I can’t redirect the source of my power fast enough to block the weapon. It hits me in the shoulder, piercing through skin and muscle, burning.

      Fucking hell. This is a lightning-glass weapon. The Neo Gods have breached the academy.

      The realization hits me like a cannonball, adding fuel to my rage. No wonder Cherise is back.

      I direct an electric discharge toward the two elementals, hitting them square in their chests. The force of the hit sends them soaring all the way toward the end of the room. I don’t care if they live or die.

      With a wince, I remove the throwing star, dropping it in my pocket while I prepare to face the other three assholes who I had knocked down earlier. Cherise, so far, hasn’t attacked. She seems content just watching. The tallest of the trio has his hands engulfed by flames. Great. Another elemental. He throws several fireballs in my direction, which is easy enough to avoid. But I only realize it was a planned distraction when Cherise finally joins the fight and sends more lightning-glass throwing stars at me.

      I avoid most of them through telekinesis, sending them back at her. She’s able to evade them all. Damn it. My energy levels are dropping fast thanks to the lightning-glass poison in my system. I’ve been hit in two more spots—my right arm and my left forearm—and each time hurts more than last.

      A roar escapes from deep in my throat. I tap every bit of power I have in me, creating a ball of energy bright enough to blind. When the illumination encompasses the entire room, I unleash all my might. There are cries of pain, but they’re muffled thanks to the pounding of my pulse in my ears. The blast fades, and so does my strength. My legs give out from under me, and when the room comes into focus again, black dots speckle my sight. At least my adversaries are flat on their backs, motionless.

      I don’t move from my spot for several beats. A minute later, I catch someone approaching from the corner of my eye. I’m so tapped out that I can’t even scan the newcomer’s signature. My eyes widen in surprise when I see Renata Pomme, another one of Drusilla’s minions, moving toward me. My spine becomes rigid and my hands curl into fists. Unfortunately, I don’t have any more juice in me. If she’s coming to attack, I can only use my bare hands to defend myself.

      “Are you okay?” she asks, surprising the hell out of me. Her eyes are round and devoid of falsehood though.

      “I’ve been poisoned. I need to see Nurse Ellen.”

      She reaches for my arm and helps me off the floor as if I weigh nothing. She’s a level ten Idol, and her main ability is super strength. Toby felt firsthand the power of her gift when she broke his arm while he tried to defend Daisy.

      “I thought you were in a psych ward,” I say.

      “I was for a while. What happened to Drusilla messed me up.”

      I try not to wince. The island god drove Drusilla insane. She turned against Renata and forced the girl to mutilate herself. And as a final act of lunacy, she compelled Rufio to kill her so she could frame him for her murder. The plan almost worked.

      “Why are you helping me?”

      She furrows her eyebrows, then glances left and right in a cagey manner. “You guys helped me when Drusilla went crazy. I’m returning the favor.”

      “Well, thanks. Do you know where everyone is?”

      “I can’t believe you don’t know. There’s been a change in the school’s administration. Your mother got sacked.”

      “What?” I freeze midstep.

      “It happened earlier this morning. The new principal didn’t even let her collect her personal belongings from her office. She was escorted out of the building and off the school grounds.”

      Shit. Maybe I should have listened to her voice messages or called her back.

      “Who is the new principal now?” I ask.

      “Mr. Harris. He’s an albino freak with pink irises and a mean look about him. The first thing he did was gather all Fringe students and lock them in the auditorium.”

      Son of a bitch. One of the Neo Gods I met when my father took us to meet his master was an albino man. And now Idol students are armed with lightning-glass weapons. This can’t be a coincidence.

      “How come Cherise isn’t locked down with the other Fringes?”

      Renata looks into my eyes, and I read fear in her gaze. “I think Cherise has been recruited by the Neo Gods.”

      My blood runs cold. “What makes you say that?”

      “I overheard her talking with some high-level Fringes earlier. She was threatening them. Either they joined the cause, or they’d perish with the scum.”

      Damn it. They’re really not fucking around. I’m not even surprised by those developments. We faced Fringes in Hawk City armed with lightning-glass.

      My thoughts become consumed with worry. Toby didn’t reply to my message. He must be locked down with the rest. I have to get to him.

      I steer us toward the auditorium.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” she asks.

      “I have to help those Fringes. They aren’t safe.”

      “You can’t help anyone in your current state. You’re bleeding and can’t even walk on your own.”

      Fuck. She’s right. I need reinforcements. I hope Nurse Ellen is still around. She helped Daisy before, and Phoenix told me her girlfriend was a Norm. But if the Neo Gods took control of Gifted Academy, they must have cleaned house and gotten rid of all Norm sympathizers.

      We’re halfway to the infirmary when three goons block our path. They’re older and not wearing school uniforms. But they’re Idols and, my guess, Neo Gods.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” the one in the middle asks.

      “I’m taking him to the see the nurse,” Renata replies. “He’s hurt.”

      “Hurt?” The guy to the left snorts. “If he’s hurt, then it means he’s a Fringe and shouldn’t be roaming in the hallways.

      Damn. Am I so weak that they’re mistaking me for a Fringe?

      “I’m not a Fringe,” I grit out.

      “Then you must be one of those traitors who likes to mingle with the dirt. Leave him to us, girlie.”

      Renata tenses next to me. I’m totally prepared for her to drop me like deadweight and bail.

      “No. I don’t care what he does in his spare time. I’m taking him to see the nurse.”

      “Are you defying me, stupid girl?” the first one snarls.

      “I guess I am.”

      My jaw is hanging to the floor. Renata’s one-eighty totally blindsided me. Too bad her bravado will cost her. I’m in no condition to fight three Idols, and I doubt she can take the trio solo.

      Their bodies tense as they take on an aggressive stance. I search inside of me for every drop of power I still have. If can create a bright enough flash, it could buy us time to run away. But before I can summon the strength needed for the feat, an explosion knocks the Neo Gods down and under a mountain of debris. We’re not left unscathed. The blast also sends us to the ground.

      A gray fog of dust soon makes visibility impossible. It gets into my lungs, causing a fit of coughing.

      “Are you okay?” Renata asks, already trying to get me back on my feet.

      “No worse than I was before.”

      “I don’t think you’re getting medical attention here. We have to go now.”

      I hesitate, digging my feet into the ground when she tries to steer me toward the exit. “I can’t leave Toby behind.”

      “You’re not,” a male voice comes from the fog.

      A second later, Toby steps into view, followed by my mother and Nurse Ellen.

      I stare at them. “You’re okay. I thought the new principal had locked all Fringes in the auditorium.”

      “He did. But I’m no longer a Fringe. I’m an Idol now.”

      “How is that possible?” Renata asks.

      “No time to explain,” my mother chimes in. “We need to leave now before they send reinforcements.

      “What about the Fringe students?” I ask.

      “They’re all out. We’re the last ones here.”

      I take a step forward, but my legs falter. I stagger ahead, almost face-planting on the floor if it weren’t for Renata keeping me upright. Nurse Ellen comes to assist, and now I’m sandwiched between the two. I’ve never felt more useless in my life than I do now.

      We hurry out of the building, more concerned with speed than stealth since the blast alerted every single Neo God in the vicinity. Mom’s car is parked right in front of the entrance, and I wonder how she managed to get back onto campus.

      But all my questions will have to wait. Shouts nearby tell me our time is up. The Neo Gods’ hounds are loose and coming for us.
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      My eyes are bleary when I finally land at the private airport in Saturn’s Bay. I had every intention of catching a commercial flight, but Gunther Silverstone insisted on letting me use his personal private jet. Despite having the plane all to myself, I couldn’t fall asleep. Too many thoughts bouncing in my head. I may have found a lost brother and my father. Now I don’t know what to do with that information.

      At least I didn’t lose Andromeda at the party after all. She left with Stephan, and I figured they needed the time alone to talk stuff out. It would have sucked balls if on top of my personal turmoil I had to look for her.

      There’s no one waiting for me when deboard the plane. I really should have called the guys. I take a deep breath of the afternoon air, which finally has the bite of winter. Then I pull my cell phone out and call the person I need to speak to the most right away: my mother. I’ve let her keep her secrets for long enough. She obviously knows who my father is, and his connection to the island god. She wouldn’t have been able to rescue us from that horrible place all those years ago if she didn’t know where to look for us.

      She answers on the second ring. “Morpheus? Is that really you?”

      “Yes, Mom. It’s me.”

      “I’ve been worried sick about you. We’ve been watching the news about Hawk City. What happened in that mall was dreadful. Please tell me you weren’t anywhere near it.”

      “Mom, I’m fine. I just got back to Saturn’s Bay, and I was wondering if you could pick me up from the airport.”

      “The school didn’t order a town car to collect you kids? That’s absurd. We pay good money in tuition.”

      “I had to stay in Hawk City a little longer. I caught a later flight and forgot to make arrangements. I’m by myself.”

      “Oh, okay. Where did you land? At the Intercity Airport?”

      “No. I’m actually in a private airport. I’ll text you the address.”

      Fifteen minutes later, Mom’s dependable suburban car stops in front of the small waiting area of the airport. I get up, hoisting my duffle bag over my shoulder, and step out before she has the chance to exit the vehicle. She does anyway, circling around the car to engulf me into a mama-bear hug.

      “Morpheus, darling. I’ve missed you so much.”

      “I’ve missed you too, Mom.”

      She eases off, holding me by the arms to look up at my face. “You’ve lost weight. And you haven’t been sleeping much, have you?”

      “I couldn’t sleep during the flight.”

      “What about the shadows? Are they—”

      “They’re under control. Come on. You can ask me all the questions inside the car.”

      “Oh, okay. I stopped by your favorite fast food restaurant and got you something to eat. You must be starving.”

      “Yeah, I could eat.”

      I circle to the back of the car to put my bag in the trunk, then slide into the passenger’s seat. Mom is already behind the steering wheel, holding a greasy bag in her hand. The smell of fries and burger fills my nostrils, making my mouth water. I didn’t realize how hungry I was until now. Eagerly, I take the bag and dig in.

      “Why did you have to stay in Hawk City longer?”

      I swallow the big lump of bread and meat in mouth first, buying myself a few seconds to think about what I’m going to say next. I’m determined to get to the truth, but now that I’m about to do it, I find myself tongue-tied.

      “I had to meet someone.”

      “Are you going to elaborate on that?”

      I keep staring ahead, not daring to glance at her when I reply, “I met my brother.”

      “What?” she shrieks, taking her eyes off the road to gawk at me. The car begins to veer toward the next lane, straight into the van occupying that space.

      “Mom! Watch the road.”

      She swerves the vehicle back to her lane and doesn’t speak for a couple of beats. “You can’t spring something like that on me while I’m driving. I’ve always suspected Tarek had affairs, but I didn’t know about children.”

      I whip my face to her. “Are you saying he was cheating on you?”

      “I never got solid proof, but the signs were there.” She sighs heavily, her shoulders sagging. “I can’t blame him. I was the one who was unfaithful to him first.”

      A torrent of emotions crashes against me all at once. Here’s the opening to talk about my biological father, but my brain is stuck on the things Tarek, the man who was supposed to be my dad, did to Mom and me throughout all the years.

      “Why didn’t you leave him?”

      “Divorce him? You know that’s not an option in our family, Morpheus.”

      “That’s such bullshit. Why stay married to a man who doesn’t respect you? Who physically abuses you?”

      “He hasn’t touched me since the last time you visited.”

      “Oh, kudos to him,” I reply bitterly.

      “Let’s not talk about your father.”

      “He’s not my father,” I grit out.

      Mom lets out a loud exhale, but at least she doesn’t try to defend him. “You said you met your half brother.”

      The shadows are churning inside of my chest, reacting now to the rage within me. I’m still so fucking mad about this whole deal with Mom and her husband. I can’t believe she’s put up with his shit all these years for the sake of appearances.

      “Yes, but I didn’t mean an offspring of your husband. I’m talking about the real deal.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know what I mean, Mom. My biological brother, the son of the man who… sired me. I also caught a glimpse of him. My father. You need to tell me who is.”

      She doesn’t speak for a long while, and I let her stew on my words without pressing her. I’m not leaving her side until she confesses everything. I’m done staying in the dark about my heritage.

      Finally, she signals to exit the highway, but we’re nowhere near Gifted Academy. I see then she’s heading for a rest stop. Good. It’s not safe to drive while having this conversation.

      “He made me swear I’d never reveal his identity to anyone, not even you,” she says.

      “My father did?”

      “Yes. And I agreed, gladly. I didn’t want anyone to know.”

      “It’s too late now. While meeting with my half brother, we were both transported to the island of horrors.”

      Mom stares at me wide-eyed. “You went back to that place?”

      “Yes. The island god brought us there for punishment. You know he marked us all those years ago.”

      She nods. “I’m sorry I couldn’t get to you sooner.”

      “How did you know where to find us?”

      Her eyes are brimming with unshed tears when she looks away, dropping her gaze to her lap. “I had been there before. It’s where I first met your father.”

      “How did you get there?”

      “He brought me there. But he showed me a different side of it. He called it Starlight Island.”

      My jaw slackens while my pulse quickens. “That’s the name of the island Norms believe to be a paradise.”

      “I’m aware of the legend. I don’t blame them for thinking that. What I saw was idyllic and peaceful. When I was with your father, I never saw the dark side of the island. I had no idea such a despicable being lived there too.”

      I pull my hair back, yanking at the strands. “My father stopped the island god from punishing my brother and me. He blocked his blow. He’s a god too, isn’t he?”

      “Yes. Your father is Erebus, the god of shadows and darkness.”

      My power surges suddenly, coiling violently inside of my chest. My heart is racing while I grapple with the truth. I’m a demigod, then. And my father is not an ordinary god.

      “Erebus is a primordial deity,” I murmur, still too shocked by the revelation.

      “Yes. And I believe the god who has been tormenting you and your friends is Chaos, Erebus’s father.”

      “That son of a bitch is my grandfather?” My voice rises to a shrill.

      At once, the invisible lightning tattoo—his mark—burns on my back as if answering my question.

      Mom closes her eyes and whispers, “Yes.”

      I pass a hand over my face. “He wants Daisy gone. Fuck.”

      “She’s special. If he wants her gone, it means she poses a threat to him.”

      “Daisy is the Unmaker.”

      I don’t see the point in keeping the truth from Mom when our enemy already knows her identity.

      “The Unmaker? I thought there had only been one Idol with that power, and she surrendered her gift.”

      “Daisy is her direct descendant. When Bryce healed her, he awakened the power within her. But why would Chaos want to kill her?”

      “Because he’s Chaos. He thrives on turmoil and destruction. The more harm he does to mortals, the stronger he becomes.”

      I rest my head in my hands. “How am I going to keep Daisy safe from him? He’s too strong.”

      Mom touches my shoulder, squeezing it. “You love that girl, don’t you?”

      I turn to her. “With every piece of my black heart.”

      “Oh, Morpheus. Your heart is not black. You may be the son of shadows, but you’re pure light.”

      “Am I, Mom? My grandfather is a psycho. My half brother is a villain. As for my father…”

      “He was kind to me. He may be darkness, but he knows how to love. Besides, you can’t let your heritage define you. You’re not evil. You’re the kindest person I know.” She cups my face, staring at me with undiluted love.

      The memory of me lashing out at my former tutor and Daisy coming to his defense pops in my head.

      “You’re wrong about me. I used to be vile, a bully who took pleasure in tormenting people who were weaker than me.”

      “Do you still do that?”

      I look away. “No, not anymore.”

      “Why is that, honey? What made you stop?”

      “Daisy. She rescued me from the pit of despair. I was so lost before she came into my life.” I face my mother again. “I can’t let Chaos harm her, Mom.”

      “You won’t. You’re a demigod, Morpheus. There’s more power in you than you know.”

      I laugh without humor. “If I can just figure how to tap into all this power, that’d be great. The war for Norms and Fringes has started.”

      “I know. It’s all our community has been talking about. Hard times are ahead of us, but we must endure. Oppressed people don’t stay like that for long. Rebellion is inevitable.”

      “What are you and your husband are going to do?”

      She gives me a loaded glance. “I don’t know about Tarek, but I’m going to fight.”

      The fire in her eyes surprises me. She’s been meek and subdued my entire life, living under the thumb of her husband.

      I smile proudly. “I should try to convince you to stay away, but I won’t. I’m glad to have you by my side.”
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      Still in the throes of mortification, I hastily leave Phoenix’s room with every intention of taking a very cold shower. But I’m intercepted by Rosie, who comes running into the hallway with her phone in her hand and eyes that are too big for her face.

      “The school was taken over by Neo Gods,” she blurts out.

      “What do you mean?”

      Rufio and Phoenix join us in the hallway, but it’s Rufio who speaks first. “I just got a text from Bryce. Our mother got sacked, and the new principal is a Neo God.”

      “Are he and Toby okay?” I ask.

      “Toby is fine,” Rosie replies. “He didn’t mention Bryce.”

      “Bryce got hurt,” Xavier announces as he comes in.

      There’s a sudden sharp pain in my chest. I press my hand against it, trying to soothe the phantom aching that’s just too real. My fear for his safety mixes with guilt. I shouldn’t have let Bryce go back to school.

      “He didn’t tell me that,” Rufio replies with an edge.

      “He might not have been able to elaborate. He sustained three wounds from lightning-glass. The poison works quickly. You know that.” Xavier gives him a meaningful glance.

      Rufio’s already pale face blanches even more. Threading his fingers through his hair, he walks away from the group. Phoenix and I lock gazes, and in silent agreement, we both follow him.

      “Bryce will be okay,” Phoenix tells Rufio. “He’s too fucking strong to be taken down that easily.”

      “Lightning-glass poison can kill any Idol, even the most powerful ones.” He turns around. “But I know he’ll be okay. My mother will do anything to save her Idol-making machine.”

      And that knowledge is not comforting in the least. Not the saving Bryce part but what Jodie wants to do with him.

      “Are they coming here?” Rosie asks Xavier.

      “No. Absolutely not. I don’t want Jodie to know this location.”

      “Good,” Rufio says. “You shouldn’t trust my mother.”

      “Am I the only one here thinking that if she can’t be trusted, then we shouldn’t be following her insane plan to build an army of newly minted Idols?” Phoenix poses the question that’s been plaguing my mind since Mr. Silverstone announced his alliance with her.

      “Most Idols hate us.” Rosie steps forward. “How many do you think will side with the Knights? We need more power on our side.”

      “There’s no guarantee that the Idols Bryce makes will fight for our cause,” Rufio retorts.

      “I have to go see Bryce,” I say suddenly, veering toward the front door.

      “Daisy, wait.” Xavier comes after me.

      “Don’t try to stop me.”

      He places a hand on my arm. “I wasn’t trying to. Jodie hasn’t told me where she’s taken Bryce and all the Fringes she rescued.”

      “Yet, right? She hasn’t told you yet.”

      “I don’t think that’s the case. She’s still angry that I swept in and took you under my wing. She’ll keep their location a secret for as long as she can.”

      I’m so furious, I could break things. Rage simmers in my gut, ready to be unleashed. If Andromeda were here, she’d be able to find them. But no, I can’t think about that traitor now.

      “I’ll turn Saturn’s Bay upside down to find them,” I grit out.

      Xavier squints while a muscle in his jaw ticks. He’s scrutinizing me big-time, but I don’t care.

      “You’re not going traipsing around while there’s a reward for your head. That’s reckless behavior.”

      “Newsflash for you: I am reckless!” I stomp away before I do something I’ll regret later.

      To prove my point, I slide the glass door open and step outside. I shouldn’t be doing that. Anyone on the beach can see me. Only, there’s no one around. I lean against the back of a patio chair, noticing I’m shaking nonstop.

      I was short-tempered before I turned into an Idol, but this uncontrollable fury is new. It’s clouding my mind. A loud snap catches me by surprise. Shit. I broke off a piece of the chair with my bare hands.

      “Holy cannoli. Did you take steroids or something?”

      I turn around, finding Morpheus standing near the sliding door with a small smile on his face. Without hesitation, I run into his arms, almost sending us both to the floor when I crash into him.

      “Easy there, girlie.” He laughs against my hair.

      Curling my fingers around his shirt, I take a whiff of his heady scent. At once, I feel much more centered and in control. He runs his fingers through my hair, making me melt even more. I lean back and stare at his face.

      “How did you get here?”

      “I called Mr. X, and he gave me the address. My mother dropped me off.”

      “And was he okay with her knowing this address?”

      “I vouched for her. Besides, my mother is an ally. She’s going to fight to bring the Neo Gods down.”

      “I knew I liked her for a reason.”

      He smiles, showing me his adorable dimples. “You mean another reason besides bringing me into the world?”

      I hit his arm playfully. “Yes, another reason.” With a sigh, I run my fingers through his curls. “I missed you.”

      “It’s only been a day.” He chuckles.

      “I know. But I did anyway.”

      Still amused, he rubs his thumb over my cheek. “You’re cute.” His mouth comes closer to mine. “I missed you too,” he whispers before kissing me in the most tender way possible.

      I sink completely into his embrace, trying to mold myself to him. I could kiss him forever, but he’s the one who eases off first. “What made you so angry just now? Was it one of those boneheads? Tell me if I need to teach Phoenix or Rufio a lesson.”

      “We didn’t do anything.” Phoenix steps out on the patio, glowering in Morpheus’s direction.

      “I’d rather hear it from Daisy,” Morpheus replies.

      “We’ve done nothing to Daisy that warrants complaint. On the contrary.” Rufio levels me with one of his trademark intense stares, and my body reacts immediately. A blush creeps up my face, giving me away.

      “Hmm.” Morpheus narrows his eyes at me. “Is that so?”

      I step back. “Enough with the innuendo. What did you find out in Hawk City?”

      The mirth vanishes from his face in an instant, and darkness gathers in his gaze. He rubs his chin, turning his attention to the sea. “We should talk inside.”

      One by one, we return to the cozy living room. Xavier is in the open kitchen with his ear glued to the phone. Rosie is on the couch with her feet up on the coffee table, distracted by her device as well. She lifts her head when Morpheus slides the door shut.

      “Feeling better now?” she asks me.

      “A little. But I’m afraid I’m going to get mad all over again.” I look at Morpheus.

      He takes a deep breath. “There’s no sense in beating around the bush, so I’m going straight to it. It turns out Andromeda is not a traitor after all.”

      “What do you mean? She ambushed Daisy and me,” Rosie retorts.

      “Are you saying she’s not a Neo God agent?” I ask.

      “She is, but she also works for the Knights.”

      “I’ll be damned. She’s a double agent,” Phoenix pipes up.

      “Yep. She was recruited by the Neo Gods when she was very young and didn’t know any better. Like Rufio and Bryce, she has some kind of mark that keeps her leashed to her… recruiter.”

      The way Morpheus emphasizes the word makes me suspect there’s more to the story.

      “The mark can’t be removed?” Rufio asks.

      “Not by Daisy.”

      “Why not? I was able to remove the block from Bryce’s mind.” I cross my arms in front of my chest. “Are you saying the Neo God who put that mark on her is stronger than me?”

      “Oh, someone’s feathers are ruffled.” Phoenix laughs.

      I spare him a scathing glance before turning my attention to Morpheus again. “Well?”

      “Yes, I’d say he’s much stronger than you.”

      “Stronger than a seventeen?” Rufio’s eyebrows shoot to the heavens. “Eighteen, then?”

      Shaking his head, Morpheus laughs without humor. “No. He’s a demigod.”

      “What?” Xavier approaches, looking so distraught that his tan skin is pale.

      “Fuck. How can we hope to win against the Neo Gods when they have a demigod in their ranks?” Rufio complains.

      “They aren’t the only ones who have a demigod on their side. I learned something else during my prolonged stay in Hawk City,” Morpheus replies. “The demigod who’s been tormenting Andromeda is my half brother. I’m a demigod too.”

      Absolute silence descends. We could hear a pin drop. Phoenix and Rufio are gawking at Morpheus with their mouths wide open. Rosie has visibly recoiled from him on the couch, and she eyes him with suspicion.

      “Who is your father?” Xavier asks in a raised voice. His eyes wide and a little panicked.

      “Erebus.”

      “You’re the son of darkness,” he mumbles, passing a hand over his face. “Son of a bitch.”

      “Yep. Nathaniel knew I was his brother right away, but it wasn’t until we were both transported to the island of horrors to face the punishment of the island god that I discovered the truth.” Morpheus turns to Rufio and Phoenix. “It was my fault we ended up on the island that day. The island god is Chaos, my grandfather.”

      Shit. Shit. Shit. Chaos is the primordial god. If he wants me dead, what can I do?

      A loud roar outside sends my heart straight up to my throat. I turn to watch the sky become dark and menacing in a matter of seconds. Lightning slashes the gray clouds, and in the brief flash of light, I see the face of the terrifying god. Chaos.
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      “How many times do I have to tell you not to move?” Ellen barks at me.

      “When you stop digging into my arm with that pincer of yours.” I glower back at her.

      “There are still lightning-glass shards embedded in your muscle. I have to remove everything, or the poison will keep spreading.” She pulls out a minuscule piece, then sets it on the tray next to the couch.

      Mom’s secret hideout turned out to be underneath the school grounds. That’s how she was able to return to the building and rescue the Fringe students. She claims she’s the only person alive who knows about the location. The knowledge is passed down from principal to principal, but she burned the book with the information long ago. Meaning my father’s friend won’t acquire the intel.

      “Okay, last one,” Ellen announces.

      Toby comes near and inspects the tray. “How do you know that’s the last piece?”

      “I’ve got X-ray vision, kid. Don’t you remember?”

      He twists his face into a grimace while he rubs the arm Renata broke. The girl who had been part of Drusilla’s posse and dead set on torturing Daisy drops her gaze to the floor.

      “I’m really sorry about all the awful things I did to you, Toby.”

      He keeps staring at her in silence for the longest time. His ginger eyebrows furrow as if he’s concentrating hard.

      “Okay,” he says finally.

      “Really? You’re going to forgive her just like that?” I ask.

      “She is sorry. I read it in her mind.”

      Renata whips her face up, looking at Toby bug-eyed. “You can read thoughts?”

      “Well, kind of. I can’t read the exact thoughts of Idols, just their intentions. Like I could tell you weren’t bullshitting me. With Norms and Fringes, I can actually hear entire sentences. It’s freaky as hell.”

      “Shit, that’s a dangerous gift, kid,” Ellen chimes in.

      “And mega useful to my mother,” I add bitterly.

      When I healed Toby, he went from Norm to Fringe. As the time passed, his powers increased. Now he’s a level ten Idol. I wonder if he’ll get even stronger and what that will do to his psyche. A sense of unease lingers inside of me. Still reeling from the aftermath of our showdown with my father in Hawk City, I was quick to agree to help my mother create an army of new Idols. Now, I’m not so sure that’s a good idea. We don’t know yet if there are any side effects to those I change.

      “How is Bryce?” Mom enters the common room Ellen used as a treatment area.

      “He’ll live. I already dabbed every entry wound with the antidote for the poison.”

      I watch her closely. There’s not even an ounce of emotion in her eyes. As cold as ever. I could have died today, but I’m pretty sure she’d mourn the loss of her weapon more than that of her son. I shouldn’t care, but I’m no longer the dispassionate person I was before. Daisy has woken my heart to love, and now I know I’ve been denied that my entire life.

      “How long until he’s completely healed?” she continues her interrogation.

      “My advice is to rest for at least forty-eight hours.”

      “That’s too long. We don’t have that much time. I’d like Bryce to work on the new recruits as soon as possible.”

      Ellen stares at my mother as if she’s gone crazy. “Asking him to use his gift so soon is not advisable, Jodie. It’s foolish.”

      Mom turns to me. “You’ve seen what the Neo Gods are capable of, Bryce. You know what they did to Rufio. It’s only going to get worse. They’re mobilizing their forces as we speak. They’ll attack the weak without mercy to draw Daisy out of hiding. We need the numbers.”

      “We don’t even know if I’ll be able to make more Idols,” I retort, hating that I’m falling for her fearmonger speech.

      “One more reason to attempt it as soon as possible.”

      “Fine. Let’s do it now.” I get up, but immediately the room begins to spin. Shit. I guess I do need more time to heal.

      Ellen holds my arm, stabilizing me. “Sit your ass back down. Maybe you can try tomorrow.”

      I throw my head back, resting it against the couch. “Do you know what the Knights are planning to do?”

      Toby’s cell phone pings, diverting my attention to him. He must be texting Rosie. I should call Daisy. On the way here, I was only able to text Rufio. I was in too much agony. Plus, I knew that if she heard my pain-laced voice, she’d want to come to Gifted Academy right away.

      “Where’s my jacket? I need my phone.” I look around, finding it draped over a chair nearby.

      Mom walks over and retrieves the device from its pocket. Instead of bringing it to me, she swipes her finger across the screen.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” I ask.

      She doesn’t answer, but Toby does it for her. “She’s reading your messages.”

      “That’s an invasion of privacy!” I lift my arm and try to use telekinesis to zap the phone out of her hand, but the attempt is too weak. Curse lightning-glass poisoning.

      “Just give him the phone, Jodie,” Ellen pipes up, but my mother ignores the nurse.

      Suddenly, the phone does fly out of her hands into mine, surprising Mom and me. I know I didn’t make that happen. I’m completely tapped out.

      Mom shoots the nurse a murderous glare. “You’d better stay out of my business, Ellen.”

      “It wasn’t me,” she declares.

      I glance at Toby. “You have telekinesis too?”

      “I didn’t do that either.” He turns to Renata, who is looking guilty as hell.

      My eyebrows arch. “You did that?”

      “Yeah. My telekinesis is on the weaker side, so I rarely use it.”

      Shit. This girl is turning out to be quite the box of surprises. Maybe her biggest sin was being too weak to stand up against Drusilla.

      Mom turns her ire on her. “How dare you use your powers against me? I won’t tolerate that kind of behavior. I’m the top dog here. You either follow my lead or you’re out.”

      I snort. “That will go over well with your new recruits. Respect has to be earned. Snooping on someone’s phone is not the way to do it.”

      “I have to be on top of everything!” she snaps. “Too much is at stake, and not everyone has the drive to see it through until the end no matter the cost.”

      I don’t know what strikes me the most, the manic glint in her eyes or her statement. She sounds unhinged, nothing like the cold and collected woman I used to know. What’s going on here?

      “Everyone needs to chill, okay?” Ellen gets in between us. “Losing our heads won’t accomplish anything.”

      I’m still annoyed when I glance down to see what message Mom was looking at. It’s from Rufio, saying that Morpheus just got to the safe house. Nothing from Daisy yet. I can’t believe she didn’t call. That’s not like her.

      “I need to get out of here,” I say.

      “If you’re too weak to work, you’re too weak to go out. You’re staying put,” Mom retorts.

      “Am I your fucking prisoner now?” I stand on shaky legs, but at least I don’t fall back down.

      “Of course not. But we’re right in the middle of enemy territory. It’s not safe to head out in your weakened state.”

      “How long are we supposed to stay here?” Renata asks.

      “We’ll know more as soon as I hear back from Gunther.” Mom glances at her phone. “He should have called by now. I don’t like this.”

      “I’m pretty sure he’s busy trying to fix the mess we left behind in Hawk City,” I say. “I’m interested in knowing where my father and his associates are. They have to pay for what they did to Rufio and Daisy.”

      “What did your father do to Rufio?” Renata glances at me with interest.

      Ah hell, please don’t tell me she was also a member of Rufio’s fan club.

      “What he did is not important right now,” Mom dismisses the girl in her blunt way. “It would be helpful if you knew the location of the Neo Gods’ secret hideout.”

      “Your husband was careful, but I’m sure it’s on higher ground. Possibly inside of a mountain.”

      “Damn it. That could be anywhere.” Mom pinches her chin. “We need more men on the street. I have to make some calls.” She veers for the door.

      “What are we supposed to do in the meantime?” Toby asks her. “And how long can we stay down here? How about food, water, medical supplies?”

      “You can practice your gift on the Fringes. I want to know if they can be trusted. I’m not turning anyone who doesn’t want to fight for our cause into an Idol. As for supplies, we have enough to last a week. I don’t plan to stay here that long. This place wasn’t meant to run an entire operation or accommodate more than a handful of people. Gunther was supposed to assist with a better location.”

      “I can’t stay here until you figure stuff out, Jodie,” Ellen pipes up. “I have a life outside of the academy that I need to get back to.”

      “I’d prefer if you stayed during working hours, at least. Especially considering Bryce’s condition.”

      Ellen narrows her gaze, no doubt not buying my mother’s change of tune. A few minutes ago, she wanted me to start working on the Fringes who are currently waiting in the bigger room next to ours. They can’t be comfortable there. There are at least thirty of them, mostly lower levels whose families don’t live in Saturn’s Bay. The vast majority who escaped took off from campus.

      “Sure, that sounds fair.”

      “That’s settled, then.” She whirls around and walks out.

      “What’s going on with your mother?” Ellen asks. “She’s acting weirder than usual.”

      “She’s sour because Daisy didn’t come back to school.”

      “She had the right idea.” Toby pulls up a chair and drops into it like he’s carrying all the weight of the world on his shoulders. “I wish I had gone with her and Rosie.”

      I yank my hair back in frustration. “Ugh! I hate that I’m stuck here.”

      “Maybe I can sneak you and Toby out, so you can see your girlfriends,” Ellen suggests.

      Toby sits straighter in his chair. “Would you do that?”

      “Sure. Spending one night out of this place isn’t going to change anything.”

      “Can I come too?” Renata asks, and immediately, I reject the idea. She might have helped me, and Toby vouched for her sincerity, but I’m not ready to trust her or even be friends. I won’t forget so easily that she tried to kill Daisy by giving her Silver-voltage.

      “No offense, but I don’t think either Daisy or Rosie want to see you around.”

      “Oh.” She drops her chin. “I understand.”

      I sense Ellen’s hard stare burning a hole through my face. “What?” I snap. “Do you want me to simply forget everything?”

      “No, but you could have been kinder. We could use more of it.”

      “It’s easy for you to say. Miss Regretful there didn’t attempt to murder your girlfriend by giving her Silver-voltage.”

      Ellen’s face twists into a grimace. Thanks to Phoenix’s big mouth, we know her girlfriend is a Norm. She turns to Renata. “Is that true?”

      Renata’s eyes become wider right before she breaks down into an ugly cry. “I did. There’s no excuse for that. I followed along with Drusilla’s plan, even knowing what she wanted to do was vile. I was blinded by senseless hate.”

      “What made you change your mind?” Toby asks.

      “It didn’t happen right away. But I began to question everything when Drusilla went mad and turned against me.”

      I can’t tell if she’s truly sorry, or if now that her friends are gone, she’s looking for another group to blindly follow. She could have joined the Neo Gods instead. I can’t think about it now. Tiredness hits me all of a sudden. I sink against the leather couch and close my eyes.

      “That’s what happens when you let people walk all over you. Drusilla treated you like dirt,” I say.

      “I know,” she replies in a meek voice.

      “I’d better go check on the other students,” Ellen declares in a somber tone. Her mood has definitely changed now that she knows what Renata did.

      Renata continues to cry, but I’m not in the mood to listen to her pity party, so I tune her out. Glancing at my phone, I press the button to call Daisy.

      It rings until it goes to voice mail. What the hell? Why isn’t she picking up the phone? I try Rufio, Phoenix, and Morpheus, getting the same nonresponse.

      “Toby, can you get a hold of Rosie?”

      “I texted her not too long ago, but she hasn’t replied yet.”

      Vises of worry tighten around my heart. “Okay, we aren’t waiting until nightfall. We’re leaving now.”

      “But we don’t know where the safe house is,” Toby argues.

      “I don’t care. I’ll drive all over town until I can pick up Daisy’s signature.”

      “Drive what car? And how are we getting out of here without your mother noticing?”

      “You can borrow mine,” Renata chimes in. “And I’ll distract her and Nurse Ellen.”

      “Okay, that could work,” I say.

      “There’s only one problem. My car is still in the school’s garage.”

      Shit.

      “We can’t fight the Neo Gods, but I can tell if the coast is clear or not. I can pick up brain waves from pretty far,” Toby says.

      Not ideal, but I’ll take it.

      “Let’s do it.”
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      My heart is racing as I stare at the cruel face in the clouds. It vanishes after a second, but the terror it caused in my heart lingers. It’s the same nauseating feeling I felt when I dreamed about the island where Chaos branded the loves of my life.

      “Did you see that?” I ask.

      “That’s him. That’s Chaos.” Morpheus stops closer to me.

      “Can he attack Daisy inside the house?” Rosie’s voice trembles a little.

      “I think he’s tethered to the island,” he replies without conviction.

      The storm is getting larger and moving quickly toward us. “I don’t think he’s bound to the island anymore,” Phoenix pipes up.

      “What’s going on?” Xavier steps next to me.

      No sooner has he asked than a bolt of lightning strikes the beach in front of the safe house, making the floor shake beneath my feet. I jump back with my hand clutching my chest. A knee-jerk reaction. My heart is now stuck in my throat, and quickly, panic starts to take hold of me. I feel powerless and alone, like I’m right back in that nightmare. Heavy rain falls from the sky, and the ocean that had been calm a minute ago becomes turbulent. The waves crash against the shore violently, getting closer and closer to the house.

      Someone grabs me by the shoulder, dragging me away from the windows.

      “We need to get out of here now!” Morpheus yells.

      I finally snap from my stupor and seek Rosie in the room. She’s with Rufio, running toward the front door.

      “Don’t look back,” he tells her.

      Morpheus laces his hand with mine, and together we run after Rufio and Rosie, with Phoenix and Xavier close behind us. We’re a few steps away from the door when a loud boom reverberates against the walls, and a split second later, all the windows facing the beach explode. My time-bending power kicks in on its own, as it usually does when I’m facing mortal danger. The deadly shards of broken glass move at a slower pace, and only a few of them reach us.

      Rufio and Rosie are already getting inside the car when we burst out the front door. The rain has turned into hail and drops heavily on us, each piece of frozen rock bigger than the next. Even with my time bending, I feel the sting of the hits. We’re all running pretty fast thanks to our enhanced Idol abilities, but Xavier manages to keep pace with us. He almost pulls the driver door off its hinges as he opens it roughly, but he stops briefly to look at the sky.

      I don’t dare copy him, afraid if I do, I’ll get wrapped up again in the terror. Deep down, I know the feeling isn’t natural. Chaos has somehow managed to amplify everything that I’m feeling, twisting my emotions against me.

      “You can run, but you can’t hide. I’m everywhere, I’m everything,” Chaos speaks in my mind, making me whimper.

      I don’t know if Morpheus heard his voice too, but he squeezes my hand tighter, right before he lets go to push me inside the car. I almost fall on top of Rosie, who is already crying. Rufio has his arm wrapped around her shoulders, comforting her, an action that makes me love him even more. It’s a sight I never thought possible.

      The passenger side door shuts loudly as Phoenix slides into his seat. Hail continues to fall, and the hits against the car sound like we’re target practice for a machine gun. Xavier peels out of the driveway, burning rubber as he goes. And yet, we can’t seem to outrun the storm. A huge piece of ice drops on the windshield, cracking the glass. Rosie lets out a scream.

      “We’re okay, Rosie.” I grab her hand, and she squeezes so tight it hurts a little.

      “Where are we going now?” Phoenix asks.

      “I don’t know. I’m kind of busy trying to outrun this tempest,” Xavier shouts over the loud noise outside.

      Suddenly, Morpheus tenses next to me. “Watch out!” he warns.

      A second later, lightning strikes a tree ahead of us. Instead of catching fire, it breaks in half and tilts toward the road. It’s going to fall right on top of car.

      “Don’t stop. Keeping going!” I order.

      I slow down the massive tree’s descent, and we manage to speed past it, missing it by a hair.

      “That’s fucked up.” Rufio twists his neck, looking back.

      “We’re not going to get far if we don’t stop Chaos,” Xavier mutters under his breath.

      Morpheus shifts his body next to mine, becoming tenser. “Let me out.”

      “Are you fucking crazy? I’m not letting anyone out,” Xavier shouts.

      “I’m the only one who stands a chance against Chaos. I can buy time so you can get away.”

      “No, Morpheus. You can’t leave.” I grab his arm. “He’s going to destroy you.”

      He stares at me with determination in his eyes. “I have to do this, Daisy. It’s the only way.”

      I open my mouth to argue, but Morpheus reaches for the back of my head and crushes his lips to mine. The kiss is quick and rough. A goodbye kiss. “I love you,” he whispers against my mouth, then turns to Xavier. “Stop the car.”

      To my dismay, he presses on the brakes, bringing the car to a sudden halt. Morpheus is out the door before I can stop him. I start to follow, but Xavier takes off again, and I miss my chance. My vision is hazy when I turn around in my seat to watch Morpheus stand alone on the road, facing the wrath of Chaos.
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      MORPHEUS

      My heart is pounding as I look up at the sky. The clouds morph into Chaos’s odious face again. There’s a wicked smile there, solely for me.

      “You’re a foolish boy if you think you can stand against me.” His voice sounds like thunder, and I feel it deep in my core.

      “I’ll fight you until my last breath,” I shout.

      “Oh, I look forward to it.”

      He sends lightning my way, but I jump to the side. My pulse is racing as I try to come up with a plan. I’m a demigod, but I have no idea what I’m doing. My father was able to deflect Chaos’s strike. Could I do that too? It would have been nice if the guy who sired me had bothered to teach me a few tricks while I was growing up.

      Chaos tries to strike me again with more bolts of electricity. I keep jumping from place to place and soon realize the god is toying with me. Son of a bitch.

      “Use your gifts, Morpheus.” A female voice sounds in my head. It’s not my mother’s or Daisy’s—not that they’ve ever been able to communicate to me telepathically. Who the hell is speaking to me, then?

      “He can’t see you inside the shadows,” she continues.

      A rock made of ice hits me in the shoulder, drawing a grunt from me. More rocks the size of basketballs fall down from the sky. It seems Chaos got tired of trying to fry me and now he wants to literally crush me. I have no choice but to heed the mysterious voice in my head. I release the shadows that were already churning inside, letting them cover me from head to toe. I can still see through them, but it seems Chaos is unable to. The frozen rocks keep falling, but nowhere near me. He sends more lightning bolts that also miss the mark.

      Okay, I’m now hidden from him, but nowhere close to striking back. I wouldn’t know where to start. How does anyone fight a primordial deity?

      “You know the answer already, Morpheus. It’s in your heart,” the lady speaks again.

      “Who are you?” I shout in my head, not wanting to give away my location to Chaos.

      “Family.”

      “Family? Are you a demigod too?”

      She doesn’t answer right away. Meanwhile, I can sense Chaos growing more enraged that he can’t find me. His storm system begins to move forward. He’s going after Daisy.

      “I don’t have time for riddles. If you know how to defeat Chaos, tell me now!”

      “You already know. What’s the opposite of chaos?”

      The hail stops. No. It didn’t stop. Chaos simply got tired of me and moved on. Xavier should be miles and miles away from us by now, but when the clouds stop moving suddenly, I know he’s found his next victim.

      Since I’m not getting any straight answers from “family,” I go after the wrathful god, running so fast it feels like I’m flying. When my feet don’t touch the ground, I look down. My body is gone; I’ve turned into a big shadow, zooming across the land without bodily restrictions. The feeling is exhilarating and terrifying.

      A blast goes off ahead. The horizon turns bright orange as a cloud of flames rises up.

      Daisy!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            15

          

          
            Bryce

          

        

      

    

    
      The entrance to the tunnel leading to my mother’s secret hideout is deep in the forest surrounding campus. It’s actually not far from our treehouse. There’s a reason no one ever stumbled upon it. It’s camouflaged, hidden by a powerful illusion spell put in place by a high-level Idol. Probably a former principal, if what Mom said is true.

      Getting out undetected is not a problem. There isn’t a soul nearby. We run nonetheless toward the dorm buildings, but not as fast as I would like. I’m still too weak from the lightning-glass poison. We slow down when we reach the path leading to our goal. There’s no place to hide from here until we reach one of the buildings.

      “Crap. How are we getting to the garage without being spotted?” Toby asks.

      “This is the only way. We’ll have to make a run a for it,” I say.

      Renata looks at me. “You can’t run fast enough yet, can you?”

      She’s correct, but her observation rubs me the wrong way. “No, but I’ll manage.”

      “Nonsense. I can carry you.”

      “I’m not going to let you carry me as if I were an invalid,” I grit out.

      “So you’d rather we get caught?” Toby asks.

      I glower, hating that he’s siding with his former bully.

      “Come on, Bryce. Don’t let your ego get in the way. The people we love might be in grave danger,” he continues.

      Fuck. His words are akin to a punch to my throat. I’m being a complete idiot right now. “Fine. Let’s hurry, then.”

      Renata offers me her back, and awkwardly, I hop on. She’s a tall girl, but I’m much taller than she is, and it feels strange to clutch to her like that, as if I’m trying to climb a streetlight post. She’s got a good grip on my legs though.

      “Ready?” she asks.

      “Toby, do you sense anyone nearby?”

      “No. I’m picking up nothing.”

      “Let’s go, then.”

      We take off. Renata is a little faster than Toby, even with my added weight, and reaches the secondary dorm building first. As soon as he joins us, he pushes us both against the building wall and signals for silence. His spine is tense, and his face is twisted into a worried mask. I wait a few seconds, but I’m too impatient.

      “How many can you sense?” I whisper, hating that I can’t simply walk out of my hiding spot and face the Idols out there.

      I can’t even pick up on their signatures. I’m so depleted that I could very well be a Norm right now. Guilt immediately pierces my chest. I may feel this way, but I still have my powers, unlike Rufio.

      “Three, at least,” Toby replies. “They’re about to walk out of the school’s building.”

      “Can you tell me their levels?”

      “I haven’t got the hang of that yet, but they feel similar to Renata, a little stronger maybe.”

      “They’re definitely twelves,” the girl chimes in.

      “Are you sure you can’t read their minds?” I ask Toby.

      “No, but they’re restless and annoyed. Like they don’t want to do something.”

      “Maybe they were told to stand guard in case some lost Fringe appears. You can’t go anywhere without a car,” I say.

      “There’s the bus,” Renata reminds us.

      “The bus stop is probably being watched too,” I counter. “Okay, we need a plan, stat.”

      “Can’t you summon even a little bit of your powers?” Toby asks.

      I lift my fingers and manage to create a sparkle between them. “I don’t think I can do whole lot of damage right now.”

      The sound of a car approaching draws our attention. I press my finger to my lips and wait to hear who comes out. A door opens and shuts, followed by heavy steps on the sidewalk.

      “What are you idiots doing here?” my father asks.

      My blood runs cold while my pulse skyrockets. If I had all my powers at my disposal, I’d kill him on sight. Rage is making my body shake. I clench my teeth and curl my hands into fists, digging my nails into the softness of my palms.

      “We were ordered by the principal to guard the garage’s entrance. He thinks there may be Fringes still around, waiting for an opportunity to get their cars and escape.”

      He grunts. “I wouldn’t waste my time with runaway Fringes. I heard my son was here.”

      There’s a pause, and then one of the students replies, “He got into a fight with Nate and a few others and got hurt pretty badly.”

      “And yet he managed to escape. Pathetic.”

      “Principal Fa—I mean, Fallon helped him.”

      “Of course she did. She wouldn’t let go of her precious weapon, would she?”

      He continues on to wherever he was going, probably to see the new principal, his Neo God buddy. He’s gone, but the fury in my body lingers. Until next time, asshole. You will pay for what you did to my brother.

      “I have an idea,” Renata says. “Those guys might not know I helped you escape. What if we pretended I captured you?”

      “I’m sure they do know you betrayed them,” I argue.

      “We don’t know that. Besides, I just need to get closer to them to inflict some pain.”

      “You’re going to fight three Idols on your own?” Toby’s eyes go round.

      “I just have to hit them in key points to make them useless for a few minutes. It should buy you enough time to escape.”

      I can’t believe I’m about to say this.

      “If you’re going to expose yourself, then you’re coming with us. I can’t leave you behind to suffer the consequences. My father will destroy you.”

      She stares at me without blinking for several seconds. Great. I stunned the girl.

      “Okay. Are you ready?” she finally says.

      “Let’s get this show started already.” I crack my knuckles.

      She gets in between Toby and me, taking hold of our arms. Her grip is strong but not painful. We walk out of our hiding spot and put on a show for the three Idols ahead of us. At once, they glance in our direction. Their faces are familiar, but I don’t know their names. I was never the social butterfly at school.

      “Well, well, well. Look who we got here.” The one in the middle smirks.

      “Where did you come from?” The second Idol narrows his gaze, watching us with suspicion.

      “The forest. They were hiding in their treehouse,” Renata replies.

      “Bullshit. You helped Bryce escape earlier.” The suspicious guy steps closer, and his friends close in. “But Bryce boy here got hurt by lightning-glass. He can’t use his powers, can he?”

      Fuck. They made us. I knew this plan was idiotic. Then I remember the throwing star I dropped in my pocket earlier. I decided to put my jacket back on with blood and all because of the cold, and now I’m glad I did. The lightning-glass weapon is still there. I stick my hand in it, careful not to cut my fingers on its sharp edges.

      When I have a good grip on it, I send it flying straight into the eye of the guy in middle. He lets out a bloodcurdling scream that will alert everyone that something is wrong. Renata lets go of Toby and me and hits the other two idiots in their necks and between their shoulder blades. They drop like flies, unconscious.

      “Come on!” I urge, choosing to run instead of letting Renata carry me. We need her unhindered in case she needs to fight others.

      The garage is almost empty, and for a second, I fear her car is no longer here. But she makes a beeline for a shiny red sports car, unlocking it. No sooner do we jump in our escape vehicle than several shouts echo around us.

      The engine roars, and then we’re off. Renata presses the button to open the garage door, which does nothing.

      “It’s not working.” She panics, slowing down.

      “Use your telekinesis to make it!” I shout.

      “I’m not strong enough.”

      “I’ll help.”

      I shove every bit of energy into making the damn metal door open, grunting as I go.

      “Hurry up! They’re coming,” Toby warns us.

      I feel something sticky come out of my nose—probably blood—and black dots appear in my vision. I must be on the verge of passing out when the damn thing finally budges. Renata presses the pedal to the metal when the gate is only half open. A loud screech follows as the top of the car scrapes its edge.

      Once we hit the road, she pushes the machine to the limit, and my back gets flattened against the car seat.

      “The outside gates will be closed too,” Toby warns.

      “Run over them.” I tell Renata.

      “Are you sure we’ll break through them?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure.”

      Not really, but I can’t help her open a second gate. I used all my energy in the garage.

      The tall wrought iron gates loom on the horizon. I brace for the impact, but to my surprise, the gate opens as we get near. I glance to my right as we speed by the security check building and catch the security guard, an Idol I don’t recognize, salute us. His action gives me hope.

      My train of thought is interrupted when the invisible scar on my back starts to burn. Fuck. I should have known the island god would return sooner rather than later.
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      “We have to turn back. We can’t let Morpheus fight Chaos alone,” Daisy tells Xavier.

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I can’t let you do that. He’s a god. You can’t win in a fight against him,” he replies.

      “I don’t care! Morpheus isn’t a god either. Do you think he can beat Chaos?”

      “Dai—”

      “No, she’s right. We can’t let Morpheus sacrifice himself,” I retort. “Pull over. We’re getting out.”

      “Have you all gone fucking crazy?” Xavier shouts, hitting the steering wheel hard. “I’m not going to risk another life. Morpheus is a demigod. He won’t die. You, on the other hand, will.”

      “You don’t understand,” Rufio replies calmly. “This isn’t about what we can or cannot do. This is about honor. We made a promise to never let each other down. I can’t help Morpheus now, but Daisy and Phoenix can.”

      Xavier takes his eyes off the road for one second to glower at Rufio through the rearview mirror. Two black SUVs stop ahead of us across the road in that moment, blocking our way.

      “Shit! Look out!” I yell, and at the same time, I use telekinesis to force our vehicle to stop and avoid a collision.

      “What the hell!” Xavier blurts out.

      A second later, he pulls a gun from the holster he had hidden underneath his jacket. Shit, I didn’t know he was packing. But what can an ordinary gun do against an Idol?

      “What’s going on?” Rosie, who had been mega quiet until that moment, asks.

      “Stay calm, everyone,” Xavier orders.

      Two Idol agents exit one of the first vehicles. But it’s not until the driver of the second car reveals himself that my entire body becomes tense. “That’s Agent Torrance, the cop who’s investigating my father’s disappearance. We need to get out of here. Now!”

      Tires screech behind us, and without looking, I know our only route of escape is now blocked too. Damn everything to hell!

      “He’s after me. Stay in the car. I’ll handle this,” I say.

      “Bullshit you’re doing this alone.” Daisy gets out first, garnering a string of curses from me and Xavier.

      I follow her, but Xavier stays behind the wheel. He knows that if something happens to Daisy or me, he’s the only one capable of protecting Rosie and Rufio. I’d give Daisy a tongue-lashing for her reckless behavior if I didn’t have to deal with the asshole cop. How did he know where to find us? I guess Xavier’s safe house wasn’t safe after all.

      “What the fuck is the meaning of this?” I ask. “Are you looking for a second round of ass whooping?”

      Agent Torrance’s expression twists in rage. He hasn’t forgotten the last time we met. I broke free from the cuffs that were dampening my powers in the police precinct’s interrogation room and showed him you don’t mess with powerful Idols like me.

      “This is justice.” He pulls out a set of special handcuffs from his jacket. “You either come with me peacefully, or I’ll be compelled to use force.”

      “Why does he have to come with you? Didn’t you already interrogate him?” Daisy retorts angrily.

      He cocks his head to the side, watching her now with keen interest. I’d be more than glad to sic Daisy on his ass, but I know the nasty tricks he can pull. He’s a fire elemental who melted Rufio’s car with me in it. And unfortunately, she needs to touch someone to unmake them.

      “Yes, but new evidence has come to light.” His eyes gleam with malice. “It seems if you’re persuasive enough, you can make the most loyal servants babble.”

      “What are you taking about?” I grit out, doing my best to keep my anger in check. I can’t invade his mind thanks to the necklace he wears around his neck containing a vial of my blood. A parting gift from my asshole father to his minion. It’s the only thing that can protect someone from my ability.

      “Your old butler, Vargas, was all too happy to tell us everything that went down on the evening your father died. So, you see, I’m not only here for you, Mr. Westbrook, I’m here for your accomplice, Miss Daisy Rodale.”

      His arms shoot forward, and a string of bright blue electricity forms. One of his fucking Tasers. I knew he was going to pull some crap like that. But the zap is moving at a snail’s pace. Unfortunately, the cop isn’t. He must be wearing a protective vest that makes him immune to Daisy’s power. Before he can try something else against her, I tackle him, regretting that I didn’t have the time to grab a lightning-glass weapon from our stash in the safe house before we had to escape.

      I fall on top of him with my hands wrapped around his neck. I can’t use my powers on his mind, but I can choke the life out of him. The sound of shots being fired and the smell of gunpowder hit me all at once. Daisy screams. But I can’t take my eyes off the guy underneath me.

      “What did you do to Vargas?” I yell.

      He tries to pry my hands off his neck to no avail. I’m much stronger than him. His face is turning purple. I’m about to crush his windpipe when a sharp pain in the back of my head knocks me off him. Then comes the shock from the high-voltage current entering my body. He could have burned me to a crisp just now. If he didn’t, it’s because he needs to deliver me in one piece to whoever is pulling his strings.

      My vision is blurry, but I recognize the white-blond Idol with the nasty scar on his face. Delta. He was in Hawk City when Rufio and Daisy were abducted. He’s Jonathan Kent’s right hand.

      “You’re scum.” He zaps me again, and my muscles spasm. I bite my tongue, trying not to puke. The pain seems to increase each time I’m hit.

      In the distance, I hear the sound of Chaos’s storm approaching. Hell. We’re really fucked right now. And Daisy? What happened to her? Did she get hit by a bullet? I turn my face to where she was last, finding her on the ground, cuddling Xavier in her arms. There’s blood on the front of his shirt.

      Agent Torrance appears in my line of sight, a nasty sneer on his face. “You think you’re so powerful, boy. But you’re nothing, just a broken piece of shit your daddy liked to play with.”

      I’m Tasered again by Delta, but I suffer through the excruciating pain in silence. The cop turns around, focusing his gaze in Daisy’s direction. He points the Taser in his hand at her, ready to fire. She’s distraught. She won’t see him before it’s too late.

      The currents of energy are still coursing through my veins, but somehow I manage to make my muscles work. I jump back onto my feet with a roar, reaching for the back of the cop’s vest.

      I yank him back at the same time that Rufio yells a battle cry. I turn just in time to see him tackle Delta down, knocking the lightning-glass dagger he had in his hand away. The cop uses my momentary distraction to burn my hand. Reflexively, I let go, which grants him the opportunity to Taser me again. I fall onto my knees while blood pools in my mouth.

      Rufio and Delta are rolling on the ground, fighting for dominance. Daisy removed his Idol powers but not his drive. The other agents have drawn their guns, but at this time, they seem content to just watch.

      Agent Torrance laughs maniacally. “I’m going to enjoy making you suffer. But first, I’ll take care of your little who—”

      A gunshot breaks off his tirade. His head explodes in a shower of blood and gray matter, and his body topples forward, lifeless. Across from me, Daisy is standing with Xavier’s gun in her hand. She’d look like a statue if it weren’t for her out-of-sync breathing. Her eyes are wide and frantic. The other agents turn their weapons in her direction, ready to fire, but they aren’t protected from my mind invasion gift like Agent Torrance was. I trap their brains before they have the chance to fire, creating the most horrific scenario I can think off. I send them one of my memories of the island. They drop their weapons to clutch their heads, and then, moaning, they fall to their knees. Then the screaming commences.

      Behind me, I hear Rufio’s strangled grunt. Fuck. For a second, I forgot about him. Delta is straddling him, holding him by the neck while his right arm is pulled back, ready to strike. A blue light sphere grows around his hand. But instead of shooting Rufio, Delta sends his sphere in Daisy’s direction.

      “No!” I shout.

      The energy sphere seems to bounce off an invisible wall in front of Daisy and changes direction, hitting one of the police cars instead. It goes up in flames in a loud explosion, and the blast sends me flying backward. My telekinesis kicks in, and I land on my feet. Rufio is not so lucky; he ends ups a few feet from me, facedown.

      I want to check on him, but something else catches my eye. The weapon Delta had on him. Without pausing to think, I dive for it, then look for Delta. Shit. He’s making a run for Xavier’s car. Rosie is still inside.

      I go after him, but before I can reach him, a massive shadow collides with the scum, consuming him entirely in darkness.
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      For a moment, I watch the events unfold in front of my eyes as if I’m stuck in a movie that’s in slow motion. The gun I took from Xavier is still in my hand. I had no idea there were bullets able to kill an Idol. My ears are ringing now, thanks to the explosion. Xavier is bleeding on the ground after he took a bullet meant for me. Phoenix is frozen as he watches a massive shadow cover Delta from head to toe. Rufio is on the ground facedown, unmoving.

      Unmoving.

      “Rufio!” I run at breakneck speed, dropping to my knees next to him. I turn him around, and immediately I notice the big gash on his forehead. His eyelids flicker, and then slowly he opens them.

      “Daisy. Are you okay?”

      “I should be the one asking you that question. What were you thinking, going after Delta like that?”

      “I couldn’t simply watch you guys fight and do nothing.”

      The wind picks up speed, howling. Strands of my hair flap around my face, like whips punishing me. I glance over my shoulder, widening my eyes when I see Chaos’s storm approach.

      “Come on. We have to get out of here.” I help Rufio back onto his feet.

      Thunder roars in the distance, or maybe it’s Chaos’s evil laughter. I don’t know. We run back to where Xavier is sitting up. He took a bullet to his stomach, and the blood has drenched most of his shirt. He’s clutching his midsection, and his face is twisted in pain.

      “Can you stand?” Rufio asks.

      “Yes,” he grunts. “Where’s the gun?”

      Shit. I left the gun behind. I retrace my steps and collect the weapon, tucking it behind my jeans after I put the safety back on.

      Xavier and Rufio have their gazes trained on the dark sky when I return to their side.

      “We’re out of time,” Xavier mumbles.

      A strangled cry draws my attention to Phoenix. But the noise isn’t coming from him. Delta is the one making those pitiful sounds. He’s writhing on the ground while Morpheus stands over him, aloof and almost unreachable. That’s him in his true demigod form.

      He lifts his face and our gazes meet. His usually warm brown eyes are now glowing like molten lava. He’s different and yet the same to me. I take a step forward, only to be stopped by a lightning bolt that strikes the space in between us. Morpheus switches his attention upward, curling his hands into fists.

      “You’re not going to win, Chaos! I won’t let you take Daisy away from us.”

      In response, Chaos strikes Morpheus next, but somehow he’s able to withstand the hit.

      “Holy fuck!” Rufio blurts out. “He didn’t even flinch.”

      The clouds gather close together, spinning as they form a massive system. Electricity snaps in the air. I think he’s creating a tornado. The wind’s howling intensifies, reminding me of a freight train approaching. I feel powerless, unable to stop what’s happening.

      “You’re not powerless,” a familiar female voice speaks to me.

      “What can I do against a god?”

      “There’s strength in numbers.”

      I drag Xavier and Rufio with me, running as fast as I can back to the car. But I halt when I get close to Delta, the man who took my parents from me. Rage erupts from my core, making me forget the menace of Chaos for a moment. I want to kill him, pulverize his bones for all the pain he’s caused Rosie and me. I can’t think about anything else but getting my revenge. It’s an all-consuming thought of destruction, of hate.

      Then I hear his wicked laughter in my head. Chaos is enjoying this. He wants me to lash out, to strike the bastard. And maybe it’s the rebellious streak in me, but I don’t want to do anything that gives him pleasure. Fuck that. Fuck him.

      I glance at the sky and shout, “You want me to kill him, don’t you?”

      “It’s what you want. Don’t deny your true nature, Magia. You’re the Unmaker, the destroyer.”

      “I’m not fucking Magia.”

      Delta stops struggling, and his bugged eyes are unfocused .

      “We’re taking him with us,” I say.

      “What? As a prisoner?” Phoenix asks.

      “Yes.”

      “No,” Rosie butts in. I didn’t even see her get out of the car. She’s glowering at me, displaying the hatred that was coursing through my veins just a moment ago.

      “We’re ending this now. If you can’t kill him, I will.”

      She steps forward only for Morpheus to block her. “Can’t you see? If you kill him now, you’ll only be giving Chaos more strength. He wants to see us fall into despair and violence.”

      “I don’t care! That monster took my parents from me!” she cries out.

      Chaos laughs again. Damn it. He’s winning.

      “Xavier is dying. Would you sacrifice the only parental figure we have left in order to satiate your need for retaliation?” I ask Rosie.

      She glances in Xavier’s direction and then gasps. “You got shot?”

      We only get an angry rumble as warning before Chaos unleashes all his might on us. Dozens of lightning bolts fall at once. A bright light follows when they hit their mark, I just don’t know what. It wasn’t either of us. When the light fades away, I see a man standing where Rosie and Morpheus were. He’s tall and broad-shouldered with pitch-black hair cropped short and golden eyes. His right arm is raised, and vestiges of lightning crackle against his tan skin. When he turns his face to mine, I immediately recognize him. He’s Morpheus father. Erebus.

      “It’s time for you to go,” he says.

      I feel a great pressure surround my body, and then I lose sensation completely. My world turns pitch black for a second, sending me careening into panic mode. But as quickly as the darkness overcame me, it fades away. We’re now all standing in front of Poppy’s Joint.

      “Holy hell. What happened?” Phoenix stares at the diner that was like home to me for two years of my life.

      “A god happened.” Xavier leans forward, hunching his back.

      I grab his arm, trying to keep him upright. Rosie comes to assist.

      “Why did Erebus send us here?” Rufio asks.

      “Maybe he figured this would be a safe enough location for now,” Morpheus replies.

      Delta, who was also transported with us, groans from his position on the ground. He still seems out of it.

      “What are we going to do with this scumbag here?” Phoenix asks.

      Morpheus leans down and yanks a pair of handcuffs from Delta’s belt. “We’ll cuff him. These are lightning-glass. It will keep him from using his powers on us when he comes out of his punishment.”

      “What did you do to him?” Rosie asks.

      “Put the fear of God in him.” He smirks.

      Rosie is not amused by Morpheus’s quip. Her gaze is trained on Delta, and I’m not sure if I convinced her to forget her revenge. As much as I wanted to give in to the hate, I know it won’t make me feel better. The rotten sentiment will only fester like a plague.

      Felicity bursts through the diner door, frantic and alarmed.

      “Daisy! I can’t believe it. It is you.” She halts when she takes in the rest of our party. “Oh my God. Your friend’s been shot. We need to take him to a hospital.”

      “No,” Xavier says. “No hospitals. I just need to lie down.”

      Felicity stares at him as if he lost his mind. “You’re going to die if you don’t get help.”

      Rufio’s spine becomes rigid all of a sudden, and immediately I think Chaos has found us.

      “What is it?” I glance at the sky, which is mercifully clear.

      “I think I sensed Bryce just now.”

      “How is that possible? You don’t… I mean…” Phoenix rubs his neck awkwardly.

      “You can say it. I’m not an Idol anymore. I don’t know how I sensed him, but I did. He’s nearby.”

      “He can help Xavier,” I murmur. “Does anyone have a working phone?”

      “No, my phone is dead,” Phoenix replies.

      “I lost mine.” Morpheus grimaces.

      “I didn’t have mine on me when we left the house,” Rufio adds.

      “Call him from the diner. Come on. I have his number written down in case you haven’t got it memorized,” Felicity replies.

      “Why do you have my brother’s number?” Rufio asks.

      “Because he wanted us to call him whenever we had blueberry pie on the menu.”

      Warmth spreads through my chest. Bryce and his love for pie. It might help save Xavier’s life.

      “And what are we going to do with this son of a bitch here?” Phoenix glances at Delta.

      “We’ll hand him over to the Knights. He’s more useful alive than dead,” Morpheus replies.
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      BRYCE

      “Slow down. I think I just picked up on Rufio’s signature.”

      “How is that possible? He doesn’t have a signature anymore, and you’re weak as hell,” Toby replies from the back seat.

      “I don’t know how, only that I’m sure I did.”

      “Okay, which direction should I go, then?” Renata asks.

      “Downtown.”

      “Why would your brother be downtown? Do you think the safe house is in the middle of the city?” Toby asks again, getting on my already fried nerves.

      “Gee, I don’t fucking have the answers, okay? So stop asking,” I snap.

      “I’m sorry.”

      I feel like crap now. I shouldn’t have barked at him like that. Damn it, Bryce. Get your head straight.

      A ringtone goes off, breaking the heavy silence. It takes me a moment to realize it’s my phone buzzing in my pocket. I fish it out as fast I as I can, frowning when I read “Poppy’s Joint” on the screen.

      “I’ll be damned.” I press on the Accept Call button. “Hello?”

      “Bryce, oh thank God you picked up.”

      “Daisy? I’ve been going crazy with worry. What happened? Are you safe?”

      “We are for now. You have to come to Poppy’s Joint immediately. Xavier has been hurt pretty badly, and we need your help.”

      “We’re on our way.”

      “Ask her about Rosie,” Toby urges. “Is she unharmed?”

      “We’re all fine except for Xavier,” Daisy answers. “Well, Rufio has a gash on his face.”

      “It’s just a scratch,” he mutters in the background.

      “How far away are you from here?” she asks me.

      “Three minutes, tops.”

      “Okay. I have to go. I’ll see you soon.”

      The call ends before I can reply.

      “You should have told Daisy about your current state,” Toby pipes up. “She’s hoping you can heal Xavier.”

      “I know.”

      “Then why didn’t you?” Renata asks.

      “Because I will heal Xavier,” I reply stubbornly.

      “How? You could barely walk not half an hour ago,” Toby reminds me.

      “My strength is returning.”

      Not a complete lie, but I’m nowhere near recovered yet. If they didn’t take Xavier to a hospital, it’s because they can’t. I’m his only hope, and I won’t let him down. I won’t let Daisy lose another important person in her life.

      Neither Renata nor Toby offer any further argument, but I don’t need to read minds to know what they’re thinking. I’m delusional, making a mistake. Fuck, maybe I am, but I’m not going to simply not help the love of my life.

      “I need directions to this diner. I’m not familiar with it,” she says.

      “Turn right at the next intersection.”

      She follows my instructions, and less than three minutes later, we park in front of the place where everything started. My heart lurches inside of my chest as the memory of the first time I saw Daisy comes to the forefront of my mind. I couldn’t have known how much my life would change that day.

      I’m out of the car before Renata has the chance to turn off the engine. “You should wait here.”

      “Oh, okay. Sure.” Her face falls, but I’m not about to walk in there with the enemy in tow.

      Toby and I stride together toward the diner’s entrance. The neon sign at front says they’re closed, but the door is unlocked. I walk in first, scanning the space. The first person I find is Felicity, Daisy’s waitress friend.

      “They’re in the corner in the back,” she tells me.

      Before I get a visual, I hear Rosie’s low whimpering and Daisy comforting her. Shit. Am I too late?

      Xavier is lying on his back on two tables that were pushed together. The front of his shirt is completely drenched in blood, and his tan skin is ashen, the color of death. But his chest is moving. He’s not gone yet.

      Daisy turns her head in my direction. A gasp leaves her mouth right before she runs into my arms. I crush her against my chest, relieved beyond measure that she’s unharmed. I kiss the top of her head while I drown in her scent.

      “I’m so glad you’re here, Bryce.” She pulls back and gazes into my eyes. “Are you okay? Rufio told me you got hurt.”

      She drops her eyes as she runs her hands down my chest. “Your jacket. It’s covered in blood.”

      “I got into an altercation with a few Idols. I was outnumbered, and they caught me by surprise.”

      “They made you bleed. They used lightning-glass against you.”

      I clench my jaw, waiting for Daisy to come to the inevitable conclusion. When her face falls and her eyes fills with tears, I know she did.

      “The poison. You can’t possibly have recovered from it yet.”

      “I’m much better than I was an hour ago.” I glance at Xavier. “I’m going to help your uncle, Daisy.”

      A fat tear rolls down her cheek, which I hastily wipe away. “Please don’t cry, my love. Everything will be okay.”

      I walk around her to inspect Xavier’s wound. He got shot in his stomach, and it’s a miracle he hasn’t died yet. Those are usually fatal.

      “Don’t look so shocked, kid,” Xavier croaks. “I’m a different kind of Fringe. I heal faster than most.”

      “Different or not, you need my help.” I glance at Phoenix, who is sitting nearby, looking positively wretched. “Have you removed the bullet from him yet?”

      He faces me, blinking several times as if my voice woke him from a daydream. “No, we didn’t want to cause more bleeding or internal damage before you got here.”

      “All right. Can you do it now? I have to save all my strength for the healing part.”

      He rips Xavier’s shirt open, and then with his hand raised above the bullet’s entry point, he furrows his forehead in concentration. Xavier grunts, and fuck me, I completely forgot to suggest we give him something for the pain. I’m not sure what though.

      It takes a minute for Phoenix to remove the bullet. He had to go slow, and that probably made the experience much more painful. But the damn thing is finally out.

      “Is it a normal bullet?” Rufio asks.

      “What do you mean, ‘a normal bullet’?” I look at him.

      “Xavier had a gun loaded with lightning-glass bullets.”

      “Are you shitting me? I thought you could only make blades with those.”

      “It’s a prototype that Gunther has been working on for a while. Those bullets are difficult to make, impossible to mass produce,” Xavier replies.

      “I don’t know if that’s a good thing or not,” Rufio mutters.

      “It killed Agent Torrance, so right now, I’m glad it exists,” Phoenix pipes up.

      I shake my head, attempting to regain my focus. I’m going to need every bit of concentration and strength if I’m going to save Xavier from dying in front of us. I place my hand next to the wound. Warmth concentrates on my palm, and then it spreads up my arm. But the light that comes with my healing gift is weak, dim. Shit.

      “It’s not working,” Rosie whimpers.

      “Shh. Don’t distract him,” Daisy replies.

      She’s right, it’s not working. There’s only one thing I can try. If that doesn’t help, then I’ll fail.

      I close my eyes to search inside of myself for the flame that represents my power. It’s small now, but it still flickers brightly. I’m not sure what the lightning-glass poison did to it, but if I use my gift to heal it back to its full capacity, then maybe Xavier will have a chance.

      I imagine a bright light enveloping the flame, filling it with more power. It begins to grow and burn brighter little by little, infusing me with hope. As the flame rises, my strength returns. I keep going until the flame itself surpasses the bubble of light.

      My hand on Xavier becomes much warmer, and I feel the flow of energy whooshing from my fingertips. I don’t dare move a muscle until the entire room is enveloped in a big ball of light. I lose track of time, but slowly, the light begins to fade, my power recedes, and I open my eyes. Xavier’s wound is closed, completely healed.

      I turn to Daisy, cracking a smile. Then she vanishes from my sight, and darkness takes over everything.
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      I can’t believe my eyes. Bryce, despite being weakened by lightning-glass poison, just healed Xavier completely. Elations surges within me, only to be crushed when Bryce collapses.

      “No!” I yell.

      Phoenix, who was standing right next to him, stops the fall, catching him in his arms.

      “I knew he should haven’t done that. He could barely walk an hour ago,” Toby says.

      “Why the hell didn’t you tell me!” I shout.

      “How could I? If he didn’t try, you would lose your uncle. How could I possibly put you in the position to choose?”

      “Maybe he will come back with the smell of a freshly baked blueberry pie,” Felicity suggests.

      “Those damn desserts aren’t magical,” Rufio retorts angrily.

      I throw him a hard look, hoping he catches the message in my eyes to shut up. Felicity is just trying to help. He does clench his jaw, but he stares right back at me with guiltless eyes.

      “Sure, Fefe. We can try the pie. He’ll be hungry anyway when he wakes up.”

      My dear friend hurries back to the kitchen. Poppy’s Joint claims their pies are fresh, but the truth is they buy them from a baker and keep some frozen just in case they run out. If Bryce ever finds out, he’ll be crushed.

      “Where should I put him?” Phoenix asks.

      “He can take my place.” Xavier slides off the table.

      Phoenix sets Bryce there. He’s so pale that he looks like a ghost—or a person who already has one foot in the grave. Shut up, pessimistic thoughts. Bryce is not going to die. I cup his cheek, which is cold to the touch. “Oh, Bryce. You should have told me the truth. I can’t lose you.”

      His eyebrows furrow together, and a moan escapes his lips.

      “How can he build an army of Idols if every time he uses his healing abilities, he collapses like that?” Rosie asks.

      “I don’t know.” I shake my head, fighting the tears in my eyes.

      “Do we really need an army of new Idols?” Rufio pipes up. “We have Morpheus, and if we can get more of those special bullets manufactured, anyone can fight.”

      Xavier’s face turns into a grimace. “As much as I would love to put power in the hands of Norms and Fringes, not all of them are honorable. This weapon in the wrong hands could be catastrophic for everyone, us included.”

      “Getting my brother killed is not an option either!” he retorts angrily.

      “I’m not going to die,” Bryce replies softly.

      His eyes are still closed, but the color has returned to his cheeks. I place a hand against his forehead, exhaling in relief when I don’t find it cold to the touch anymore. He flicks his eyes open, searching for my gaze.

      “I’m okay, darling.”

      “Is that Bryce I heard?” Felicity asks from the front of the restaurant.

      “Yes, he’s awake.”

      “Great. Just in time for some—”

      “Pie,” Bryce finishes the sentence.” Blueberry pie.” He smiles from ear to ear, and it’s an effort to keep my shit together and not kiss him senseless. But with the audience, I don’t dare.

      “Help me up, please?” he asks. “I’m still a little woozy.”

      I take his hand and lift him to a sitting position. But sneaky Bryce slings his free arm around my neck and brings my mouth to his. There’s no chance I’m going to pull away from the incendiary and heady feeling of being kissed by him. I surrender without putting up a fight and only break apart from him when Xavier clears his throat.

      My cheeks are on fire, and for that reason, I keep my head down, refusing to make eye contact with anyone.

      “Where should I set the pie?” Felicity asks. “It’s piping hot.”

      “You can set it at this table. I don’t think we need to use it as a makeshift bed anymore.” Bryce hops off and then pulls up a chair. It’s clear he intends to eat the entire pie by himself.

      “You baked that pie pretty fast,” Rufio points out.

      “Well, I just had to warm it up. What’s going on with that girl outside? Why didn’t she come in?”

      “What girl?” I ask.

      “The girl in the red sports car,” Felicity replies.

      I notice the exchanged glance between Bryce and Toby and the sudden tension in both of them. “Who is she?”

      “Uh, you’re not going to like the answer.” Toby rubs the back of his neck.

      “Why?” I’m leery in an instant.

      “It’s Renata Pomme,” Bryce replies. “She helped us escape the Neo Gods.”

      “What? You brought that snake here?” I yell.

      “I didn’t bring her here on purpose. She was our driver,” Bryce replies with a fork in hand, ready to dig into the pie.

      “Wait. Is she the one who broke your arm, Toby?” Rosie asks.

      He drops his gaze to the floor. “Yeah.”

      My sister’s face turns bright red, and her eyes sparkle with fury. I know that look very well. She turns on her heels and sprints toward the diner’s exit.

      “Rosie, wait!” I run after her. As much as I’m livid that Renata is here, I don’t want my sister to get anywhere near that Idol. As furious as she is, she’s still a Norm. Not a match for Renata.

      “Ah, shit. Mini Daisy is out for blood,” Phoenix pipes up, coming along too.

      Once outside, Rosie is already banging on the driver window. “Get out, you stupid bitch!”

      “Rosie. What are you doing? She’s an Idol,” I remind her.

      The car door opens and Renata steps out. She doesn’t look like she’s about to break every bone in Rosie’s body though. She seems subdued. Remorseful. Whatever. She was part of Drusilla’s posse. She tried to kill me with Silver-voltage. I’m not going to pretend she’s okay just because she helped Bryce and Toby get out of campus. Too much bad blood to forget.

      “I’m out. What do you want?” she asks Rosie.

      “This.” Rosie pulls her arm back and swings a punch at Renata’s nose. Her head snaps back as she staggers against her car.

      “Holy shit! Rosie is savage,” Phoenix exclaims.

      He’s enjoying this a lot, but I’m actually mega worried that Renata will retaliate. Things can get ugly pretty quickly.

      Renata straightens up, touching her nose. There’s no blood there, obviously. Rosie is only a Norm. I notice she’s now clutching her hand against her chest and fighting back tears. Fuck. I hope she didn’t break her hand. Bryce can’t heal anyone else anytime soon.

      “I suppose I deserved this,” Renata says. “You must be Toby’s girlfriend.”

      “You stay away from him,” she barks.

      “I’m not the despicable person I was before.”

      I come to Rosie’s side, glowering. “We don’t fucking care if you’ve had a revelation. Your job here is done. You can leave now.”

      “Daisy, maybe we shouldn’t be so hasty in dismissing her,” Rufio butts in. “We need as much help from Idols as possible.”

      I glance at him, ready to lash out. But through the red haze of rage, I catch the true meaning of his statement. He can’t offer his help, so he’s trying to compensate for it. First with the desire to use the Idol-killing bullets, and now accepting Renata as an ally. My anger deflates as clarity shines through.

      “How do we know she’s not a spy for your father?” I ask.

      “She’s sincere,” Toby replies. “I can’t read her thoughts, but I could tell if she were lying.”

      “We can decide this later,” Xavier chimes in. “The most important thing right now is to get off the streets.”

      “Where are we going now? Agent Torrance knew where we were before. It’s possible you have a traitor in your midst,” Phoenix replies.

      Xavier’s gaze turns darker, worried. It’s the first time I’ve seen him unsure of himself.

      “What about the Knights? They brought us to a secret location in the woods after we took care of Mr. Westbrook,” Rufio says.

      No sooner does he bring them up than a black SUV pulls into the parking lot. Every fiber in my body becomes tense. More fucking cops. How did they find us?

      Xavier puts a hand on my shoulder. “Relax, honey. I called Gunther a few minutes ago. Those are his associates. They’re here for Delta.”

      Two men wearing a military-style dark uniform and mean attitudes to match their ensemble step out of their vehicle and head our way. I’m blasted immediately by the potency of their powers. They’re definitely not trying to hide anything.

      “Xavier. You’re looking rough,” the tallest of them says.

      “Getting shot in the guts will do that to a man.”

      “Where’s the prisoner?” the second Knight asks.

      “He’s inside. We put him in the storage room,” Felicity answers.

      Both men switch their attention to my friend. One keeps his expression impartial, but the tall one has the trace of a smirk on his lips. “We?”

      Felicity’s eyes bug out first and then narrow. “Well, I was the one who suggested sticking him in there.”

      “I hope you did more than lock him in a room, Xavier,” the first Knight says.

      “Fuck off, Rick. Who do you take me for, an amateur?” Xavier heads back to the diner but stops at the door to look over his shoulder. “Are you coming or not?”

      Rick and his friend get moving. Since we already dealt with the reason for us being outside, we should follow them and get back inside too. We’ve been out in the open for too long.

      “What should I do?” Renata asks.

      “Leave,” Rosie replies angrily.

      “Rosie, come on,” Toby says. “If I can forgive Renata, why can’t you?”

      “Dude, just shut up,” Phoenix tells him. “You’re digging your grave here.”

      “Clearly Toby has already made up his mind,” Morpheus says. “So, it’s up to you, Daisy. You were the other one who suffered at her hands. You decide.”

      I don’t need to glance at Rosie to know what she wants me to do. If circumstances were different, I’d tell Renata to get lost. But we aren’t in a position to refuse help.

      “You can stay, but I’ll be watching you like a hawk. Give me one reason to believe you’re double-crossing us, I’ll unmake you.”

      Her eyes grow twice their size. I feel horrible for threatening to unmake her in front of Rufio, but I do need to put the fear of God in her heart. If she betrays us, it could cost our lives.

      “I’m not going to betray you. I swear.”

      Rosie pushes Renata out of her way and stomps back to the diner. I fear I might have set back the progress I made with her. First I didn’t kill Delta, and now I’m letting Renata into our fold.

      Morpheus places a hand on my lower back. “She’ll come around.”

      “I hope so. I can’t allow my personal baggage to affect my decisions. I think that’s what Chaos is counting on. He wants me to lose control and go on a rampage.”

      “There’s something I need to tell yo—”

      The diner door opens again, and out come the two Knight agents dragging Delta between them. He’s still handcuffed with a bag over his head.

      Rick looks in my direction. “Why are you still outside? There’s a bounty on your head, you know.”

      “Come on, Daisy,” Morpheus says.

      Renata is the last one to follow us inside the diner. Rosie and Toby were having an argument on the opposite side of the room, but their bickering stops when the reason for their fight comes in.

      “You’d better stay away from my sister for a while,” I tell her.

      Renata rubs her nose. “She has a good hook for a Norm.”

      We find Xavier, Felicity, and Bryce deep in conversation when we join them. It ceases when we approach the table.

      “What’s our next move?” Rufio asks.

      Judging by Xavier’s face, we might not have one yet.

      “Gunther doesn’t want us anywhere near the Knights’ headquarters.”

      “Why the hell not?” Phoenix asks.

      “Because of the pledge we made to Chaos on the island,” Bryce replies.

      “That was ages ago, and we more than proved we’re not working for that son of a bitch,” Rufio replies angrily.

      “It’s not a matter of trust, son. It seems Chaos is using the tattoos you have on your backs to track you.”

      “That means nowhere is safe,” I say.

      “No, there’s one place, but it’s a little unorthodox.” He pauses, leaning his forearms on the table and linking his fingers together.

      “Are you going to spill, or do we need to tip you over?” Phoenix raises an eyebrow.

      “There’s an underground group, older than the Knights, that has been preparing for this war for centuries. They’re called the Church of the Bold and the Fearless.”

      “What did you say?” The blood from Rufio’s face seem to vanish.

      Xavier narrows his gaze. “You’ve heard of them before.”

      “Long live the Rinnegati,” Bryce mutters. “That’s not a church. It’s the Norm resistance.”
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      Since we were transported to the diner by Erebus, we had to split up between Renata’s and Felicity’s cars. Rosie refused to ride with Toby’s tormentor, so they went with Felicity, Xavier, and Morpheus. Which left me no choice but to ride with the girl. I don’t trust her, no matter what Toby said.

      Phoenix is riding shotgun, and I’m sandwiched between Rufio and Bryce. We haven’t spoken since we left. I have a thousand questions, but I refuse to ask them in front of her. She already knows too much. The most burning question is how Bryce and Rufio know about the Church of the Bold and the Fearless.

      Xavier didn’t elaborate on where we were going, but the drive takes hours. By the time we arrive, it’s already late in the night, and the world is pitch black outside. We’re out in the boonies. The car’s headlights reveal a welcome sign that says “Church of the Bold and the Fearless Campgrounds.” The little I can see shows a place that looks like the perfect setting for a horror movie. Everything is shrouded in darkness save for the lonely lamppost in front of a large cabin.

      Two men with long gray beards are waiting for us. They’re dressed like hippies, wearing loose tunics and pants above sandals. It’s hard to believe they’re part of any resistance.

      “That’s the drunk guy from the bus,” Rufio says, breaking the silence.

      “You’ve taken the bus?” Renata asks with a hint of surprise in her tone.

      “Yes,” Bryce replies coldly.

      It seems only Toby truly believes in her redemption.

      We get out of the car and meet the others in front of the rustic building.

      “Greetings, my friends.” One of the hippies opens his arms. “I’m Harry, and this my brother Artex. Welcome to the Church of the Bold and the Fearless.”

      “Harry, thank you for granting us sanctuary,” Xavier replies.

      “We couldn’t say no to the reason this all started.” Both men glance in my direction, making me uncomfortable. Their intense gazes seem to imply that I was somehow responsible for their organization. But that’s impossible if they’ve been around for centuries.

      “Long live the Rinnegati,” both brothers say in unison.

      That’s what Bryce said in the diner. It’s the motto of the church, it seems. Rinnegati was the last name Magia’s descendants adopted. It means renegade. Fitting, since that’s what she did.

      “Now, come, friends. You must be weary from your journey. We have prepared supper. Let’s fill our bellies and get to know one another.” Harry motions for us to follow him inside the cabin.

      “I’m not sure I want to get to know them too much,” Rufio whispers to me.

      The interior of the main cabin is as rustic as the outside and in need of some heavy cleaning. Spiderwebs are in every corner, and the furniture is covered in a film of dust save for the main table in the middle of the room, which has been cleaned. There’s a spread of sandwiches, drinks, fruit, and even a large steamy bowl of soup in the middle.

      “I know it’s not much, but it was the best we could put together on such short notice.” Harry glances at me.

      “You don’t live here?” Phoenix asks.

      “Oh no. We only use this building in the summer when members of our church come from all parts of the country. My brother and I have a camper parked near the lake. Your bungalows are there too. But eat before the soup gets cold.”

      “It looks amazing. Thank you,” I say.

      He nods happily and then points at the bench. “Sit, sit.”

      I glance at Morpheus, who is looking curiously at me. He then lifts his shoulder in a boyish shrug and takes the bench seat across from where Harry pointed. I follow Morpheus’s lead, and soon we’re all seated at the table, digging into the food the curious men have prepared for us.

      There’s not much talking while our mouths are busy, but soon the food is gone and our bellies are full. It’s time to get some answers.

      “What exactly is the Church of the Bold and the Fearless?” I ask.

      The two brothers exchange a glance, and then Harry answers, “We’re dedicated to preserving the memory of our patron, Magia Rinnegati, and fighting for justice.”

      “So, you’re the Norm resistance,” Bryce says.

      “I suppose we are.” Artex smiles.

      “How come we’ve never heard about you until now?” I ask.

      “We’ve always been extremely careful while we waited.”

      “Waited for what?” Phoenix reaches for a piece of bread and sticks it in his mouth.

      “For Daisy’s return.”

      “I’m completely lost,” Felicity pipes up. “Why would you be waiting for her return?”

      “You’re in her company and don’t know?” Harry’s bushy eyebrows shoot to the heavens.

      “She hasn’t been brought up to speed yet,” Morpheus explains. “You knew Magia’s descendant would come back and regain the powers she lost?”

      Both men nod. “Yes, it’s been foretold that the Unmaker would return to bring balance to the world. For hundreds of years, we’ve been preparing for war.”

      I swallow the huge lump in my throat. War. I knew it was where we’re headed, but now that it’s finally happening, I don’t know if I’m strong enough to see it through. Bryce, who is sitting next to me, reaches for my hand under the table and squeezes it. Our eyes lock, and we exchange a silent message. He’s got my back.

      “What do you mean, you’ve been preparing for war?” Rufio asks.

      Harry narrows his eyes. “I remember you. You were on the bus headed downtown. You were going to Unearthly Desires. I hope now that you’ve found Magia’s heir, you’re on the path to enlightenment.”

      Phoenix begins to laugh and ends up choking on his drink. I drop my eyes to the table, wondering what Harry and Artex would do if they knew I worked at that strip joint and that the owner is sitting right next to them.

      “Yeah, Daisy set me straight,” Rufio says in a tone that’s filled with double meaning.

      Jerkface. He’s only making my mortification worse.

      “How many followers do you have? And are they ready to fight?” Xavier thankfully brings the conversation back on track.

      “We have around one hundred followers in the Saturn’s Bay area, but our chapter in Hawk City has about four hundred. Our numbers doubled since the disaster at the mall.”

      “We were there,” I say.

      “We know. You were on the news. We’re ready to follow you, Daisy, and change the world.”

      Shit. Follow me? I’m not ready for that kind of responsibility. I’m not a savior.

      “No offense, but five hundred Norms won’t change anything. We’re dealing with powerful Idols, and they mean to exterminate your kind,” Rufio retorts.

      “You mean our kind.” Harry pierces him with a hard stare.

      Rufio’s face turns into stone. He doesn’t blink or seem to breathe. After a moment, he says, “Yes, our kind.”

      “We have the Unmaker and her counterpart.” Harry glances at Bryce. “The Maker. We can’t lose.”

      “How do you know about me?” Bryce asks.

      “It’s been foretold. You found each other, as was meant to be.”

      It seems all their explanations will boil down to “It’s been foretold.” Great.

      “Wait. Do you expect Bryce to turn your followers into Idols?” I ask, fearing that’s the case.

      “Oh no, child. That’s not something we take lightly. To mess with the natural order of things is against our philosophy. What I meant is that your union will bring forth the God-killer. No Idol on the planet can withstand the God-killer’s wrath.”

      “What do you mean, ‘from their union’? Like Daisy will have a child with Bryce who will have superpowers?” Rosie asks, wide-eyed.

      If the conversation wasn’t already getting awkward, Rosie had to open her big mouth.

      “Well, that we don’t know. But anything is possible.” Artex shrugs.

      I stand suddenly, too tired to handle all the stares and assumptions about my life. “I’m ready to retire. It’s been a long day.”

      “Of course. If the ladies are ready, I’ll show you to your bungalow.”

      “Hold up. Daisy isn’t staying with us?” Phoenix asks, and I want the floor to open up and swallow me whole. If those guys think a strip club is bad, imagine if they discover I have four boyfriends.

      “I’m afraid I don’t understand the question,” Harry says.

      “Don’t mind him. He’s just being overprotective,” I reply.

      “Oh, don’t worry. Your bungalow is right next to the ladies’.” Harry smiles.

      “Besides, this place is safe. No one can find it unless they’re meant to find it,” Artex adds.

      “Not even a god?” Morpheus asks.

      Harry’s face splits into a secret smile. He turns to Xavier. “You didn’t tell them why this place is so special?”

      “I didn’t have the chance.” Xavier stands. “Maybe we should show them before we go to bed.”

      “All right.”

      Harry and Artex each take a lamp from the counter and head out using the cabin’s back exit. The path from the building splits into two a little ahead. One goes down the hill toward the lake and the bungalows that I can see as mere silhouettes bathed in moonlight. It’s so serene and beckoning.

      The other direction leads into the forest, which is far less appealing. The brothers take that route. No surprise there. The light from the lamp casts spooky shadows as we go. Rosie, who is still mad at Toby and giving him the silent treatment, steps closer to me. She won’t talk to me either, but I’m not getting death glares from her anymore.

      The walk is quiet; no one seems to want to talk much. I doubt the dark forest is making them as uncomfortable as I am. It’s not fear of the dark. I just hate nature. It’s stupid to feel this way. I’m no longer a Norm. If some wild animal decides to attack us, I can defend myself, and yet I can’t shake off the feeling.

      Mercifully, the forest thins out after a few minutes, opening into a clearing at the foot of a mountain. A few yards away, the large mouth of a cave stares at us. Strangely, it’s not dark inside. There’s illumination coming from within. Immediately, I begin to feel weak, and the guys all grunt in discomfort.

      “What is this place?” Bryce asks, rubbing his forehead.

      “This is where lightning-glass is mined,” Harry explains. “It was Magia who first discovered the material back in Italy, and the secret was passed down through the generations. This particular source was discovered in the sixties.”

      Phoenix hugs his middle, leaning forward. “Fuck. I feel sick to my stomach.”

      “Yeah, me too,” Renata chimes in.

      Morpheus crosses his arms and casually takes a few steps closer. “So, it affects Idols, but how can you be sure it will prevent a god?”

      “Is it affecting you?” Phoenix asks.

      “Why would he be immune to the cave?” Artex peers at Morpheus more intensely.

      I elbow Phoenix’s arm to make him shush. He was about to disclose that Morpheus is a demigod. I don’t care that these guys are supposedly the Norm resistance. I don’t know enough about them to start spilling all of our secrets. And it’s probably the reason Morpheus has been toning down his powers.

      “Yeah, it’s affecting me.” Morpheus frowns, peering at the cave through narrowed eyes.

      “Why does being near raw lightning-glass affect them this way?” Rufio asks.

      “The crystals emit a gas that’s toxic to Idols. The stronger the Idol, the more it affects them,” Artex answers.

      “So, it would be really uncomfortable to a god or a demigod?” Bryce rubs his chin, deep in thought.

      Phoenix pulls the front of his sweater up to cover his nose. “Are we getting poisoned by standing so close to the cave?”

      “No. Poisoning only occurs when lightning-glass enters the bloodstream. But staying here too long will make you feel horrible.”

      “That’s why you said we would be safe here, because of that cave. But that means we can’t stay at the bungalows tonight,” I say.

      “They’re far enough. Did you feel anything before?” Harry asks.

      “No, just now,” I admit.

      “Back up.” Bryce lifts his hand. “If the fumes from the cave only affect us when we’re near it, how are they protecting the camp from invasion?”

      “The fumes rise up, creating a miasma around the area, like a dome. It repels Idols, even if they don’t know the reason.”

      “I didn’t sense repulsion when we got near,” Phoenix says. “Did anyone?” He glances around our group.

      “A little,” Renata confesses in a small voice. “But it passed quickly, so I didn’t think much about it.”

      “We should return to the bungalows,” I say. “There’s no sense standing here and suffering.”

      “Hold on. I have a question,” Rufio pipes up. “If the fumes affect Idols, who does all the mining?”

      “Who do you think, boy? We do.” Harry stuffs up his chest.

      “But you said no one comes around here.” Rosie joins the conversation.

      “I said no one comes to the campgrounds during winter, and it’s true. But there are volunteers working the mines during the day. Now that the war has started, we need as much lightning-glass as possible.”

      My forehead begins to throb, no doubt because of the fumes. “Can we go now?”

      “Shit. I’m sorry, Daisy. Is it getting really bad?” Rufio steps closer and begins to rub my back.

      Goose bumps form underneath my jacket where Rufio touches me, even through the layers of clothing. The friction also causes heat that spreads through my limbs and between my legs.

      “A little,” I murmur, a bit out of breath.

      He laces his fingers with mine and tug me toward the forest. “Let’s go, then.”

      I feel Harry’s and Artex’s gazes burn a hole through my face. Shit. Do Rufio and I look too cozy for their morals? I don’t pull my hand from his though. I’m not going to let some zealot freaks dictate how I should live my life.

      We don’t wait for them to guide us back. The path in the forest is pretty obvious now that my eyesight has adjusted to the gloom. However, it’s clear the brothers want to remain in charge. They hurry ahead of us and then lead us the rest of the way.

      The first bungalow is where I’m staying with Felicity, Rosie, and Renata. Ah, crap. I wonder how that’s going to work. Rosie still won’t even come close to the Idol girl. Harry unlocks the door, which squeaks as it opens. He walks into the dark and then pulls the switch of the light bulb dangling from the ceiling. There are three bunk beds with exposed, stained mattresses. They’re probably lumpy too. Fancy, this place ain’t, but I’ve slept in worse locations.

      I glance at Renata, who has probably never slept anywhere but five-stars hotels. Surprisingly, she’s not looking at anything with revulsion but rather with detached curiosity. Maybe she isn’t as bad as her other friends were. But whatever.

      “The linens are in this closet,” Harry points out. “They’re clean, but perhaps a little dusty.”

      “It’s fine. We really appreciate the hospitality,” Felicity replies.

      He nods. “I will leave you to get settled. You all look like you need a good night’s rest.”

      No sooner does the man leave than Rosie strides toward one of the bunk beds. “I’ll take the top.”

      Felicity veers toward the closet and winces when she opens the door. “Clean, he said?” She pulls out one gray sheet and shakes it open, creating a cloud of dust.

      Rosie starts to sneeze, and I’m close too. Once Felicity is done shaking off the dust from the fabric, I can see it’s actually white, not gray.

      “I wonder what he considers filthy, then?” I say.

      “Well, did you pay attention to their clothes? It looked like they hadn’t been washed in months.” Renata scrunches her nose.

      “Well, maybe they can’t afford the laundromat. Not everyone in the world swims in money,” Rosie retorts.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend anyone.”

      “It’s best if you don’t make comments, girlie. You’re out of your element here,” Felicity says.

      Her tone isn’t as harsh as Rosie’s was, but she’s not keen on sharing the roof with Renata either.

      “Let’s make the beds and go to sleep. We have a long day ahead of us tomorrow,” I tell them.
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      Getting comfortable enough to sleep took a while, but I know I’ve finally succumbed to slumber when I find myself in the cozy chalet in the mountains that Phoenix brought me to once in his dreams. Snow is falling outside, just like the last time. He’s waiting for me in front of the crackling fireplace. When he looks over his shoulder, the bright smile that splits his face makes me all fuzzy and warm inside.

      “Hello, love. Sorry to invade your dreams again.”

      “Don’t be sorry. It’s a welcome invasion.”

      I breach the distance between us, immediately seeking the comfort of his embrace. His arms snake around my back as his head dips. His lips are warm and taste like apples. I lean into him, tilting my head to the side to deepen the kiss. Quickly, my body responds to our proximity, and yearning hits me hard. I want our clothes gone so I can connect to him skin to skin.

      But he pulls back, leaving me bereft. “I didn’t come here for sexy times. You need to wake up.”

      My eyebrow furrows. “Why? What’s going on?”

      “Impromptu secret meeting. Join us by the lake shore in five minutes.”

      The dream disintegrates like a beautiful sandcastle destroyed by the sea. I wake up to a void that smells faintly of mildew and old furniture. I’m back in the old bungalow with the lumpy mattress. However, my lips still tingle from kissing Phoenix in the dream, and desire dances around my hips, teasing my sex. I’m so turned on right now it’s not even funny.

      At first, I see nothing. It’s pitch black inside the room with the light turned off and the windows shut. I wait a minute for my eyesight to adjust, then slowly swing my legs to the side of the bed and get up.

      I slept with my street clothes on because this place is too dirty and cold to undress. But I’m barefoot save for my socks. Blindly, I get to my knees and search for my boots. I know I left them by the side of the bed last night. When I find them, I grab the pair and get ready to leave. I’ll put them on outside. But the jacket is another story. I have no idea where it ended up, and I’m not going to look for it in the dark and risk bumping into something.

      I check on Rosie first. She’s on her belly, her favorite sleeping position. The steady rise and fall of her back tell me she’s out cold. Felicity took the bunk bed across from us for herself. She’s snoring, which means she won’t wake up until morning. Renata is the only wildcard here. I don’t know her sleeping patterns, so I can’t figure out if she’s in deep slumber or not. She took the third bunk bed, the farthest one from us.

      Well, there’s nothing for it. I have to move if I want to get out of here.

      Walking on my tiptoes, I veer toward the door. The old wooden floor creaks as I put weight on the boards, making me wince. Renata sighs in her sleep, slinging her arm across her face. I freeze and wait for one, two seconds before I continue. I finally make it across the room, but now comes the hardest part. The door hinges are old and mega noisy. We also latched the door last night.

      Holding my breath, I slide the latch to the side slowly. It clicks as it releases, and I hold my breath. Renata mumbles something in her sleep. It’s too incoherent for me to understand. She rolls toward the wall, curling into a ball. I wait another beat, and when the room remains quiet, I open the door. I can’t do anything about the noise besides hoping all my companions remain in dreamland.

      My heart is beating a little faster, and my stomach is twisted in anticipation by the time I’m finally out of the bungalow. It must be the exhilaration of doing something sneakily. I put on my boots first, then hurry down the steps toward the path down to the lake. Before I reach the end, four shapes appear in my field of vision. My boyfriends. It seems like forever since we all hung out together after our relationship solidified. I’m not sure how the dynamics are going to work out. If my heart was beating fast before, now it’s racing.

      “Hey,” I say. “What’s going on?”

      Bryce turns to me, his expression solemn and hard. “I need to tell you what happened at school.”

      “Oh.” I’m a little disappointed. I think after the sexy dream with Phoenix, I was expecting something else. “It couldn’t wait until tomorrow?”

      “I don’t think tomorrow we’ll have much time.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m sure Harry and Artex will be banging on your door at the crack of dawn,” Morpheus replies. “I wish we didn’t need their help. They rub me the wrong way.”

      “I don’t like or trust them either,” Phoenix adds.

      “Same here,” Rufio chimes in. “It’s like they don’t see you, Daisy. They have you on a pedestal.”

      “We don’t have much choice in the matter. If their organization is providing lightning-glass to the Knights, we have to work with them,” I say.

      “Daisy is right. We have to collaborate with them, even if they act a little strange,” Bryce pipes up.

      “You’re just saying that because those weirdos think you and Daisy together will bring forth the God-killer,” Rufio retorts.

      I raise my hands. “Guys. Please don’t argue. We’ll keep our shields up when we’re around them. It’s the best we can do.” I focus on Bryce. “Now tell me what happened at school.”

      “My mother got fired, and the new principal is a Neo God member, high up in the ranks. Rufio and I met him when those fuckers put the mind gag in our brains.”

      “I can’t believe she didn’t see that coming.”

      “She got cocky and thought she was untouchable. She forgot that my father’s connections run much deeper than hers.”

      “So, we lost Gifted Academy to the Neo Gods. Is that what you’re saying?”

      “Yep. The first mandate from the new principal was to lock down all Fringe students. To what purpose, I don’t know. He also armed some of the students with throwing stars made of lightning-glass.”

      “I’d really like to know who is supplying those weapons to the Neo Gods.” Phoenix kicks a loose pebble.

      “Well, the Knights had a mole, and they lost a transport of weapons. Gunther told me before I left to attend Nathaniel’s party.” Morpheus’s tone drips with contempt.

      Oh yeah. With all the running for our lives, I forgot about that other hand grenade ready to detonate. I hope the Silverstones can handle Morpheus’s asshole half brother.

      “Okay, but one lost transport wouldn’t account for the number of weapons we’ve seen in the hands of Neo Gods and Fringe gangs,” Rufio rebuffs. “They must be getting their supply from someplace else.”

      “Do you think maybe they’ve found another source of raw lightning-glass?” I ask.

      No one speaks for several beats. It seems my question has dropped like a bomb.

      “If they did, then they also have Norms working for them. I can’t think why any Norm would do that,” Bryce says.

      “Maybe they’re been forced to.” Phoenix crosses his arms.

      Hell. Norms working as slaves for the Neo Gods? The idea alone brings bile to my mouth.

      “This is only going to get worse, isn’t it?” I say, feeling miserable.

      Morpheus squeezes my shoulder. “Yes, but we’re going to win in the end.”

      I look into his eyes, afraid of the answer I might find there. “How do you know? Have you foreseen it?”

      He shakes his head. “No. I haven’t had any premonitions in a while. It seems now that I’ve mastered my gift and unlocked my demigod powers, I’ve lost the sight.”

      “Anyway,” Bryce interjects. “Back to the events that happened at school yesterday. We were able to free all Fringe students the new principal had locked down. The majority took off, but some stayed behind with Mom.”

      “What do you mean, they stayed behind?” I ask.

      “There’s a secret facility right under the school grounds.”

      “Your mom took me to a secret chamber once, but it was high up, not underground. I thought that was it.”

      “I guess not.”

      “How was she able to get there if the school was under the Neo Gods’ control?”

      “There’s a tunnel that leads there. The entrance is hidden in the forest by a powerful camouflage spell.”

      Man, and the surprises keep piling up.

      “Why is she keeping those Fringes with her?” I ask, but I can already guess the reason.

      “They don’t have anywhere to go since their families are from out of town, but she also wanted me to change them into Idols.”

      “Assuming they want to be changed into Idols. Did she ask them?” Rufio poses the question that was also in my mind.

      Bryce gives him a droll stare. “Do you think she cares about what they want? Convincing them to become Idols in the aftermath of their ordeal would be child’s play for her. No wonder she wanted me to work on them right away.”

      “But you got hurt and couldn’t do it,” I say, relieved that Jodie’s plan was thwarted.

      “And then when Toby and I tried to reach you and couldn’t get through, we knew something bad had happened. We snuck out, disobeying my mother’s orders. She must be furious right now.”

      “Let her be furious.” Rufio snorts.

      Feeling restless, I break away from their circle to pace in front of the lake. “We need to rethink your agreement with your mother.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You can’t start making Idols left and right. I think the reason it drains you so much is because you’re not meant to do it.”

      “I’ve only done it three times, to save your life and the lives of your loved ones.” He sounds defensive. “Are you saying I shouldn’t have done it then?”

      Shame takes me over. Yeah, I’m being a hypocrite.

      “I don’t think that’s what Daisy is saying at all, bro,” Phoenix comes to my defense.

      Ignoring him, Bryce continues. “Does that speech have anything to do with what Harry said about the natural order of things?”

      “A little, but most importantly, it has to do with your health. I won’t stand back and watch you suffer, not even if that could win us the war.”

      “Creating more Idols is not going to win us the war,” Morpheus says solemnly.

      “How do you know?” Phoenix asks. “You haven’t had a vision in a while.”

      Morpheus meets his gaze. “True. But I know who’s behind all this mess.”

      “Chaos,” I say.

      He nods. “He’s not the only one to blame. The gods made a clusterfuck of things when they mingled with mortals and created the demigods and Idols. All Chaos did was pit us against one another. Destruction and violence are what give him power.”

      “I thought he was bound to his island though. The war between Idols and everyone else has been raging for centuries,” I say.

      “I think I know what happened, and why he wants to destroy you.”

      “Come on, dude. Don’t leave us hanging,” Phoenix urges him.

      “It was Magia. I think that when she returned her gift, she weakened Chaos to the point he became bound to his island of horrors. But with the growing amount of violence and the impending war, he’s gained strength again.”

      My throat closes up as the gravity of our situation bears down on me. I don’t want to sink into despair, but it’s pretty hard when the odds of winning against Chaos are slim.

      “Those are a lot of assumptions there, Morpheus,” Rufio rebuffs.

      “Shit, the antique book. I completely forgot about it.” I smack my forehead. “Do you think it has information useful to us about Chaos, Magia, and these foretold events everyone keeps talking about?”

      “Are you speaking of the book that told you how to block me from invading your mind?” Phoenix asks.

      “Yeah. I left in my dorm room.”

      “I’m afraid your room has been ransacked by now by the new principal. He has a master key,” Bryce replies somberly, my mood sinking to the pits of despair. There goes the slim hope that I could find a way to restore Rufio’s powers.

      “Another god spoke to me when I was battling Chaos,” Morpheus resumes his story. “She told me the only way to win against him was to be what he’s not.”

      “What other god?” I ask, remembering the woman’s voice that spoke in my mind.

      “A woman. She didn’t say who she was, only that she was family.”

      Phoenix snorts. “With the way those gods liked to fuck around, that narrows down to nothing.”

      Morpheus sighs out loud. “I know.”

      “Okay, but can we assume that the goddess speaking to Morpheus and Daisy are the same person?” Bryce asks.

      “She spoke to me in riddles, refused to give straight answers. Annoying as fuck,” Morpheus replies.

      “Same with me,” I tell him. “What did she tell you?”

      “That the key to beating Chaos is to do the opposite of what he wants. We have to be his opposite.”

      “She told me there’s strength in numbers.” Phoenix gives him a droll look. “Not very helpful, I know.”

      “Your dad showed up twice now to save you from Chaos. Why can’t he just appear when Bad Grandpa isn’t trying to kill you? Answers would be extremely helpful.” Rufio folds his arms and glances at the lake.

      Frustrated, I find a boulder near the shore and sit down. Maybe if I gaze at the serene waters, I’ll get a revelation.

      Rufio approaches—I know it’s him because of the lack of powers. He massages my shoulders for a moment and leans close to my ear. “It will be okay, babe.”

      I was already melting at his touch alone, but when he kisses me on the neck just below my ear, I dissolve completely. The fire that Phoenix started in the dream reignites. Rufio keeps peppering my skin with open kisses, leaving a trail of goose bumps. I don’t want to think about our problems anymore. I just want to spend a worry-free evening with the men I love. I close my eyes, but I can still sense when Bryce and Morpheus close in.

      Someone drops in front of me, parting my legs. The flux of energy that flows into me has Bryce’s signature. He runs his fingers up my legs, stopping just inches from my sex. Then he kisses me between my breasts, and everything becomes intense fast. My eyes fly open as heat creeps up my cheeks. Morpheus and Phoenix are standing behind Bryce, utterly still, but the desire in their gazes can’t be missed. Morpheus’s eyes are actually the color of liquid gold now.

      Bryce lifts his face to mine. “We want to be with you, Daisy.”

      “All at the same time?” I squeak.

      “Why not?” Phoenix smiles. “You’re our girlfriend.”

      Deep down, I knew our relationship would evolve to this. It’s the natural course of things. But the old me who couldn’t have ever dreamed of being involved with four incredible guys at once is balking at the idea.

      “If you don’t want to or you’re not ready, it’s okay,” Rufio whispers softly.

      The two occasions where he and Phoenix took turns playing the voyeurism card comes to the forefront of my mind. It was a little embarrassing, but also hot as hell. My pussy throbs, already on board with the idea of a sausage party. My head is the problem.

      “I’m afraid,” I confess.

      “Afraid of what, darling?” Bryce looks into my eyes.

      “That I’ll fuck it up.”

      Phoenix chuckles. “Impossible.”

      “You can’t know that. This is all new to me.”

      “Do you think we’ve done this before?” Bryce asks, fighting a smirk.

      I push him back, then get back on my feet. “I don’t know.”

      Phoenix chuckles. “We were never willing to share a girl before you came into our lives.”

      “Oh,” I say like an idiot.

      Bryce steps closer, invading my personal space. His intentions are clear; he wants to restart things. I press my palm against his chest, halting him. I can’t believe I’m about to say this when my heart feels like it’s about to leapfrog out of my chest.

      “I’m game.”
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      “But not here. We’re not going to have an orgy out in the open where anyone can catch us.”

      Morpheus glances in the direction of the bungalows. “We can find a place to go.”

      Bryce laces our hands together. “Come on, love.”

      My heart is hammering in the confines of my chest as we make our way back up the path. With each step closer to the bungalows, it drums faster. I’m on the verge of a heart attack while we wait for Phoenix to work the lock of the building farthest from Harry and Artex’s trailer.

      Opening an empty bungalow is child’s play for him. He probably didn’t even have to concentrate. He goes in first, not bothering to turn on the light. We walk in the dark, and in the dark we stay. We don’t want to let anyone know we’re here.

      “What hap—” I’m attacked by a hungry mouth that covers my mine. Phoenix captures my face between his hands as his tongue pries my lips open.

      Not that I offered any resistance.

      A pair of strong arms circles my waist from behind, pulling me flush against a wall of solid muscle. Rufio’s. His erection presses against my ass while his hands unbutton and unzip my jeans.

      I go from nervous and unsure to horny as fuck in the pitter-patter of a heartbeat. Rufio’s fingers disappear under my panties, and when he finds my clit, my legs turn into jelly. If I weren’t sandwiched between him and Phoenix, I’d collapse on the floor. My jeans roll down my legs of their own accord—which means either Phoenix or Bryce is using telekinesis to get me out of my clothes.

      Suddenly, Phoenix and Rufio are yanked from me. The loss of support makes me lose my balance and fall right into Bryce’s arms.

      “Oops, careful, babe.” He laughs.

      “What the hell, Bryce!” Phoenix complains. “I wasn’t done.”

      “You were hogging her,” Morpheus says as he takes Rufio’s place behind me.

      “Boys, don’t fight. There’s enough of me for everyone.”

      Arching my spine, I stretch my arm, reaching for the back of Morpheus’s head. His lips find my neck and then my ear. When he captures my earlobe between his teeth, it sends a zing of pleasure straight down to my core.

      A wanton gasp escapes my lips, followed by Phoenix’s and Rufio’s grunts.

      “Damn it, we need a big mattress,” Phoenix declares.

      I hear the sound of furniture getting pushed around, but my eyes are closed, and all my senses are distracted at the moment.

      Bryce is kissing down my belly, going exactly where my need is greatest. I don’t think I’ve ever been this hungry before. When he places a kiss on my pubic bone, I throw my head back, moaning like a cat in heat.

      “Fuck if that’s not the most beautiful sound I’ve ever heard,” Phoenix breathes out, his voice tight with want.

      I thread my fingers through Bryce’s hair, yanking at the strands as he dives into my folds, unraveling me with his tongue.

      Morpheus grabs the edge of my sweater and pulls the fabric up, helping me out of it. I took my bra off earlier before I went to bed, so the cool air turns my already hard nipples into pebbles. Rough hands cover them, different hands. Two fingers pinch my chin and turn my face to a pair of soft and ravenous lips. The taste of cinnamon fills my mouth as Morpheus’s tongue dances with mine. Soon my head becomes light and my body tingles. I’m spinning on sensory overload, and I don’t know anymore who’s touching what part of me, but I’m surrounded by all of them. Well, I know Bryce is still busy in between my legs, as the pressure keeps building and building down below.

      But greedy me wants more, so much more. I pull away from the kiss and breathlessly say, “If someone doesn’t fuck me right now, I’m going to combust.”

      “I got this,” Morpheus whispers against my lips.

      Just then, Bryce sends me soaring into outer space. I cry out, clutching his shoulder as the climax hits me suddenly. Morpheus’s arms go around me, covering my breasts as he kisses the back of my neck. The waves of pleasure keep coming, shattering me into pieces.

      Bryce finishes his torture by placing a kiss on each of my inner thighs. Then he unfurls from his lower position, and not a second later, Morpheus lifts me in his arms.

      “Where are we going?” I ask.

      “Not far.”

      Two steps are all he needs to reach the mega mattress that Phoenix and Rufio put together.

      A bubble of laughter floats up my throat.

      Rubbing the back of his neck, Phoenix says, “I know it’s not great, but it’s the best we could do with the limited resources available.”

      “Hey, this is camping, not a five-star hotel,” I say. “You can put me down now, Morpheus.”

      He drops me at the edge of the four mattresses they pushed together to make one. I doubt they’ll stay like that once we start… Oh God. My brain is trying to ruin everything again by thinking too much. I put a lid on it and let my emotions take control. I prefer where they’re headed.

      I’m still wrapped in Morpheus’s arms, so I untangle from them and walk to the middle of our love nest. My eyes have adjusted to the gloom, and I can see that so far, no one is ready for me.

      Pouting, I put my hands on my hips. “How come I’m the only one naked here?”

      I swear to God, I’ve never seen four guys undress so fast. One blink of the eye and I’m surrounded by the most gorgeous, sexiest men I’ve ever met, all wearing their birthday suits and rocking raging erections. My mouth waters.

      “Dude, if you don’t make your move, I’m going in.” Phoenix tells Morpheus.

      He walks over, watching me with eyes that glow golden in the dark. His shadows aren’t present, but his demigod essence is radiating from his body in luscious waves. I can feel them against my skin, caressing, probing. I don’t know if I’m imagining things or if Morpheus has learned a few new tricks.

      He reaches for my hair, running his fingers through the strands. “What do you want me to do, Daisy?”

      Oh shit. Does he want me to spell it out? Before I lose my nerve, I pull him to me, gripping the back of his head and sealing my lips to his for a searing kiss. I let the furnace that was brewing in my center expand until I’m burning from the inside out.

      We fall to the mattress together in a tangle of limbs. His erection is already pressing against my entrance, but instead of thrusting inside of me, he turns me around and lifts my hips off the mattress. In this new position, I can have my fun with all of them at the same time. I don’t need to say anything out loud. Our minds are connected, our desires in sync.

      A condom wrapper is torn. I’m glad someone here is thinking straight, because I’m not. Holding on to my hips, Morpheus hammers into me all the way to the hilt. I cry out from the pain and pleasure. Rufio drops to his knees in front of me while Bryce and Phoenix position themselves on each side of me. Rufio grabs a fistful of my hair, tilting my face upward. Our gazes lock, and for a fleeting moment, his eyes turn electric blue, just like when his Idol powers used to flare up.

      Did I imagine that?

      Something uncoils inside of me, not desire but the hint of knowledge, a secret that was buried deep my mind and is just now coming to the surface. But my thought gets scrambled again when Morpheus hits me in my special place, and another wave of orgasm wrecks my body.
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      RUFIO

      Daisy hesitates for a split second, getting a strange glint in her eyes. The emotion is fleeting and disappears when she climaxes again. Still in the throes of passion, she curls her fingers around my shaft and licks its length. I forget her peculiar reaction at once and give in to the sensations. I tighten my grip around her hair when her mouth replaces her hand, wrapping around my cock, sucking and licking.

      “Fuck me,” I breathe out, holding her head in place with both hands.

      Bryce and Phoenix each let out grunts of pleasure when she gives them attention. A little bit of telekinesis powers comes into play, and Daisy is able to maintain her all-fours position without actually needing to brace her hands on the mattress. They’re kind of busy whacking off my brother and Phoenix.

      There’s a constant jostling of her body thanks to Morpheus pounding behind her. It only serves to amplify the pleasure of her tongue against my sensitive skin. I don’t want to succumb too soon to the sensation, but Daisy is a fucking magician with her tongue.

      The first one to lose the battle is Morpheus, who lets out a guttural cry as he tosses his head back, shaking all over. Phoenix and Bryce are the next ones to fall, and soon the air become impregnated with the scent of sex.

      But I hold on, the last guy standing. Bryce, Phoenix, and Morpheus have already collapsed on the mattress. Wimps. Daisy looks at me from under her eyelashes, sassy, naughty. She’s challenging me. All right, then. Accepted.

      I pull away and she whimpers. “Rufio, I wasn—”

      Grabbing her by the shoulders, I pin her against the mattress. She falls on her back with me between her legs. My cock teases at her entrance, but I don’t go in, not yet.

      “You weren’t what?” I ask.

      “Finished,” she answers.

      A rueful smile blooms on my lips. “You got that right.” Lifting my face, I say, “Someone please toss me—” The condom packet hits my forehead, then falls between Daisy’s breasts.

      She brings it to her mouth and tears it with her teeth. “Should I help you do it?” she asks in the sexiest tone, almost causing my undoing.

      “Better if I do it myself.”

      I’ve never put on protection so fast in my life. Once I’m wrapped up and good to go, I hook my arm under her thigh and lift her leg over my shoulder. Then I slide in, grinding my teeth as I focus on not coming prematurely. My balls are tight, ready to explode.

      I know the guys are getting busy again. Their grunts become loud, and so do the sounds of cocks receiving hand attention. I mean, watching Daisy getting fucked is almost as good as doing it yourself. Who knew voyeurism could be so hot?

      Daisy captures my face between her hands, bringing my lips to her hungry mouth. She’s the devil with her tongue in every way that counts. My cock is getting harder, and no amount of butt cheek clenching can save me now. She releases my face, and her nails find my back. I lose my shit when she digs them in, leaving her mark. A primal scream comes from deep in my throat as I empty myself into her sheath. She destroys me in the best way possible, only to put me back together better than I was before.

      I become utterly still, my face hiding in the crook of her neck after the final thrust. My ears are ringing, and they don’t stop until I roll off her and stare at the ceiling. I’m out of breath, and I don’t think it has anything to do with the fact that I’m now a Norm. She brought me to this stage of complete exhaustion before, when I was me.

      No one speaks for several minutes until Phoenix does the honor of breaking the silence.

      “Fuuuuck,” he blurts out.

      We all chuckle because he managed to capture in one word exactly the mood of this moment.

      “Well, I don’t think I can walk now.” Daisy laughs.

      “We’ll take turns carrying you,” Bryce replies.

      “That could result in more mind-blowing sex though,” Morpheus adds.

      “No complaints on my part.” I sling my arm to the side, a thoughtless movement. A second later, the mattress I’m lying on disappears, and I hit the hardwood floor with a thud. “What the hell!”

      “What happened?” Bryce asks.

      The light in the bungalow turns on, and I find myself surrounded by ashes.
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      “Holy fucking shit!” Phoenix gets up slowly, staring at the mess surrounding Rufio with his mouth agape and eyes that are bugging out of his skull.

      I step closer to my brother, not daring to believe what I’m seeing. “Who did that?” I ask, turning to Daisy. “Was it you?”

      She sits up, curling her knees up to hug her legs. “Do what? Turn the mattress into dust? When did I ever have that power?”

      Rufio jumps to his feet, brushing the soot from his body. “That was my gift.”

      I watch him closely now, scanning for any signs that he might have somehow recovered his powers. After a few seconds, my hope deflates. He’s still an empty shell.

      “Dude, are your powers returning?” Phoenix asks.

      Rufio’s eyebrows furrow, and then he shakes his head. “No. I feel nothing, not even a spark of power. I don’t think I did that.”

      “Well, someone must have done it.” Morpheus glances at Daisy. “It could have been you, darling.”

      Her eyes become rounder. “If I did that without knowing, then I’m a menace.” She buries her face in her hands. “Ugh. I can’t believe this. As soon as I get one deadly gift under control, I develop another.”

      “We don’t know that’s what happened.” I send a glower in Morpheus’s direction. At least he has the decency to show remorse for his outburst.

      A loud knock on the door cuts off our discussion.

      “Daisy, are you in there?” Xavier asks.

      “Shit,” she whisper-shouts, getting back to her feet. “Where are my clothes?”

      “I’m going to assume that you’re in there with your… boyfriends.”

      Damn. Is Xavier going to play the pissed-off father role now? I hope not.

      “I’ll be out in a second,” she says.

      “Turn off the light. We’ve got company.”

      I kill the lights at once. We definitely don’t want those religious freaks privy to what we did here. I don’t think they’re open-minded enough to approve of our dynamic.

      “Shit. What’s that supposed to mean?” Phoenix asks. “It can’t be morning yet.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Just hurry up and get dressed,” Daisy urges.

      A minute later, we’re ready to face the music. However, the voices of several people trickle inside the bungalow. It seems when Xavier mentioned we had company, he wasn’t simply referring to Harry and Artex.

      “What’s going on outside?” Rufio opens a window shutter a fraction and peers out. “Fuck. I think word got out that Daisy is here.”

      “Who is out there?” she asks.

      “Judging by their attire, I’d say members of your church.”

      “It’s not my church,” she grits out, crossing her arms in front of her chest.

      “They’re heading to the lake, but there’s no chance we can sneak out without being seen.”

      I glance at Morpheus. “We need your handy shadow trick, Morpheus.”

      “I’m on it. Stay close to me.” He opens the door slowly and walks out first.

      There’s a group of people walking past us, but no one glances in our direction. When they’re out of earshot, I say, “Maybe we should stay hidden and find out what’s going on first.”

      “Yeah, I agree,” Daisy replies.

      Maintaining close distance, we head down to the lake, where a group of thirty people has gathered around the hippie brothers. Thankfully, not every single member of the church has come here. We stop a few feet from the edge of the perimeter.

      “Where’s Magia’s descendant?” one eager woman at the front asks. “Where’s the Unmaker?”

      “I know you’re all excited to meet her, but she’s been through a lot and needs to rest,” Harry says.

      “We should double down our efforts at the mines,” a man speaks, followed by murmurs of agreement.

      “Yes, that’s something you should all be doing right now. Return to the mines. We need as many lightning-glass weapons as you can produce.”

      “But who is going to fight with us?” someone else asks.

      “The Knights will,” Xavier answers, walking through the crowd until he reaches the hippie brothers’ side.

      “Can they still be trusted?” the first woman asks. “A week ago, our warehouse on the northside was ransacked. No one else was supposed to know that location besides the Knights.”

      “There’s been a breach,” Xavier announces. “But the mole has been dealt with.”

      His confession doesn’t lessen the tension among the crowd. They’re jittery, suspicious. I hope the Knights’ setback doesn’t cost us their support. We need them to mine lightning-glass.

      “Don’t let troublesome thoughts plague your mind, my friends,” Harry says. “The Unmaker, the Equalizer, is here. Have faith in her. Go now and let your hard work ease your worries.”

      Slowly, the crowd disperses. We move out of the way as fast as we can. Getting caught spying on them won’t help with their trust issues.

      They’re almost at the top of the path where it diverges into the forest when Rosie comes down with hurried steps followed by Felicity and Renata.

      “Has anyone seen Daisy?” she asks, loud enough that the church members overhear and stop in their tracks.

      Son of a bitch. She had to go and open her big mouth in front of all these strangers. I know she’s young, but I’d expect a higher level of maturity from her considering the type of life she led.

      “Have you never taught your sister common sense?” Phoenix whispers to Daisy. “Why is she asking about you in front of all these strangers?”

      “She must be freaking out. Give her a break,” Daisy mutters, but I catch the edge in her voice. She’s also unhappy about Rosie’s outburst.

      “She’s not in the bungalow resting?” Artex asks, arching both eyebrows.

      “No. We woke up and she was gone,” she replies.

      Toby joins the group, rubbing his sleepy eyes and sporting crazy bed hair. “What’s going on?”

      “Daisy is missing.” Rosie crosses her arms.

      “Oh, come on, Rosie. Seriously?” Daisy mutters under her breath.

      “Let’s not jump to conclusions. I’m sure she isn’t missing,” Xavier replies.

      “The guys aren’t in the bungalow either,” Toby declares. “They must be together. Maybe they went on an exploration trip.”

      “In the middle of the nig—oh.” Rosie’s mouth rounds as understanding finally dawns on her.

      “A little dense there, huh?” Phoenix quips, earning an elbow shove from Daisy.

      The newcomers are still waiting at the top of the path, probably wondering if their help will be needed for locating Daisy.

      “I think we need to come out of hiding before they form a search party,” I say.

      “But if we show up out of thin air now, they’ll know we were spying on them,” Phoenix replies.

      “Let’s return to the camp’s main cabin. We can always say we went in search of food,” Rufio suggests.

      “Okay, let’s hurry, then.”

      Even knowing that I’m going to piss him off royally, I pick up Rufio and throw him over my shoulder.

      “Bryce,” he hisses. “What the hell!”

      “Sorry, bro. You’re too slow.”

      He shuts his pie hole, but only because making a bigger fuss would give our location away. We run at Idol speed, reaching the camp’s main building in a heartbeat. After making sure the coast is clear, Morpheus lifts the shadows that hid us.

      I set Rufio back on his feet but step away quickly when I see the ill intentions flashing in his eyes. He wants to punch me.

      “You’re an ass,” he grits out.

      I open my mouth to reply when his blue eyes flash with an electric spark that I’ve always associated with the flaring up of his powers.

      “What the fuck!” I blurt out.

      Catching my tone, the others stare at my brother. “What is it?” Daisy asks.

      Rufio’s eyes are normal again, and there’s no change in his aura. He’s still a Norm. Maybe I imagined the whole thing.

      I shake my head. “Nothing. It was nothing.”

      Phoenix veers toward the cabin, disappearing inside the building in the next second.

      “Where are you going?” Morpheus asks.

      “Since we’re here, might as well look for food. I’m starving.”

      Daisy’s stomach grumbles, which results in her getting the cutest pink shade on her cheeks. “I could eat.”

      Unable to resist, I sling my arm around her shoulder and kiss her on the temple. “Of course you could after that marathon.”

      “Oh my God. Can we please not talk about it?”

      “Why not? It was amazing,” I say.

      “Well, I don’t know. I guess I need to get used to it.”

      “You sure have to, babe,” Phoenix says from inside the cabin. “This will be the new normal.”

      He didn’t waste any time and has already raided the cabin’s fridge and dumped everything edible on the counter. Sadly, it’s not much.

      Morpheus inspects the loot with a frown. “I think going out for breakfast is in order.”

      “We can’t leave. Your grandpa is still looking for us,” Rufio retorts.

      Daisy takes a seat at the table, leaning her elbows on it and resting her chin on her linked hands.

      “Are you tired, love?” I ask.

      “A bit.”

      I stand behind her and massage her shoulders, which are tense as fuck. “Tell me if I’m hurting you.”

      “No. This is nice.”

      “There’s enough ingredients here for one sandwich.” Phoenix looks at Daisy. “We’re out of butter and mayo. Is that okay?”

      “Oh, don’t worry about me. I don’t need to eat right now.” She waves her hand dismissively.

      Phoenix’s face twists into a scowl. “No dice, babe. You’ve got to eat. All those folks outside are depending on you to save the day.”

      She drops her face to the table with a groan. “Don’t remind me.”

      “Knock, knock,” a woman in her midforties, wearing a long paisley print dress, calls from the entrance. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything.”

      Daisy’s spine becomes stiff in an instant as she raises her head off the table.

      “Who are you?” Rufio asks bluntly.

      Gee, brother. Take it down a notch.

      “I’m Ophelia Sparks, leader of the northern chapter.” She walks in, grinning from ear to ear as her gaze sets on Daisy. “I’m beyond honored to finally meet Magia’s descendant. We’ve been waiting for your arrival for centuries.”

      “Hi, nice to meet you,” Daisy says in a small voice.

      Ophelia glances quickly in Phoenix’s direction. “Oh, I see you’re making a sandwich. I brought groceries if any of you young fellas want to help unload the car.”

      There’s a moment of tension when none of us move or reply. We don’t want to leave Daisy alone with this stranger.

      “I’ll go. Come on, Rufio.” Morpheus waves him over.

      Grumbling, my brother follows him outside but throws a glower toward Ophelia. Subtle, my brother isn’t.

      The woman approaches the table and stops across from Daisy. She doesn’t say anything as she stares with a stupid grin on her face. Gee, these people are weird.

      “Please, sit down.” Daisy points at the seat.

      “Oh, thank you. Thank you very much.”

      “How long have you been the leader of your church?” Phoenix asks, walking over to the table.

      She crinkles her forehead. “Oh, for about ten years now, but I’ve been a member of the church since I was a little girl. My parents were also members. As a matter of fact, our involvement with the church goes back to when it was first established.”

      “You’re kind of a superfan of Magia, then?” Phoenix grins wickedly. He’s mocking her, but the fact flies right over her head.

      She cocks her head to the side. “I suppose you could say that.”

      Morpheus and Rufio return carrying several bags between them. Since the kitchen counter is occupied with the mess left behind, they dump all the groceries on the table.

      “Wow, you got a lot of food there,” Daisy says.

      “Harry called and told me you’d be staying at the camp for a while.”

      The mood inside the cabin changes drastically. Now we’re all staring at the lady with a frown.

      “Why did he say that?” Daisy asks.

      “We can’t let you wander off before we have a solid plan. The Neo Gods are searching for you, child.”

      “We had plans to meet up with the Knights,” I say.

      She looks at me in surprise. “Oh, I don’t think that’s wise, son. Haven’t you heard? The Knights are crumbling.”
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      “What do you mean, they’re crumbling?” My voice rises in pitch while my pulse quickens. Without the Knights, there’s no hope for us.

      “I don’t know the details, but Gunther Silverstone told us to cease distribution of lightning-glass weapons until further notice. We had to change the locations of our factories in the middle of the night, and we all got new burner phones.”

      “What about this place? Who knows about it?” Bryce asks.

      “Only members of the church, Xavier, and the Silverstone family.”

      “They had a mole, but he told me they had eliminated that threat.” Morpheus begins to pace, troubled. “Why is he taking those extra precautions?”

      “Do you think they had another leak? Andromeda?” I ask. He told me she’s a double agent, but what if she’s playing both sides?

      He shakes his head. “No, it’s definitely not her.”

      “If the Knights had a spy in their midst, what guarantee do you have that you also don’t have traitors in your church?” Rufio asks Ophelia, not hiding his aggressive stance.

      She arches her eyebrows, glancing at him with round eyes. “Our members are devoted to Magia. They’d never betray her.”

      My heart feels heavy, consumed with worry. I wish I could believe her words, but I’ve learned that betrayal can come from where you least expect it. Also, her declaration that we must remain here for an undetermined amount of time doesn’t sit well with me. I didn’t evade being used by Jodie Fallon only to fall under these people’s control.

      “Daisy!” Rosie bursts through the door, followed by Toby. “Where have you been?”

      “I couldn’t sleep, so I met up with the guys and we decided to come here in search of food.”

      Her face becomes flushed as her embarrassment takes over. “Oh, I got worried.”

      I’m annoyed with my sister for saying whatever she felt like in front of strangers, but I’ll deal with her later.

      Ophelia rises from the table. “I’d better leave you kids to eat in peace and see if Harry and Artex have everything they need. We’re expecting a big turnout later today.”

      “Wait, more people are coming here?” Phoenix raises his eyebrows.

      “Oh yeah. Harry sent word that we need more workers mining the cave.”

      “Is it wise to draw so much attention to this place?” Bryce asks. “Someone might be followed.”

      “Oh, have faith, young man. The power of Magia is on our side.”

      She leaves the cabin with a bounce in her step and not a hint of concern. I wait until I know for sure she’s not within earshot before I speak. “We can’t stay here.”

      “Oh, I’m glad you think so too,” Rufio replies. “These people are nuts and completely out of touch with reality.”

      “It’s extremely concerning that they’re not even considering the possibility they might have a mole.” Morpheus rubs his chin, staring out the open door.

      The sky is no longer pitch black, which means we have to make a decision quickly before people start arriving.

      “If it makes you feel any better, Xavier doesn’t completely trust them either,” Toby says.

      “Dude, of course it doesn’t make us feel better.” Phoenix throws his hands up in the air.

      “He asked me to listen to the thoughts of the newcomers, and also of Harry and Artex. I didn’t pick up anything malicious from them. The group who arrived is definitely one hundred percent on board with assisting Daisy in defeating the Neo Gods.”

      “That’s good to know,” Phoenix replies.

      “But,” Toby continues.

      “Oh fuck, there’s always a but,” Rufio mutters.

      “Their devotion to Magia is almost obsessive. I fear that if Daisy does anything they don’t agree with, they might turn against us.”

      If I wasn’t already worried about them, I would be now. My heart feels like it’s being squeezed by a boa constrictor.

      I hug my middle, feeling completely at a loss. “What should we do?”

      “Shh. Someone is coming,” Morpheus warns us.

      A minute later, Xavier comes in, but he didn’t come alone. I sense Renata’s signature just outside the cabin. Felicity must be with her too.

      “Ophelia told me you were eating breakfast.” He eyes all the groceries that are still inside the bags. “I see you didn’t start yet.”

      “When can we leave?” I ask.

      His eyebrows scrunch together, and his lips form a thin flat line. “I can’t get a hold of Gunther, and with Chaos out there looking for us, I’m not sure we can—not just yet, anyway.”

      “We can’t stay here,” Morpheus says, dead serious.

      “You’re concerned about Magia’s followers.”

      “They aren’t followers, they’re fanatics,” Bryce rebuffs.

      “And delusional,” Rufio adds. “They aren’t in the least concerned about a breach or being followed here.”

      “I know. I’ve tried to make Harry and Artex see reason, but they do believe the mine and the miasma caused by the lightning-glass fumes will be enough of a deterrent.”

      “Not if the enemy is one of them.” Phoenix snorts.

      “I don’t want to piss them off and lose our source of lightning-glass, but we do need a plan. We can’t stay here for much longer,” I say.

      There’s also the fact that I want to interrogate Delta. Maybe I can get him to tell us where the Neo Gods’ secret headquarters is. And there’s also the matter of the antique book that could be in the hands of the new principal, and I need it. Shit. I should have kept that tome with me at all times.

      “I have an idea,” Rosie pipes up.

      “This ought to be good,” Phoenix whispers mockingly.

      Rosie narrows her eyes in his direction but decides to ignore the jab. Thank God.

      “What if we got our hands on some of the lightning-glass in raw form and load the trunks of our cars with it? Do you think it will create enough fumes to form a protective barrier around us?” she asks Xavier.

      “But it affects us. We won’t be able to fight,” I say.

      “Well, it will affect anyone trying to attack us as well.” She shrugs.

      “That’s not a bad idea,” Xavier mutters. “But we also need a safe place to stay.”

      “I’ll call my mother. She’ll help us,” Morpheus replies.

      Felicity comes into the cabin in a hurry, interrupting our meeting. “Harry and Artex are coming this way.”

      “Thanks, Felicity,” Xavier says, then turns to us. “Try to keep your true feelings concealed around any church member. And Rosie, no more outbursts in front of strangers. That was irresponsible of you.”

      She shrinks into herself as she dips her chin. “I’m sorry. I just panicked.”

      The old me would offer her a comforting remark, but I can’t keep babying her. She could have landed us in big trouble earlier.

      She glances at me, then at Toby, who also doesn’t say a word. No surprise there; she’s been acting like a total ass toward him because of the Renata deal. Her lower lip quivers, and I fear waterworks are not far behind. We’re saved from a scene when Harry and Artex stop by the entrance and stick their heads inside.

      “Good morning, folks. Ophelia told me you’re having breakfast,” Harry says.

      “Well, we didn’t even start yet,” I say.

      “Oh, no worries. We just came by to see if you’re finding everything to your satisfaction. There was a bit of worry earlier when the young one thought you had disappeared.”

      “Everything is fine. And no disappearances. We just got hungry early.” I force a fake smile.

      “Ophelia gave us a tongue-lashing when she saw your accommodations,” Artex says. “You will have better mattresses and sheets tonight.”

      “Oh, you shouldn’t trouble yourselves.” Hopefully we won’t have to spend another night.

      “It’s no trouble at all,” Harry pipes up. “Oh, by the way, I’ve scheduled an assembly in an hour so you can meet everyone. They’re beyond excited to meet you, Daisy.”

      “Great. I can’t wait,” I reply with false enthusiasm.

      The brothers finally leave us alone, talking animatedly as they go. As for me, I have gremlins in my stomach, which make me lose my appetite.

      “What’s wrong, babe? You look whiter than a ghost,” Phoenix asks.

      “I hate being in the spotlight.”

      The corners of his lips twitch upward, and his eyes dance with amusement. “Really? I’d never thought you were crowd shy.”

      Oh God. He’s thinking about my brief foray as a stripper. I’d throttle him if we were alone. For now, I settle for a death glare.

      Xavier squeezes my shoulder. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. We’ll be by your side.”

      “That’s perfect, actually.” Rufio claps his hands, getting a crazy intense look in his eyes. “The mines will be empty during the assembly. Rosie, Felicity, and I can take that opportunity to scavenge some raw lightning-glass for our escape plan.”

      No one objects to Rufio’s idea, but I can’t shake off the feeling that bad things are coming our way.
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      I force breakfast down my throat, despite my stomach twisting in knots. I can’t afford to turn down food. With the way our situation keeps changing and with our imminent break away from camp, I have to keep up my strength.

      Once everyone has their bellies full, Felicity begins to pack all nonperishable food items in bags.

      “What are you doing?” Phoenix asks.

      “If we’re planning on going on the run again, we have to be prepared. Don’t just stand there gawking. Help me pack. I’ll drop this off in our bungalow before we head to the mines.”

      “Good call, Fefe,” I say.

      Bryce places his hand on my lower back and asks, “Ready to meet your fans?” There’s a small smile plastered on his lips, but his eyes aren’t playful.

      “Sure.”

      Rufio bumps Phoenix to the side. “Go on. I’ll help here.”

      “What about me?” Renata asks. She’s been so quiet during the entire time that I almost forgot she was here.

      “You can’t come to the mines with us, so I suppose tag along with Daisy.” Rufio shrugs.

      She glances at me, projecting an insecure aura that I hadn’t been able to pick up until now. Rosie’s animosity toward the girl hasn’t decreased much though. She’s filled with hate, just like I was before I joined Gifted Academy. But as much as it would be easier to cling to the dark feeling, I know deep in my heart that’s not the way. If I want the world to change, I have to start with me.

      “You can come, Renata. We could use extra muscle,” I tell her.

      She smiles from ear to ear, and the gesture illuminates her entire face. “Thank you.”

      Rosie makes a disgruntled sound in the back of her throat, but I ignore her. Toby steps closer to her and tries to give her a kiss on the cheek, but she turns her face away. His expression becomes crestfallen, and redness spreads through his cheeks. Shaking my head, I let out a heavy sigh. If Rosie doesn’t change her attitude, she might end up losing her boyfriend.

      Wanting to get this circus show over with, we head out. Xavier is a little ahead of us, and I’m sandwiched between Phoenix and Bryce. Morpheus is right behind me with Toby and Renata.

      “I know it goes without saying, but it’s best if you don’t flaunt your polyamorous relationship to the world,” Xavier says.

      “We won’t,” I reply meekly.

      Xavier seems cool about me dating four guys, but I still want to crawl into a dark space. I’m not embarrassed that I love them, but the idea that my uncle knows what we were up to the night before makes me uncomfortable.

      “I’m sorry about Rosie,” Toby tells Renata. “She’s been through a lot at the hands of Idols.”

      “I can’t begin to imagine. But it’s okay. I deserve her harsh treatment. You, on the other hand… What was your sin?”

      Oh boy. Dangerous territory. I wonder if Toby will answer that question. I’d like to believe Rosie was able to see past his new Idol status, but maybe deep down she can’t. What does that say about my relationship with her? When I think we’re making progress, she does a one-eighty on me.

      “For starters, I forgave you.” Toby laughs without humor.

      “Rosie is young. You can’t expect her to get over things as quickly as the rest of you,” Xavier pipes up.

      Maybe he’s right. She was so young when we lost our parents, and I was a poor replacement. My eyes burn, but I fight the tears and the morose feeling festering in my chest.

      Down the hill, a small conglomeration of people is slowly forming as the workers trickle down from the mines. There’s a little stage made out of wooden crates that wasn’t there last night, and Harry and Artex are standing next to it.

      When the brothers catch our approach, their faces split into joyful smiles. Soon, the rest of the crowd turns in our direction, and the infectious feeling of euphoria spreads through them. My face is ablaze with so many eyes on me, all appraising and expectant. Fuck. What if I end up saying the wrong thing and disappointing everyone?

      The crowd parts to let us through, but their murmurs of awe quickly become a smothering blanket. My throat begins to close up, and getting air into my lungs is harder now.

      “You’re just in time. Most of the workers have come down,” Harry says.

      I glance at the gathering, counting way more people than I did last night. “Did more people arrive?”

      “Oh yeah. Ophelia rented two busses to bring every single member of her chapter here. Everyone is excited to meet you.”

      “Oh? And how many are here now?” I ask.

      “About sixty, but we’re expecting a hundred more to arrive by nightfall.”

      “One hundred?” Phoenix asks, surprised. “That’s more than what you said were in the Saturn’s Bay area.”

      “Yes, yes.” Harry bobs his head up and down. “But we have members who are scattered in other states.”

      My panic is growing, but I can’t let anyone see how distressed I am by the news. “Is everyone here?” I ask. “I’d like to address them now.”

      Artex and Harry stretches their necks to take in the crowd. “Hmm, I think so,” Artex replies.

      “Okay then.” I step on the stage, and it’s clear to me that the brothers wanted to say a few words beforehand by the way their foreheads crinkle. But if I’m to lead these people, I can’t let others speak for me.

      “Hi, everyone. My name is Daisy Rodale. I’m so glad to finally meet you all. I just learned recently about my heritage, and until a day ago, I had no idea Magia, my ancestor, had so many dedicated followers.”

      “We love you, Daisy!” someone shouts in the crowd, and immediately Bryce’s, Phoenix’s, and Morpheus’s demeanors change. I don’t need to glance in their direction to know they aren’t happy about the outburst.

      “I hope to deserve your dedication,” I add quickly.

      “We are here to serve you,” a woman near the stage says. “Show us how.”

      I open my mouth to reply, but Harry quickly jumps onto the stage and speaks over me. “The best way to serve Magia is to continue your work in the mines and make as many weapons as possible.”

      “What about the prophecy?” someone asks.

      I switch my attention to Xavier with a question in my eyes. What prophecy?

      “Yes, yes. We’re getting to that soon. But now—”

      My spine becomes rigid when I pick up a different Idol signature approaching. I glance at the path, and my jaw drops when I spot Jodie Fallon striding down to us, accompanied by another member of the church, if I were to guess by his attire.

      “Son of a bitch,” I mutter.

      “What is it, child?” Harry looks at me.

      “I thought you said no one would be able to find this place,” Bryce grits out.

      Harry follows my line of vision. “She’s with Brother Orion. Is there a problem?”

      “We shall see,” Xavier answers.

      Jodie glances briefly in Bryce’s direction, but her hard stare settles on me. “You’ve been difficult to track, Daisy.”

      “That was the point,” I retort. “What are you doing here?”

      “Well, since I can’t reach anyone via phone, I had to track you down the old-fashioned way.”

      Xavier jumps onto the stage, stopping next to me. “We weren’t trying to be off the grid, Jodie. There’ve been complications.”

      “Oh, you got that right. The Neo Gods have declared open season against Norms. They’ve attacked several Norm schools, burned them to the ground. The number of casualties is still unknown.”

      My blood runs cold. “They went after children?”

      “Don’t sound so surprised, Daisy. The Neo Gods are vile. Of course they would strike where it hurts the most. You can’t hide anymore. We have to strike back now or risk losing the war.”

      The crowd begins to speak all at once, agitated and frightened. I guess we won’t need to sneak out of campus now. I turn to Xavier. “We must get ready.”

      “Calm down, folks. Calm down,” Harry urges the crowd. “We knew dark times were ahead of us, but let’s not allow the awful news to deviate us from the master plan.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Bryce asks angrily. “They should be alarmed. They should prepare. We have to stop the Neo Gods before they kill more innocent people.”

      Harry shakes his head. “No one is going anywhere.”

      “What? Are you out of your mind?” I yell, not holding back my fury.

      “Your friends can go, but you and the white-haired boy must stay,” Artex replies calmly.

      “Why?”

      “The prophecy,” Morpheus replies bitterly. “They want you to make the God-killer.”
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      I grind my teeth as I try to make as little sound as possible creeping through the forest. Unfortunately, my companions sound like a pair of rhinos stomping behind me. I glance over my shoulder and hiss, “Could you please make less noise? We’re trying to be inconspicuous here.”

      “Sorry,” Rosie mumbles under her breath.

      I pause suddenly when I hear voices getting nearer and raise my hand, signaling for them to do the same. We’re not on the path, but any sudden movement might give away our location. We definitely don’t want to be caught going to the mines. I pay attention to the topic of conversation, hoping to get some intel about our hosts, but the two guys walking down the path are talking about a game they watched last night.

      We don’t move until their voices fade away. Then we continue our trek slowly, a pace I set to compensate for my companions’ lack of grace. When the forest begins to thin out, we stay hidden behind some bushes and pause to make sure the mines are truly empty.

      “What are we waiting for?” Rosie asks.

      “I want to be certain those guys we saw were the last workers coming from the cave.”

      “I don’t hear anything,” Felicity pipes up. “It’d be nice to have Idol super senses.”

      I grind my teeth, irritated that her comment reminds me of what I’ve lost. If I don’t think too much about it, I can pretend everything is fine. At least Daisy isn’t here to see the truth on my face. I don’t know want her to feel guiltier than she does already.

      “Just wait another minute,” I say.

      Even without Idol senses, I can tell Rosie and Felicity are not very patient. I’m on edge too; the sooner we get this mission underway, the sooner we’ll be done. But ruining the entire operation because we jumped the gun would be stupid.

      “Okay, the place has been quiet for a while,” I say after a few minutes have passed. “Let’s go.”

      I sprint toward the mouth of the cave, but I stop just at the entrance, flattening my body against the stony wall to slowly stick my head inside. Thanks to the illumination, I can see the tunnel goes on for miles. I go in first, careful to not make any noise. Sound carries here. Along the way, I spot axes and picks meant to cut the rocks. But so far, no sign of lightning-glass. I wonder what it looks like in its raw form. We walk for about a minute until I have my answer. The uneven rocky surface gives way to a deep blue quartz-like material that shines under the dim light. My jaw drops as I move closer.

      “Wow. It looks like a starry sky,” Felicity murmurs.

      I touch the wall, still in awe that something so beautiful can be deadly to Idols. Was this material on Earth from the beginning of time, or was it put here by another capricious deity?

      “Hey, Rufio. Over here,” Rosie hisses. “I’ve found something.”

      Felicity and I stride toward her. She’s standing in front of a pile of rough-cut lightning-glass stones.

      “Bingo,” I say.

      “They’re so big.” Felicity wraps her arms around one and tries to lift. “Ugh. It weighs a ton too. I might be able to only carry the smaller ones.”

      I attempt to grab the one she couldn’t, and to my dismay, I struggle with it too. “Shit. This is not good. We’re going to need more than three small stones, and making this trip several times is not an option.”

      “They must be transporting the stones somehow.” Rosie glances around.

      “Right. Let’s see if there’s a mine cart somewhere,” I say.

      We veer farther down the tunnel, and it takes another minute to find a wheelbarrow. I push forward slowly, but the progress back to the lightning-glass stones is too noisy, and it echoes loudly against the high walls of the cave. There’s nothing for it though. We just have to work quickly and get out of here. I start with the largest stones, trying not to grunt as I lift them into the barrow. Fuck, I hate being a puny Norm.

      After the bottom of the cart is covered with the larger stones, Rosie and Felicity fill the gaps with the smaller units.

      “It’s enough. We don’t want to make the pile too high or we might lose some on the way back,” I tell them.

      “Can you push the load?” Felicity asks.

      My normal reaction would be to give her a droll stare, but in my new state, who knows if I can actually lift this shit? I take a deep breath before I go for it. My muscles strain with the effort, but I clench my teeth and suffer in silence. Once I begin to move, it becomes easier. But the racket of the wheel and stones bouncing against the metal barrow is making me anxious. I’ll feel better once we’re out of the cave. Sweat pools on my forehead, and my breathing is already coming out in bursts. Jeez, I think I need to add physical conditioning to my daily routine. I’m so weak, it’s not even funny.

      When I see the mouth of the cave get near, it injects me with a burst of strength. I quicken my pace, eager to get out of this place. But thanks to my lack of Idol powers, I don’t notice we’re no longer alone until two miners block our way.

      “Where do you think you’re going with those rocks, lad?” a man with a ginger beard rasps in a thick Scottish accent.

      “Uh, Harry asked us to help while you were busy at the assembly. You know, we can’t waste any time,” I reply.

      The man rubs his beard, watching me through slits. “Harry asked you, huh?”

      “Yeah, he did,” Felicity replies.

      Scottish man glances at his companion. “What do you think, Stone?”

      Stone, who is a short and wiry man with thinning hair and eyes that are too big for his gaunt face, replies, “Harry would never send strangers into the mines without training. I’d say they’re lying, Wallace.”

      The Scottish guy turns to us, and judging by the fury raging in his eyes, I’d say we’re in trouble.

      “I knew it! You’re thieves. Sound the alarm, Stone.”

      Ah fuck. We can’t have that.

      Without a second thought, I break into a run, pushing the wheelbarrow as fast as I can. I hit the big Scottish guy before he can move out of the way. The impact sends him to the ground, but I lose some of my load in the process. He lets out a roar as one of the bigger pieces falls on his leg. From the corner of my eye, I catch Stone making a beeline to the forest to no doubt sound the alarm. But Felicity and Rosie run after him.

      The waitress catches him first by jumping on his back. The momentum sends both of them down. I’d go after to help, but the seconds I was distracted cost me. Wallace tackles me to the ground, knocking the wind out of me. Stunned, I don’t offer resistance in the beginning, which gives the burly man the advantage. He straddles me and curls his fingers around my neck. Adrenaline finally spurs me into action, but as hard as I fight the man, I can’t pry his hands off my neck. Dark spots are already speckling my vision from the lack of oxygen. Desperation makes me search inside of me for my Idol spark. A foolish hope. There’s nothing but an empty void there.

      Suddenly, Wallace’s hold on me slackens, and he falls to the side. My vision is blurry, but when it returns to normal, I find Rosie peering down at me, holding a smaller lightning-glass stone in her hand.

      “Are you okay?” she asks.

      I rub my neck, finding it tender to the touch. “I will be in a moment,” I croak.

      Felicity joins us and then offers me her hand. “That was close.”

      “I know. Thank you.” I look beyond them, searching for Stone. I find him down, unmoving. “What did you do to him?”

      “The same thing I did to that guy over there.” Rosie points at Wallace. “Knocked him unconscious.” She tosses up the stone in her hand, catching it again with dexterity. “These are good in raw form too.”

      “We have to move. It’s possible someone overheard the ruckus.” I straighten the wheelbarrow and then fill it up again.

      “Wait. We can’t just leave these guys here,” Felicity says. “The moment they’re found, or they come to, they’ll sound the alarm.”

      I curse under my breath. She’s right. Shit. I drop the wheelbarrow and run back to the cave. “Stay here. I’m going to look for a cord to tie them up.”

      I’m lucky that there are a few rolls of cord right at the entrance. I return to the girls as quickly as I can, but the laborious work of dragging the passed-out Norms out of the open takes time. We move them to the forest and tie them up to a tree that’s concealed by heavy shrubbery.

      “We have to gag them,” Rosie says.

      “I know.” I take off my jacket and then rip off strips of my T-shirt.

      Rosie and Felicity giggle.

      “What’s so funny?” I ask, irritated.

      “Your shirt’s like a girlie crop top now. You look hilarious,” Rosie replies.

      “Hahaha. Yeah, it’s hilarious. Quit laughing and help me here.” I toss a strip in their direction, not caring who catches it.

      Two minutes later, we return to the abandoned wheelbarrow and reload the stones as quickly as we can. When we finally veer toward the forest, my anxiety levels have risen through the roof. And to think Daisy lived most of her life like this, afraid of what or who was going to harm her and her sister. I feel so wretched now that I’m walking in her shoes, not because I’m sorry for my fate but because I’m ashamed of how badly I treated Norms and Fringes in the past.

      Letting depression take hold of my emotions won’t help me, so I push it to a far corner of my mind and focus on the task at hand. It’s a little hard to navigate uneven ground, but it’s the only way we can be sure to not get caught. By my calculations and the steepness of the terrain, I’d say we’re about halfway to our final destination: the campgrounds’ parking area. We have to load the stones into Felicity’s and Renata’s car trunks and then return to the assembly. Eventually, those mine workers will be missed, and a search party will be sent out. We can’t be anywhere near here when they’re found.

      The forest is thinning out, and the best part is I don’t hear a sound coming from up ahead. Hopefully the parking lot is truly deserted. I begin to let myself believe everything will turn out okay when cold dread licks the back of my neck, sending ripples of worry down my spine.

      Bryce is in trouble.
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      “What kind of nonsense is that? Make a God-killer? There isn’t such a thing!” I yell, losing my temper.

      “Bryce…,” Mom starts.

      “What? Did you know about this?” I laugh without humor. “Why am I asking? Of course you knew.”

      “I don’t understand. How can we make a God-killer?” Daisy asks Harry, who is watching our meltdown with amused curiosity.

      If he makes some kind of asinine comment, I’m going to wipe that fucking grin off his face with my bare hands. I know I’m blowing up faster than normal. I can usually control my emotions better. I guess I should say “could.” It’s been a while since I’ve turned into a short-fused person like Rufio used to be.

      Artex rubs the back of his head, getting flustered all of a sudden. “Well, the prophecy doesn’t spell out the details of how. We’ve always assumed it was talking about the conception of a child.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose and count to ten in my head.

      “Let me get this straight,” Phoenix butts in. “You want Bryce to knock Daisy up and then wait for their child to grow up to then fight the Neo Gods. Is that your master plan?”

      “Uh, we’ve always assumed that was the purpose of their child. To free us all from the oppressing hands of the Neo Gods and the evil deities they answer to,” Ophelia replies.

      “But by then it will be too late. The Neo Gods will have decimated the entire Norm and Fringe population,” Daisy argues. “We can’t wait!”

      Xavier hugs her sideways, taking a protective stance. His expression leaves no room for doubt. Anyone who tries to harm or force Daisy into anything will feel his wrath. And not the wrath of a level six Fringe. Xavier is now an Idol, probably level twelve. Things have moved so fast that it didn’t even occur to me to scan his powers, plus the guy masks them on a daily basis. But not now. He’s broadcasting his abilities to everyone.

      “You healed him, didn’t you?” Mom whispers to me.

      “Yes,” I hiss.

      “Perhaps we should rethink our plan,” Ophelia muses. “Maybe Daisy ought to fight the Neo Gods before she can fulfill the prophecy.”

      Her suggestion meets with approval from half the people in the audience. Even Artex seems unsure how to proceed now. Not his brother Harry. There’s a crazy glint in his eyes that doesn’t give me comfort. Well, dealing with one fanatic Norm won’t be a problem. The issue is the rest of the assembly that’s on his side.

      “When you said the deity the Neo Gods answer to, who were you referring to?” Morpheus asks.

      “A name was never mentioned, but we suspect it’s a primordial god,” Ophelia answers.

      I lock gazes with Morpheus, and I can almost read his mind. The prophecy must be speaking about Chaos. It has to be.

      “We should wait until the leaders of the other chapters arrive and put it to a vote,” Harry declares.

      I’m about to blow the guy to smithereens, but Phoenix steps in front of him, invading his personal space. “There’s no vote. You have no say over our lives. I don’t fucking care how long you’ve been worshipping Daisy’s ancestor. We’re leaving now, and that’s final.”

      Toby slinks closer to me and pulls on my sleeve to get my attention. “We shouldn’t be going head-to-head with Harry. I’m picking up a lot of bad intentions from the crowd. They’re armed to the teeth with lightning-glass weapons, including throwing stars.”

      “Fuck.” I search the crowd, noticing immediately the change in their demeanor. If they’re all armed, they can overpower us easily. There are too many of them.

      In the distance, I see Rufio running toward us, followed by Rosie and Felicity. He looks agitated, and he’s also missing half of his shirt. Either he knows we’re in trouble or he’s running away from some. Hell and damn. How the fuck did we go from the frying pan into the fire?

      “Phoenix, calm down.” Morpheus pulls him back.

      “Yes, you’d better cool your jets, boy,” Harry replies in a cold voice.

      Rufio has finally reached us. He’s out of breath and sweating like a pig. “What’s going on? What is she doing here?” He glares at Mom.

      “I came because the Neo Gods attacked, and we need every Idol on the streets fighting them off, not holed up in some camp in the middle of nowhere.”

      “They won’t let us go because they want Bryce and Daisy to make a baby first,” Renata adds.

      How can anyone hear that and not think the idea is ludicrous?

      “What?” Rufio, Felicity, and Rosie say together in high-pitched tones.

      “This has to happen,” Morpheus declares, and at first, I think I heard him wrong, but when I catch his gaze, there’s a plea there for me to follow along. But unfortunately, I’m the only one who caught Morpheus’s silent message. Phoenix’s feathers are ruffled, and he’s ready to blow.

      “Let Morpheus speak, bro,” I tell him.

      “Yes, of course it must happen. I’m glad at least someone in Daisy’s party can see the light,” Harry pipes up.

      “It will happen, but there’s something you’re missing. A very important detail,” Morpheus continues.

      Harry sharpens his gaze, rubbing his long beard. “What detail?”

      “In order for conception to occur, Daisy and Bryce must be united by the infinity band first.”

      My stomach bottoms out. I know what he’s doing; he’s trying to buy us time, because only an Idol who is more powerful than the couple can perform the ceremony. Meaning Morpheus is the only one who can do it. But it’s not fair that his vision will come to pass in order to trick some fanatics. I love Daisy with all my heart and soul, and yes, the idea of an infinity band vow doesn’t scare me now as it did when I first learned of Morpheus’s vision. But the circumstances are making me nauseated. This will be the most important moment of our lives, and now it’s been soiled by these fucking hippies.

      “What’s that?” someone in the crowd asks.

      “It’s a powerful magic binding. It lasts for all eternity,” Ophelia replies. “It makes sense that it must happen first.”

      “There’s only one problem,” Harry butts in, looking as amused as a prickly bear. “We need an Idol more powerful than Daisy and Bryce, which means more delays.”

      “No delays. You have someone more powerful than both of us standing right in front of you,” I say.

      Harry furrows his bushy eyebrows. “Who?”

      Morpheus steps forward, letting go of the damper he had on his powers. “Me.”

      Gasps echo all around us as they realize Morpheus is in reality the most powerful being they’ve ever seen in their entire lives. A demigod.

      Harry and Artex shuffle backward until they literally fall off the stage, a fact that gives me great satisfaction.

      “You’ve deceived us,” Harry babbles.

      “A necessary precaution. I’m Daisy’s guardian. Therefore, if I suspect any of you have any ill intentions toward her or her party, you will regret it.”

      “Oh snap,” Toby mutters under his breath. “Lots of cursing popping around.”

      “Do we need to run?” I ask in a whisper.

      “No. Morpheus’s power display has made the most aggressive ones wary. They won’t dare attack now. But they aren’t happy.”

      “That’s absurd. We have no intentions of harming Daisy. She’s our savior,” Ophelia retorts, clearly offended by his remark.

      Morpheus’s tough-as-nails expression doesn’t waver. “You’ve been warned. The ritual will take place tonight. I suggest you return to your duties in the mines.”

      “Why at night and not now?” Harry asks.

      “This is the way. Don’t argue with me.”

      Artex’s eyes widen, and almost immediately he clutches his brother’s arms. I can sense Morpheus is using his fearmancer gift on the weaker link of the duo.

      “Listen to him, Harry. We should definitely listen to him,” the man says.

      “Fine. We’ll reconvene here after sunset.”

      The crowd disperses, but their footsteps are slow and lacking enthusiasm. It makes me wonder how many are truly working the mines voluntarily.

      “I must finish cleaning up your bungalow. We can’t have a demigod sleeping in filth,” Ophelia declares, bolting up the path with three other members.

      “Do you need anything for the ritual?” Artex asks through a shaky voice. Morpheus hasn’t released his grip on him yet. Good. I wish it were Harry who was suffering, but his time will come.

      “No, just peace and quiet. I don’t want anyone bothering us until nightfall.”

      Harry grunts, openly glaring at us. “As you wish.”

      He and his brother soon depart, and it’s not until they disappear from our sight into the forest that Phoenix whirls around and jumps on Morpheus.

      “What the hell was that all about?”

      “Phoenix, babe, relax. It’s all going to work out.” Daisy touches his back.

      “So, what’s your plan?” Rufio butts in. “Surely you’re not going to wait until nightfall to escape this camp from hell?”

      “Of course not. But I had to get rid of that mob before they turned against us.”

      “If we displease those fools, we can say goodbye to our supply of lightning-glass weapons,” my mother pipes up.

      “Are you saying those religious freaks have complete control of all the lightning-glass mines?” Felicity asks.

      “I believe so,” Xavier answers in a somber tone.

      “That was fucking smart.” Rufio crosses his arms.

      “I guess we’ll have to make do with the stock we have now,” I say.

      “Where’s the rest of your shirt?” Renata looks closely at Rufio.

      “I had to improvise.”

      “Did you manage to collect lightning-glass in its raw form?” I ask.

      “Yeah, but we had a problem. Two miners caught us in the act, and we had to fight them off.”

      “What happened to them?” Daisy stares at the trio, wide-eyed.

      “We knocked them out,” Rosie replies. “Then we hid them in the forest gagged and bound.”

      Xavier rubs his face. “They’ll miss those workers. We can’t linger.”

      “I’m sure they’ll be guarding the parking area,” Phoenix says.

      “I have a plan for getting rid of any watchdogs they have, but first we must have a place to go,” Xavier replies.

      “I’ll call my mother,” Morpheus says. “She has connections in the Fringe community.”

      “They confiscated my phone before they allowed me into the camp, but…” Mom bends over, and retrieves a small device attached to her ankle and hidden under her pants. “I came prepared.”

      Morpheus quickly takes the phone from her hands, but a string of curses follows.

      “What is it?” Daisy asks.

      “There’s no service.”

      “What? That’s impossible. That should work in the most remote areas. It’s a satellite phone.”

      “It’s the miasma. I bet it’s interfering with the connection,” Toby chimes in.

      Xavier exhales loudly, resting his hands on his hips. “I guess we’ll have to call her after we get away from here.”
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      I follow Xavier’s line of sight, catching him staring at Harry and Artex’s trailer. “They didn’t go that way.”

      “No, but I need to borrow some clothes from Harry first.”

      “What for?” Phoenix asks. “Even if you had a wig and fake beard, you couldn’t pass for the man.”

      Daisy grimaces, fleetingly glancing at Jodie first before switching her attention to Xavier.

      “Don’t you get your panties twisted in a bunch, Daisy. I know about his secret,” Jodie deadpans.

      “I’ll explain how I plan to disguise myself as Harry later. Toby and Morpheus, you two come with me. Everyone else should return to their bungalows and stay put.”

      “What about the miners we left in the forest?” Felicity glances in the mountain’s direction.

      “It’d be nice if one of you could scramble minds, change memories,” Rosie says, surprising me.

      “Mind alteration is forbidden, against the law,” Jodie replies.

      “That didn’t stop Dad from using Sweepers to save my ass,” Rufio retorts bitterly.

      “There’s no sense wishing for something we don’t have. Let’s get going before the brothers return. The plan is to be far away from this place when those miners are discovered.” Xavier steps forward.

      Toby follows him, but I stop briefly to talk to Daisy. “Are you okay?”

      “I will be once we’re on the road. I can’t believe they turned out to be evil like that. Is there anyone we can count on?”

      “You can count on us.” I glance in Jodie’s direction. “Well, most of us.”

      Our former principal narrows her eyes to slits but doesn’t offer a retort to my barb. She really can’t say anything in her defense that won’t sound like a half-baked excuse.

      Daisy pecks me on the cheek, making me forget the woman in an instant. I’d grab her face for a proper kiss on the mouth, but Xavier and Toby are almost at the trailer. “I’ll be back.”

      I hurry after them using my Idol speed—not the supersonic, bodiless demigod kind. I’ll save that for emergency situations.

      “All right. What are we doing here?” I ask once I stop next to them.

      “Can you use your gift to conceal us? I don’t want anyone to know what we’re up to.”

      “Sure.”

      I barely need to concentrate to bring forth my shadows. In the blink of an eye, they cover the three of us, concealing us completely from curious glances. “It’s done.”

      Xavier tries the door, finding it locked.

      “Maybe we should have asked Phoenix to tag along too. He would be able to open that for us,” Toby says.

      “No need. I can do it,” Xavier replies.

      A second later, we hear the lock turn.

      “Have you always possessed telekinesis, or is that a new perk from Bryce’s work on you?” I ask.

      “A new perk. I’ve never wished to be an Idol, but I can’t complain.” He opens the door slowly, maybe afraid there’s an alarm or booby trap. We know there’s no one inside.

      I’m the last one in, closing the door softly. “Phew. It reeks in here.”

      “Are you surprised?” Toby scrunches his nose in disgust as he peruses the messy interior. The small kitchen sink is full of dirty dishes, and there are piles of trash and clothes scattered everywhere. “This place is a pigsty.”

      “You said you need clothes, right?” I lift one garment that I could have mistaken for a burlap sack. It’s so dirty, it’s stiff.

      Xavier covers his face with his arm. “God, I’ll throw up if I have to wear that. Let’s look for something less filthy.”

      “Maybe he keeps his clean clothes in a closet.” Toby veers toward the end of the trailer where a small bunk bed is pushed against the wall.

      “If there is one,” I mumble to myself.

      I knock into some boxes, sending them to the floor. Several lightning-glass daggers and flying stars spill from one of them. “No clothes, but these could come in handy.”

      “Let me see that.” Xavier picks up the box and searches inside. “Son of bitch.” He pulls out a plastic bag filled with bullets.

      “Are those made of lightning-glass?” I ask.

      “I’m betting they are. Fuck. These guys are not playing around. We have to get out of here.”

      “I think I found something that doesn’t smell like someone died in it.” Toby returns to the main room, holding a yellowed tunic and loose brown pants.

      Xavier sticks the bag with the bullets in his jacket pocket, then grabs as many daggers and flying stars as he can from the floor.

      “Are you changing now?” Toby asks.

      “No, let’s get—”

      “Hey, are you done in there?” Phoenix asks from outside. “Harry is coming this way.”

      “Shit!” Xavier puts the weapons back in the box I dislodged, deciding to take the whole package with him. “Open the door, Toby.”

      Toby and I go out first on high alert. Phoenix is bouncing on the balls of his feet, filled with jittery tension as he stares ahead. I can see his powers are engaged, ready to be unleashed. Xavier stops next to me, closing the door of the trailer with his new powers.

      “Are we still invisible to the world?” he asks.

      “Yes. But we need to stick together.”

      We move as fast as we can, and when Harry finally reaches the door of his trailer, we’re already near our bungalow. I hope he doesn’t notice one of his boxes is missing. Hopefully he won’t see anything is amiss in that mess.

      I don’t dare to breathe easily until we’re inside. Everyone is here, and the room feels much smaller.

      “What do you have there?” Bryce points at the box in Xavier’s hand.

      “Weapons.” He pulls the plastic bag from his jacket, setting it on top of the box. “And bullets. It seems they weren’t difficult to manufacture after all.”

      “Lightning-glass bullets?” Jodie arches both eyebrows, moving closer to the bag.

      “Yes, Jodie. But don’t get any ideas. I’m not giving you any,” Xavier retorts.

      “Why did Mr. Silverstone believe they were difficult to mass produce?” Daisy asks.

      “I believe he’s been lied to,” Xavier replies. “More and more, I suspect the members of this church don’t want equality at all. They want all Idols gone, either by the stripping off their powers or death.”

      “That’s horrible,” Felicity mumbles. “We can’t go from one oppressing race to another.”

      “We won’t. Not if I have anything to say about it.” Daisy curls her hands into fists, getting into warrior mode. Damn, I love this side of her. I’d pull her into my arms and kiss her senseless, but now is not the time for bold, romantic gestures.

      “What’s next?” Rufio asks.

      “We head to the main building and pretend we’re going there to eat. It will give us a chance to scope out the parking area,” Xavier explains.

      “And then what? Fight and flee?” Rosie asks.

      “I’d like to avoid a confrontation. It will most likely draw attention we don’t need,” he says. “Now, can I please have some privacy while I change into my disguise?”

      When no one moves a muscle, he makes a circular motion in the air with his hand. “Turn around.”

      “Oh, sorry,” Felicity says, getting red-faced.

      Xavier’s transformation doesn’t take that long, maybe two minutes tops, including the change of clothes.

      “Okay, I’m ready. How do I look?”

      I turn and can’t help dropping my jaw. “Son of a bitch.”

      “Holy fucking shit!” Phoenix exclaims. “What kind of power is that?”

      “Xavier is a Morph. A rare ability, but quite handy,” Jodie replies with an air of arrogance.

      “Okay, stop gawking already.” Xavier looks at Toby and me. “Let’s get this shit show over with. Besides the stench, these clothes itch like crazy.”

      “What should we do with these weapons?” Renata asks.

      “Divide them among yourselves, but no bullets for Jodie.”

      “You’re beginning to piss me off, Xavier.” She glowers at him.

      “Beginning? Damn, I guess I’m not doing a good job, then.”

      With a clench of her jaw, she turns to the others. “Careful not to cut yourselves with the sharp blades. I don’t have the antidote for lightning-glass poison with me.”

      As we predicted, the parking lot area is heavily guarded. There are at least six big fellows standing at attention, all carrying visible guns that I now know are loaded with bullets that can end my friends. I don’t know what being hit by one will do to me, but I’m not about to volunteer for a test. I’m not immune to the fumes in the cave, so I have to assume those bullets will also hurt me.

      Xavier stops before they see us and turns to Toby. “Any information you can pick up from those men, now is the time to tell me. Names would be useful.”

      Toby stretches his neck out to take a peek at the guards. “I got one name. Peter. I’m not sure who’s called that though.”

      He grumbles. “Okay. It’s better if I don’t speak much.”

      The watchdogs visibly tense when they see our big group approach. The largest of the lot, a burly man with skin as dark as coal, steps forward. He doesn’t look like a hippie. In fact, none of them do. Those men are militia. Fuck.

      “Harry, what are you doing here?”

      “I have to feed these kids. Teenagers are always hungry,” Xavier grumbles.

      The watchdogs relax their stance a little, but the big guy is still watching us intensely as we enter the building.

      “What else did you learn from those men?” Xavier asks Toby.

      “They’ve been ordered to shoot anyone who tries to steal Daisy away from camp.”

      “I’m so angry right now, I could break things,” Daisy grits out. “They’re as bad as the Neo Gods.”

      Rufio moves to the window, which, thanks to the grime, provides us some privacy. “Their eyes are trained on the building. How are we going to take them down?”

      Xavier veers toward the kitchen and takes food out of the fridge, setting it on the counter.

      “Are you going to eat now?” Toby arches his eyebrows.

      “No, I’m setting up the scene in case someone comes in.”

      “The cars are loaded with lightning-glass. Let’s hope that’s enough to deter Chaos,” Rufio says.

      “Or that those goons didn’t mess with them,” Felicity adds.

      “Since we’re here, should we try to find a landline phone?” Renata pipes up.

      “No, we have to focus on getting out of here,” Rufio retorts.

      “I have a plan,” Phoenix says. “I can trap those motherfuckers’ minds into an insane nightmare from inside the building. They’ll be helpless.”

      “Do it,” Xavier tells him. “Everyone else, get ready.”

      Phoenix joins Rufio by the window and doesn’t move for a minute or so. He lets out a grunt after a while.

      “What’s wrong?” Daisy asks.

      “I can’t reach their minds. It’s like they have a shield.”

      “They can’t possibly have a vial of your blood.” Daisy steps forward, looking troubled.

      “I won’t be surprised if they do.” Phoenix moves back, rubbing his forehead.

      “I don’t think so. They must be wearing vests that protect them from Idol power,” Rufio replies.

      “If they’re immune to Phoenix’s powers, they’ll be immune to all of us,” Jodie helpfully observes.

      “Not all of us,” I say.

      “Shit!” Toby exclaims, staring wide-eyed at the front door.

      “What, kid?” Xavier pulls his arm.

      “They’ve found the missing miners and—”

      “Fuck, they’re coming.” Rufio steps away from the window, holding his lightning-glass dagger ready.

      The front door is kicked open, and the real Harry fills the frame, holding a shotgun in his hand. His eyes immediately zero in on Xavier.

      “Look at what we have here. One of the shapeshifting snakes. I thought you had been hunted to extinction.”

      “Clearly not,” Xavier grits out.

      “That needs to be fixed.” Harry takes aim and fires.

      I move at the speed of light, jumping in front of Xavier to take the bullet meant for him. I expect a fiery pain to pierce my chest, but all I feel is a sting. Harry curses and then prepares to fire again, but Xavier yanks the gun from his hold using his new gifts and aims it at the son of a bitch’s head. Harry clearly isn’t wearing a protective vest like his mercenaries.

      “You were saying?” Xavier asks.

      His goons storm the small space, weapons ready to fire. I don’t waste any time. I turn my dark gift on them, wrapping their hearts in the ultimate sense of dread. There’s resistance, but their protective attire is no match for my demigod powers. They drop their guns and then fall to their knees.

      Harry spares them a pitiful glance but seems unaffected by their predicament. “Go ahead. Kill me. You can’t stop what’s coming. We will rid the world of the poisonous existence of Idols, even your sweet, darling Daisy.”

      Xavier tenses even more, and I know exactly what he intends to do, but the gunshot will alert the others that something is amiss. I swing my arm forward, sending a slingshot of shadows in Harry’s direction. It hits the center of his chest, making him collapse on the ground. He struggles for a moment, clutching his left arm, before he stops moving altogether.

      “What did you do to him?” Toby asks, bug-eyed.

      “I gave him a sudden heart attack.”

      “What about them?” Rosie points at the four men writhing on the floor.

      “They can die too, for all I care.” Xavier lowers the shotgun and then pulls a dagger from inside his jacket pocket. Quickly, he slashes the necks of all of them with such precision that no speckles of blood get on his clothes.

      I glance at Daisy, worried that her guardian’s actions might have terrified her. But neither she nor Rosie seem affected. I guess they’ve seen far worse in their lives.

      “Weren’t there six men outside?” Felicity asks.

      Shit. She’s right.

      “We need to hurry. The missing guards must have gone down to alert the others,” Bryce says.

      Phoenix heads out first. “The coast is clear.”

      We run out of the building straight toward our cars, which are pretty much useless. Their tires have been slashed.

      “What now?” Rosie asks.

      “I can fix that.” Jodie raises her hand, and the tires inflate back to usable condition.

      “What about the holes in them?” Rufio asks.

      “I can keep them full for a while.”

      Our group splits into the two vehicles, but I don’t make a move. We can’t let those fanatics have access to lightning-glass, but the only way to stop them is if we blow up the mountain.

      Bryce looks over his shoulder. “Morpheus, aren’t you coming?”

      I hesitate for second. I could try to do it, but what if I can’t?

      “Yes,” I reply finally.

      I jump in Felicity’s car, which is the only one with a seat left. Unfortunately, Jodie Fallon is also here.

      Great. This going to be a hella fun trip.
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      “How many lightning-glass stones did you stuff in the trunk of the car?” I ask Rufio, trying to suppress a yawn. This tiredness is not normal.

      “Not nearly enough to fill the space. It turns out they weigh a ton, and I couldn’t carry more than one load.”

      “No wonder you looked winded when you came to the assembly,” Bryce comments from the front seat.

      “Yeah, perks of my new reality,” Rufio grumbles. “Well, at least I’m immune to the fumes.” He glances at me. “How are you, Daisy?”

      “Tired, but so far, no headache yet. I hope it’s enough to deter Chaos. We’re in no condition to fight him now, especially so close to those lunatics.”

      “Renata, stay close to Felicity’s car. I don’t know how long my mother can sustain her gift or how far her reach is,” Bryce says.

      “Okay.”

      Rufio sinks against the car seat, pressing a closed fist against his forehead. “Fuck, I’m so tired of running for our lives. We need a break.”

      “I hope they don’t come after us.” I glance back, but the road behind us is deserted.

      “I’m glad we didn’t have to go through Morpheus’s ritual,” Bryce says offhandedly, and even though I don’t think he meant anything by it, I feel the sting of his remark.

      He doesn’t want to be linked to me through all eternity. I get it. It’s a huge commitment.

      “Dude, why not? I’d do it.” Phoenix links his hand with mine, and when I glance at him, he winks.

      “You misunderstood me. I’m not saying I don’t want an infinity band with Daisy, I just didn’t want to do it to appease those motherfuckers.”

      The ache in my chest eases off, and I finally dare to ask, “What is that vow, anyway?”

      “It’s a commitment that lasts forever, even after death. You’d be linked to Bryce through all your lives, if you believe in such a thing,” Rufio replies tartly.

      “But Daisy is involved with you, Phoenix, and Morpheus. How would that work?” Renata asks.

      “It doesn’t matter. We’re talking hypothetically here. I don’t need an infinity band to show how much I love her,” Bryce replies.

      My face becomes hot, a reaction that it seems I will never cease to have when one of them professes their love for me in front of others. It’s stupid considering how far we’ve gone in our relationship.

      I notice we begin to slow down, and I see the brake lights on Felicity’s car are on. “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t know. I’m just keeping pace with your friend.”

      Soon, a couple of buses pass by us, going toward the camp. They’re filled to capacity, but I can’t make out who’s inside.

      “Shit. Were those more fanatics?” Phoenix asks.

      “It seems so,” Rufio replies. “We left just in time.”

      We pick up speed again, but after ten minutes on the road, Felicity takes the next exit.

      “Where is she going?” I ask.

      We find out soon enough. Felicity parks in the busiest fast food restaurant that comes up on the street.

      “We can’t possibility be stopping to eat. We’re too close to the camp,” Rufio says.

      “I could eat.” Phoenix shrugs. “Burgers and fries, who can pass that up?”

      “Do you have a hole in your stomach or something?” Rufio angles his body forward to glare at him.

      “Dude, I haven’t eaten in hours. It takes a lot to keep this sexy machine running.”

      I shake my head, trying my best to keep my grin from showing. We’re not out of the woods yet, but Phoenix’s humor, as inappropriate as it is, infuses a warm feeling in my chest.

      “They’re getting out of the car. Let’s see what’s going on,” I say.

      Bryce is the first to reach Xavier, who has changed back to his true self and has also ditched Harry’s clothes.

      “What’s up?” Bryce asks.

      “We’re acquiring new transportation. Our vehicles are too recognizable, and Jodie won’t be able to keep the tires inflated for hours on.”

      “Not a lot of good choices here.” Phoenix looks over the parking lot, which is filled with small vehicles that are most likely older than us.

      My eyes land on two station wagons, the best cars in the lot which could accommodate our large group, but they usually belong to people with children. I won’t steal from a family.

      Just then, a company van pulls up. Two men in uniform get out and head into the restaurant.

      “I think that will do,” Xavier says. “It’s best if we drive in one vehicle.”

      “I’ll need help unloading the lightning-glass stones from our trunks,” Rufio says.

      “Bryce and I can do it from afar. We just need Morpheus’s camouflage skills.” Phoenix stretches his arms forward with his hands linked together, cracking his knuckles in the process.

      The wind suddenly picks up speed, sending chills down my spine. I glance at the sky, noticing with a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach that those clouds are getting together, dark and ominous, in an unnatural way. Shit. That must be Chaos.

      “We have to move, folks!” Xavier warns.

      Morpheus’s expression changes, turning veiled and almost inhuman. His eyes glow like liquid gold again as the shadows gather behind him. With a motion of his arms, the shadows expand, creating a massive shield that covers all of us, including our target vehicle.

      Without missing a beat, Bryce and Phoenix get to work, each one focusing on a car. They pop the trunks open and then send the big pieces of lightning-glass stones floating across the lot toward the open back of the van.

      The loud rumble of thunder above makes me jump on the spot. Rufio pulls me to his side and kisses me on the cheek. “He’s not going to harm you. We won’t let him.”

      “As much as I love hearing that, I can’t let you be my knights in shining armor. I’m not a damsel in distress.”

      Rufio smirks while his eyes dance with amusement. “I know you aren’t. You’re our firecracker, our slayer queen. But we’ll never stop wanting to protect you.”

      “All right, everyone. Let’s move,” Xavier commands.

      With his hand on my lower back, Rufio nudges me forward. I’m much more powerful than he is now, but that doesn’t change his protective stance. I get into the van after Rosie and Felicity, but they get in the back seat, closer to the lightning-glass rocks, whereas I’m instructed to sit near the front. Rufio slides in next to my sister. I’m now sandwiched between Bryce and Phoenix, while Toby and Renata sit across from us, an arrangement that must not be pleasing to Rosie. I glance at her, and sure as shit, I find her throwing daggers with her eyes at the back of Renata’s head.

      Morpheus is the last one in. He pretty much jumps inside and slides the door shut with a bang. “Go. Go! The owners of the van are coming back.”

      Xavier, who already had the motor running, presses the pedal to the metal, burning rubber. The sudden acceleration sends me forward since I didn’t buckle up yet. But Bryce and Phoenix reach out, keeping me in place.

      “You’d better put your seat belt on, darling.” Phoenix fumbles around the space between our bodies, looking for the seat belt but also copping a feel in the process. His antics only serve to wake my body.

      “It’s okay. I can do it myself.” I try to be stern, but it’s impossible to stay mad when I look at his gorgeous face. Ugh. Why does he have to be so pretty?

      Xavier buzzes the horn, almost giving me a heart attack.

      “Son of a bitch. Is that fucker blind?” he yells.

      “What’s going on?” Rufio asks from the back seat.

      “It’s like they can’t even see us,” Xavier continues. “Stupid idiots.”

      “Oops!” Morpheus says. “I still have us concealed by shadows. My bad.”

      He doesn’t blush, but the sheepish expression he’s sporting now is adorable. If only we didn’t have to save the world.

      “Where are we going?” I turn in my seat as much as the constraints of the seat belt allow.

      Jodie passes over her cell phone to me. “My phone is working now, but the signal is weak. You should try contacting your mother, Morpheus.”

      I take the phone from her, then pass it to him.

      “If the signal is weak, that means the lightning-glass is working.” Bryce slings his arm across my shoulders, casually placing his hand on my forearm. He caresses me absentmindedly, but I’m all too aware of his touch.

      “And Chaos is not on our tail.” Renata looks out the window. “My parents must be freaking out. It’s been days since Gifted Academy got taken over by Neo Gods.”

      “Maybe you can call them after Morpheus is done with the phone,” Toby suggests.

      “No!” Xavier and Jodie say at the same time.

      “I’m sorry, kid, but there’s no way to know your parents haven’t sided with Neo Gods or aren’t under their surveillance. We can’t risk it,” Xavier adds in a softer tone.

      “I know.” Renata drops her gaze to her lap.

      “Mom?” Morpheus speaks into the phone. “Are you there? I can’t hear you very well.”

      “Put the call on speaker,” Phoenix pipes up.

      The signal is breaking up, and we can’t make out the words Mrs. Malek is saying.

      “You’re too close to the fumes. Trade places with me,” I say.

      We make the switch, which gives Bryce and Phoenix unhappy puppy faces. I roll my eyes. Boys.

      “Morpheus, I’ve been worried sick about you,” her voice comes out more clearly now. “I saw on the news that cops were killed near the safe house.”

      “Yes, they came for Phoenix. Mom, we’re on the run and need a place to stay ASAP. We need your help.”

      “I was afraid that would come to pass. I made calls after I dropped you off at the safe house. How far are you from Saturn’s Bay?”

      “Three hours, at least,” he replies.

      “I’ll text you an address. Please, stay far away from Norm neighborhoods. It isn’t safe.”

      “How is the situation now?” I ask.

      “Oh, is that you, Daisy?”

      “Yes, it’s me.”

      “Not great. The Neo Gods came out in full force. They also had help from Fringe criminals. Those poor children.” Her voice cracks at the end, making me choke up.

      Tears gather in my eyes, brought forth by a mix of sorrow and rage. Unmaking those bastards is not enough. I want them nuked from the face of the Earth.

      Rosie whimpers softly behind me, earning Toby’s attention. He turns in his seat but doesn’t make a comment.

      “It’s okay, honey. They’re going to pay for all their sins,” Felicity comforts my sister.

      “Yes. Yes they will,” I say.
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      After three gruesome hours without breaks inside a crowded van, we finally arrive at the destination Mrs. Malek gave us. It’s in an industrial area, but judging by the conditions of the buildings, we’re not in Idol-controlled territory. The painting is fading on some facades, but it’s not so completely terrible that I’d suspect those buildings belong to Norms. I don’t really think they can afford to own anything.

      Xavier parks in front of a warehouse with faded gray walls. There’s a ramp leading to a great rusty metal gate in the loading area and a door next to it that almost blends in with the wall. No signs of any kind. The parking lot is completely empty too.

      “Where are we?” I ask.

      “We’re in Flaunders, east of downtown,” Xavier replies. “I thought most of these warehouses were abandoned.”

      “Why would they be deserted?” Daisy asks.

      “Sometimes a business area just dies for no obvious reason,” Jodie pipes up.

      Rufio snorts. “Yeah, right. There’s always a reason, and you bet your ass Idols are behind it.”

      “Excuse me?” Jodie says with a stern motherly tone.

      “Oh, drop the act, Mother. Like you can expect respect from me.”

      I whistle. “Boy, that escalated fast.”

      “Everyone quit bickering. You’re giving me a headache,” Xavier grumbles.

      “It could be the fumes,” Renata replies. “I’ve had one for the past hour.”

      “I’m going to text my mother and tell her we’re here,” Morpheus says from next to me.

      He had to trade places with Daisy so he could use the phone, and we never switched back. Another reason I’m sour.

      A minute later, his mother walks out of the building through the small door. The wind is howling outside, which makes me wonder if it’s a natural occurrence or if Chaos has followed us here. Mrs. Malek’s curly hair is flapping wildly around her face while she tries to keep her jacket closed. Thanks to the light color of the fabric, it’s easy to spot the bloodstains on her sleeve. Morpheus notices that too. He curses, then turns into dark smoke, vanishing through the crack in the window in the blink of an eye.

      “What the hell was that?” I ask.

      “He’s embraced his demigod side.” Daisy reaches for the door handle, but I open it for her with my mind. She glances at me and smiles. “Thanks.”

      My heart goes to a hundred in an instant. Damn, I have it bad for this girl. I follow her, but considering her attention is now riveted on Mrs. Malek, I try to ignore my naughty thoughts. Morpheus has shifted back into a solid human. He’s Chaos’s grandson all right. That was a freaky trick he pulled.

      “Mom, are you okay?” Morpheus stares at his mother’s clothes.

      “Yes. This isn’t my blood. I’ve been helping with the wounded. Come inside quickly.”

      “Any chance you can open the loading gate for us? We have cargo that shouldn’t be left outside,” Xavier says from inside the van.

      “Yes, of course. We don’t want any vehicles parked here anyway.”

      We all head inside and discover a world that looks like it came straight from a war movie. Part of the warehouse floor has been converted into a makeshift hospital where wounded patients lie on blankets and mattresses on the floor. It makes me sick when I realize that most of them are children.

      Daisy gasps, covering her mouth with a closed fist. I start toward her, but the sound of my name being called out stops me in my tracks. I turn toward it and find my mother making a beeline in my direction.

      “Phoenix, oh thank heavens you’re okay.” She pulls me into an embrace. I’m too stunned to react, so I just stand there like a wooden pole.

      “What are you doing here?” I pull back, wrestling with the conflicting emotions bouncing around in my chest. The little boy in me wants to lean into the comfort of her embrace, but the jaded person I am now can’t let go of the pain.

      “I tracked Shereen down when I couldn’t locate you. I heard about that awful cop on the news.”

      “Yeah, he got what he deserved. But are you helping the Norms and Fringes now?”

      She jerks her head back as if my question offends her. “I’ve never shared your father’s ideals about them.”

      Hearing her speak about him makes me nauseated. The latch holding the dark memories of my abuse cracks right down the middle. If I don’t focus on something else, it will split open. I turn to Mrs. Malek. “What can we do to help?”

      “Please get settled first, and then look for Ellen. She’ll tell you what to do.”

      Bryce steps forward, looking grimmer than ever. “Point me at your most critical cases.”

      Daisy’s and Rufio’s faces blanch. Bryce has not fared well after healing the dying. But how could we look at all these hurt people and not try to help?

      “There’s one little boy, not much older than two, who’s in bad shape. We don’t think he’ll last much longer,” Mom says. “I’ll take you to him.”

      Bryce and Daisy follow my mother, and because I can’t stay too far away from the love of my life, I do too. I avoid glancing at the people along the way, but not because I lack sympathy. I’m afraid if I do, I’ll break down. I’m hanging on by a thread already. Their pain is getting to me; it’s making me remember my own. Another fissure on the latch. Fuck. I grind my teeth harder.

      When Mom stops next to a little kid who has more than half of his body covered in burns, my legs falter. Daisy makes a distressed sound, covering her mouth with her hands.

      “Those motherfuckers,” Bryce grits out.

      “How? I thought they’d attacked the schools. He’s too young,” Daisy says.

      “I don’t know. He was found underneath his mother on the sidewalk near one of the attack locations. She died trying to protect him.”

      “So he’s an orphan?” I ask through the lump in my throat.

      “We don’t know. His father might be looking for him.”

      “He’s so quiet,” Daisy murmurs.

      “I think Ellen might have given him sedatives,” Mom replies.

      Bryce kneels next to the kid, placing his hand above his chest. Immediately, a bright glow comes forth, illuminating the area. The boy disappears underneath the halo. Bryce doesn’t move a muscle. The only indication that he’s working hard is the furrow of his eyebrows. I step closer to Daisy, linking our hands together. She squeezes mine tightly, but I don’t know if she’s aware that she’s doing it. I’m not sure how long Bryce maintains his healing powers at full capacity, but when the light fades, it does quickly, and he tumbles sideways soon after. I try to stop him with my powers, but my mother reaches him first.

      “Oh no. Bryce.” Daisy lets go of my hand and crouches next to him.

      “He’s out cold. Is he okay?” Mom asks me as she cradles him in her lap.

      “I hope so. Healing weakens him.”

      Bryce stirs and mumbles incoherent words, but his eyes remain closed. The boy he healed, however, is awake now.

      “Mommy?” he asks in a tiny voice. “Where’s Mommy?”

      Ah hell. Now we have to tell him he’ll never see his mother again. My heart tightens to the point that it might shatter into tiny fragments. I sit next to him, careful not to scare the poor kid even more. There’s not a single scar left on his body, but his big hazel eyes are filled with fear as he stares at me.

      “Hey, buddy. How are you feeling?”

      “You’re one of the bad guys.”

      Fuck. It didn’t even occur to me to mask my powers. “I’m not a bad guy. I’m on your side.”

      “But you’re an Idol.”

      I wince. Hell, we do have a terrible rep. “Yes, but not all Idols are bad.”

      He keeps watching me with unblinking eyes for a moment, and then he switches his attention to the others. “Do you know where my mommy is?”

      “No, honey. What’s her name?” Daisy smiles kindly at him, but her eyes tell a different story. They’re bright and sad.

      “I think Daddy calls her Margaret.”

      “Do you know your last name?” my mother asks.

      He pinches his eyebrows together and then shakes his head. “I can’t remember.”

      Rufio and Morpheus find us, and by their solemn expressions, I gather they have bad news.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “Xavier wants to hold a meeting,” Morpheus replies. “But I think we should wait until Bryce recovers.”

      “I’ll be up in a second,” he mumbles, his eyes still closed.

      “How are you feeling?” Daisy caresses his cheek.

      “Like I’ve been running on fumes for days.”

      “Speaking of fumes, do you think the lightning-glass stones we brought will be enough to keep us hidden from Bad Grandpa?” I ask Morpheus.

      “Nope. I can sense him getting closer. It’s why Xavier wants to talk. There might be another away to hide us from him.”

      “Who is Bad Grandpa?” The kid Bryce healed sits up, rubbing his eyes. His blond hair is still covered in soot and dried blood. I guess Bryce’s abilities don’t include cleanup.

      “My grandfather,” Morpheus replies.

      “Why is he bad?”

      “Because he’s old and grumpy,” Bryce butts in, finally getting back up. He massages his temple and then tries to suppress a yawn.

      “I don’t have a grandpa or grandma.” The little boy glances down, his shoulders slumping forward. He looks so vulnerable and alone, I want to hug him and tell him everything will be okay.

      “You’re not missing much.” Morpheus shrugs.

      “What’s your name?” Rufio asks the kid.

      “Theo.”

      He scrunches up his nose, and a second later, he sneezes, which sends him flying across the room.

      “What the fuck!” Rufio yells.

      Bryce and I both throw our arms forward, but I’m the only one who actually does stop Theo from a nasty fall. Bryce is still out of juice. I bring him back to us. More precisely, back to my mother’s arms.

      “Are you okay, Theo?” She cradles him like he was her own child. I imagine that’s how she used to be with me before my father did what he did.

      The fissure on the latch in my brain spreads in different directions like a spider web. One more blow and I’ll drown in my dark memories.

      “I sneezed and flew,” he says in awe. “I was never able to do that before.”

      “No, but I think things are going to be a little different from now on,” Bryce replies.

      “Different how? Do I have superhero powers?” His eyes become as round as saucers.

      He has no idea.

      “Didn’t you just heal him?” Morpheus asks Bryce.

      “Yeah.”

      “Wow, so the change is happening faster.” Morpheus passes a hand over his face.

      “It seems so, but the side effects are getting harder too. I feel awful.”

      “Don’t even think about healing anyone else today,” Daisy tells him sternly.

      “I don’t think I could even if I wanted to. I’m numb inside; I can barely feel my power in my core.”

      I trade a worried glance with Rufio. It’s hard to tell if we’re thinking the same thing. I do wonder if when Bryce heals someone, he’s actually transferring some of his powers to that person. If that’s the case, how long until he has nothing left?

      The rumble of thunder reverberates across the warehouse’s high ceiling, getting our full attention.

      “Crap. I think Chaos found us,” I say.
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      Bryce has to rely on me for support as we walk toward the warehouse section that has some office space. Morpheus is ahead of us, body coiled tight with tension. It’s like he’s carrying the entire weight of the world on his shoulders. It can’t be easy knowing a relative is hell-bent on killing everyone you know. What a group of damaged people we are. I lost my parents in a horrible way, and the loves of my life have to contend with terrible ones. At least Mrs. Malek loves Morpheus unconditionally, and it seems Phoenix’s mother is trying to make amends for her past mistakes.

      Morpheus stops in front of a door that has a lit sign above it that says “On Air.” It strikes me as odd. But when I enter the room, I understand the reason for it. We’re actually inside the radio station The Freaks. A huge poster showing off the hosts is the first thing I see, hanging at the far end of the wall. Then there are all the other famous bands’ posters, concert T-shirts in frames, and even a guitar mounted on the wall. The actual studio where they broadcast their show is sectioned off in a soundproof room in the left corner. The half-glass panels for walls allow visitors to peek inside. One of the hosts is in there, wearing big earphones and making sure Norms and Fringes still have their source of entertainment despite the tragedy that has struck our town.

      “Am I dreaming, or are we actually inside a radio station?” Phoenix asks.

      A man with salt-and-pepper hair and a wrinkled tan face approaches, sporting a tentative smile. I recognize him from the poster, I just don’t know which one of the hosts he is, Travis or Morty.

      “Hi, I’m Travis Ross. You must be Daisy.”

      “Yeah. These are Bryce, Morpheus, and Phoenix, and I suppose you’ve already met the rest,” I say.

      “Yes I have. Please take a seat. Your friend looks a little worn out.” He points at the empty leather couch. There are three in the room, and with the current seating arrangement, I can see the battle lines are still firmly in place. Rosie and Felicity occupy one, Jodie and Renata another. Toby and Xavier are standing, clearly not wanting to pick sides.

      “Where’s my mother? We’re running out of time,” Morpheus asks. “I can sense Chaos looming right above us. I don’t think the few pieces of raw lightning-glass stones we brought are doing much to deter him.”

      “She’ll return shortly,” Travis assures Morpheus.

      “Okay, I’m so confused. Can someone explain to me how a Fringe radio station got involved in the fight against the Neo Gods?” Bryce asks.

      “Morty and I have always been involved in fighting oppression. It’s the main reason we started the station more than thirty years ago.”

      “But why this warehouse?” I ask.

      “We’ve only been here for the past few months. We piss off too many powerful Idols to remain in one location for too long.” He lifts his shoulders in a casual what-can-you-do shrug.

      “But a warehouse?” Phoenix presses.

      “It belonged to Morty’s parents. It was abandoned for years since most businesses in the area either went bankrupt or moved to greener pastures. We figured if we moved here, we wouldn’t have to change locations so soon. But then the war broke out, and our location became providential.”

      “Too bad we brought a vengeful god to you,” Renata remarks, earning an immediate glower from Rosie.

      “You make it sound like we did it on purpose,” she snaps.

      Renata stares in Rosie’s direction, clearly surprised. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      Mrs. Malek comes in, interrupting what was sure to become a useless argument. She’s followed by the blind Zions who assisted her before when Morpheus couldn’t yet control his powers.

      “You asked them to come here?” Morpheus widens his eyes.

      “Don’t fret, young man. We’re not the enemy,” one of them replies.

      “Shereen, I didn’t know when you said you were getting help you meant them.” Xavier watches the duo with suspicion.

      “Who are they? Priests?” Renata asks Jodie.

      “Something like that,” she answers but keeps her shrewd eyes locked on the newcomers.

      “How are you going to help us deter Chaos?” Morpheus asks.

      Both men turn toward the sound of his voice. I know they’re blind, but they do have an uncanny ability to make you feel uncomfortable under their unseen scrutiny. Kind of like how Andromeda makes me feel. I haven’t thought about her in a while, but I wonder what’s going on in Hawk City with her and the Silverstones. The fact that we haven’t heard from them in so long is troublesome. And what about Delta? Were the Knights’ agents able to get information from him? Hell. We lost precious time in that camp of deranged fanatics.

      “I see you’ve finally reclaimed what the shadows took. You’ve accepted your legacy,” one of the Zions says.

      “Wait a second,” Rufio butts in. “Did you know he was Erebus’s son?”

      Mrs. Malek drops her gaze to the floor. “Yes, they’ve always known.”

      A deafening rumble above us sends my adrenaline levels through the roof. If Chaos decides to strike now, what will happen to all those wounded people?

      “You’d better start talking,” Xavier intervenes. “We’re on borrowed time here.”

      “Morpheus needs to fully embrace his demigod status.”

      “I thought I did that already. Still, I can’t win against Chaos. He’s a primordial god.”

      “You don’t need to win against him. We just want to become invisible to him. And that’s your specialty, boy,” one of them replies.

      They look so similar, it’s hard to tell them apart. Their white hair is cropped short, and they seem to be about the same age. The only difference is that one is slightly taller than the other.

      “Sorry to interrupt, but an introduction would be appreciated,” Travis says.

      “I’m so sorry. Where are my manners?” Mrs. Malek replies. “These are brothers Ismael and Iago.”

      They bow their heads, and then the one named Ismael says, “I sense distrust in your heart. You don’t need to fear betrayal from us.”

      Travis scowls at the duo, but he doesn’t offer a retort.

      “Do you want Morpheus to cover the entire building in shadows and keep that up for an indefinite amount of time?” I bring the conversation back on track.

      “You sound surprised, child. He’s a demigod; he’s capable of unbelievable things, just like you were once before.”

      “Me?” I squeak. “Do you mean Magia?”

      “Yes, naturally we meant her,” Iago replies.

      “But Magia was an Idol. Even if she was the Unmaker, she didn’t have infinite abilities,” Xavier pipes up.

      The Zions crinkle their foreheads in deep frowns. “What gave you the notion Magia was an Idol?”

      “Uh… wasn’t she?” Phoenix crosses his arms in front of his chest, watching the Zions through slits.

      “No. Magia was a demigod, just like Morpheus,” Ismael replies.

      “Well, not like Morpheus,” Iago butts in. “She was the daughter of Eris and an Idol, unlike Morpheus. And she also had better control of her abilities.”

      “Rub it in, why don’t you?” Morpheus glowers at the duo.

      “Hold on.” I raise my hand. “Who is Eris?”

      “Eris, also known as Strife, is Nyx and Erebus’s daughter,” Xavier replies almost to himself. His eyes are troubled, unfocused.

      “Whoa. So Magia and Morpheus were related?” Phoenix glances at Morpheus and me. “Dude!”

      “Quit looking at me like I’ve suddenly become a perv,” Morpheus grits out. “Even if that’s true, Daisy is not Magia.”

      I rub my head, trying to get rid of the headache that’s already brewing.

      “If she was a demigod, how could she have turned into a Norm?” Rufio asks.

      “Because she asked Gaia for a favor, and Gaia can do just about anything,” Mrs. Malek replies.

      I’m still reeling from this revelation, and judging by Jodie’s stupefied expression, she also didn’t know about that detail. However, another thunderclap draws our attention to our priority, which is to hinder Chaos.

      “Okay, tell me what I must do.” Morpheus turns to the Zions. “You can give us a lecture about my messed-up side of the family later.”

      “To fully embrace your demigod powers, you must give up your humanity completely,” Ismael says.

      No.

      The blood seems to drain from Morpheus’s face. “I’m not sure I want to do that.”

      “You don’t have a choice. Your attachment to your Fringe lineage is keeping you from unleashing your true potential. It’s either that or Chaos will level this place to the ground,” Iago counters.

      “What’s going to happen to Morpheus if he gives up his humanity? Will he turn into a complete asshole?” Phoenix asks.

      “That, we can’t answer,” both men reply in unison.

      Resting his hands on his hips, Morpheus dips his chin low, staring at the ground. His shoulders hunch forward as he lets out a heavy exhale. Even though I’m terrified at the possibility that he might become someone as cold as Chaos, I can’t lose faith in him now. I step closer and lift his face to mine with the tip of my finger.

      “You’re not going to change. I believe in you,” I say, looking deep into his eyes.

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because of the light I see shining here.” I press my palm against his chest. “It’s stronger than any darkness.”

      He reaches for my face, cupping my cheek. “You’re too good for this world, my love. But for you, I’ll try to stay the same. I promise.”

      “I have no doubt you will.” I smile to mask my fear.

      Every single deity we’ve come across has left a bad impression on us. Even the woman who spoke to me in my mind wasn’t very nice. I mean, would it kill her to give me straight answers?

      Was that Eris? And is it possible she was also speaking to Morpheus? It makes sense it’s the same goddess since she’s linked to us both. But if she’s Strife, she can’t have good intentions. Should we even trust her?

      Morpheus turns to the Zions. “I’m ready.”
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      For safety reasons, the Zions and I move to a different part of the building, far away from our group and the wounded. My mother and Daisy wanted to come, but if I’m to give up my Fringe part, my humanity, I can’t have either of them nearby. They’re my weakness, and I don’t need any sage Idols to tell me that.

      Like Travis mentioned, it’s providential that their radio station moved to such a massive building. Toward the back, there’s nothing but empty boxes and industrial shelves collecting dust.

      The silence during the trek here has already gotten to my nerves. To distract myself from what I have to do, I ask, “What’s the deal with your impairment? Were you both born blind?”

      “No. Blindness was our vow when we joined the brotherhood,” Ismael replies.

      “Oh, I’ve only met one Idol who’s blind. She’s a level eighteen, but she was born that way.”

      “You must be speaking of Andromeda Belfor, Nathaniel’s daughter,” Iago says casually.

      Wait. What?

      I shake my head. “I must have misheard you. Nathaniel can’t possibly be her father. That son of a bitch has been torturing her for months.”

      “And have you never heard of fathers mistreating their offspring before?” Ismael raises a bushy eyebrow.

      He must know my adoptive father is an asshole, but somehow I don’t think he’s only talking about him. I suspect they also know about Phoenix and what Maximus Westbrook did to him. If that’s true, what else do they know?

      The lights in the warehouse begin to flicker suddenly, and then I hear Chaos’s evil laughter in my head, loud and painful. It feels like my skull is going to split in two.

      “Ugh!” I bend forward, clutching my head.

      The walls and floor begin to shake, and the howling of wind is a clear indication something horrible is happening outside. I can’t believe Chaos hasn’t unleashed his wrath on us yet.

      “We’ve delayed this for too long. You have to let go of your mortal anchors,” Ismael urges.

      “I don’t know how to do that,” I say.

      “Yes, you do, Morpheus,” the familiar female voice tells me. “You’ve taught Daisy before, haven’t you?”

      “Eris, you’re back.”

      “Oh, so those old farts already told you about me. Pity. I wanted to do the grand reveal myself.” She laughs.

      “You had plenty of time to tell me you were my half sister.”

      “True, but it’s no fun letting go of all the secrets at once. What about the suspense, the buildup?”

      The screeching noise of metal being twisted interferes with my mind-to-mind conversation. I look up, noticing the roof is shaking terribly and the beams keeping it in place are compromised.

      “Morpheus, have you done what we told you?” Ismael asks.

      “Trust me, I’m trying, but I need some guidance here. I don’t know how to cut my ties with my human side.”

      “Oh, little brother, you’re a little slow, aren’t you?” Eris asks, amused.

      “And you’re a huge bitch, aren’t you?” I retort.

      “Ouch. Was that supposed to be a comeback?”

      “If you’re not going to help, get out of my head. You’re distracting me.”

      “I should let you fail, but you’re lucky my vendetta against Grandpa is bigger than you. If you want to cut your ties with your weaker side, you have to let go of your sweet mommy and Daisy.”

      My heart shrivels into a dried-up muscle. “I won’t give them up.”

      “Oh, you’re so dramatic. Not give them up forever. If you’re still you when this is over, you can come back to them.”

      “What do you mean, if I’m still me?”

      “Oh, darling. Once you experience life as a demigod, you won’t desire to return to a mundane life. Why do you think Nathaniel is messed up in the head?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know. But I’m nothing like him.”

      “We shall see. Now listen closely, because I’m not going to repeat myself. Imagine a ribbon that’s tying you to your mommy and Daisy. Now picture a big-ass pair of scissors and cut those ribbons. Presto.”

      “Oh, come on. It can’t be as simple as a visualization exercise.”

      “It worked for Daisy, didn’t it?”

      “He can’t do it, Eris. Your plan to piss me off is not going to work,” Chaos says loudly, not in my head. “You bet on the wrong horse.”

      My head doesn’t feel so heavy, and I realize it’s because Eris has left my mind. Either she left of her own free will, or Chaos sent her away. It doesn’t matter. She left me with one piece of advice, and I guess I have to make it work or go bust.

      The Zions begin to chant in a foreign language and burn sage. Do they hope to ban Chaos from the premises with that? Only a mountain filled with poisonous fumes was able to keep the god at bay.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “Helping you find your center. You must connect completely with your demigod powers,” Ismael replies.

      “I’m going to enjoy tearing your little lover limb from limb. Her sacrifice all those years ago will be for nothing,” Chaos says.

      “Why do you hate Magia so much?” I ask him to buy time.

      “She betrayed me, just like her father did. It’s no surprise. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

      Lightning strikes the ceiling, punching a hole through it to land a few feet from me in a shower of sparks. I jump back, and a second later, another lightning bolt hits the spot where I was.

      “But I guess lightning does strike the same spot twice.” He laughs.

      The Zions continue chanting, but I can tell they’re getting nervous. Everyone is counting on me, but I remain clueless about what to do. I close my eyes and try to focus, even though it’s damn hard when I know Chaos is above me, ready to strike again at any second. Despite that, I turn my attention to my powers. If I don’t master them, then I can say goodbye to Mom and Daisy for real. Their images pop in the forefront of my mind. They’re both looking at me with undeniable love and pride, something I’ve always craved from a different person.

      I don’t picture a ribbon like Eris suggested; I simply turn my back on them, shattering my heart. But the raw power inside my core vanquishes the pain as it takes over my entire being. It spreads though my body like liquid euphoria. With their explosion, the shadows come forth. I don’t become them like I did before, but I can’t feel my body anymore either. It’s almost like I’m in a different plane and mundane things such as hunger, thirst, and aches no longer matter.

      With the full awakening of my powers also comes the awareness of Chaos’s reach. I thought he had escaped from the island and followed us here. But that’s not true. He’s still tethered to that piece of land in the ocean; only his conscience is free to torment us.

      I finally change into my smoky form and zoom upward, traveling through the ceiling without breaking it to pierce the storm created by Chaos. He screams in rage as wisps of darkness attempt to reform the angry clouds. But I slash them with the whips that sprout from my ethereal wrists.

      I can play this game forever, but that’s not the plan. I just want to hide the building from him. Now that I know he’s not free, I can meet him for our final showdown later. I turn my attention to creating the biggest shadow I’ve ever conjured. It grows in size at alarming speed, covering the warehouse in a matter of seconds. Once I know it’s invisible to Chaos and to the mortals too, I glance at what’s left of his pitiful storm. I zap the nimbus with a flick of my wrist, drawing another roar from him.

      My lips curl into a victorious grin, but my amusement is cut short when I sense another presence nearby.

      “Well done, little brother. You kicked Grandpa’s ass.” A young woman with hair as black as midnight and skin so white it’s almost translucent is hovering a few feet from me.

      “Eris, I see you’ve finally decided to show your face.”

      “Oh, you think I was hiding before?”

      “Weren’t you?”

      “No, silly. You simply couldn’t see me because you weren’t a true demigod yet.”

      “What happens now?”

      “Now you decide what you want to do next. You can return to those people below, or you can wreak havoc with me. You know, sibling bonding.” She smiles like a psycho.

      I glance down, and with just a mere thought, I can see Daisy pacing back and forth, worried sick about me. My roommates attempt to console her, but they can’t take the worry from her heart. My mother is sitting next to Rosie and Felicity, also distressed. I should return and ease their mind, but I don’t have an ounce of desire to do so. I know I should care, but I can’t get in touch with those feelings.

      “They’re waiting for me,” I say. “I should go back.”

      “True, the old you would most definitely do that. But you’re not that weakling Fringe spawn who needed magical bracelets to control your powers. You’re Erebus’s son. A demigod. You’re more than the cage you were raised in.”

      As if sensing I’m spying on her, Daisy glances up. When I look into her eyes, I feel something stir in my chest, a spark.

      “Come on, Morpheus. There’s so much I want to show you,” Eris insists.

      I glance at her with dispassionate curiosity. She’s my sister, and yet I don’t feel a thing. What I do care about is the knowledge she possesses. But there’s something else I have to take care of first.

      “You said you wanted to wreak havoc together, right? I just so happen to know exactly where we should start.”
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      We’re already on pins and needles, but when a loud explosion on the north side of the building shocks the entire structure, I’m out of the radio station in a flash. Phoenix runs after me and stops me from going after Morpheus.

      “Let me go!” I try to break free from his hold.

      “No. You’re not thinking straight. If you run after him, you might ruin any progress he’s made.”

      Rufio and Bryce soon join us outside.

      “You don’t know that!” I yell through angry tears.

      “He’s right, honey,” Bryce says.

      Phoenix pulls me toward him, crushing me against his chest. “Morpheus will be okay, my love. He’s immortal.”

      “I know, but I can’t help worrying about him.” I pull back so I can glance at Bryce and Rufio too. “About all of you. You’ll be the death of me.”

      Rufio’s and Bryce’s expressions turn into scowls.

      “Look who’s talking. You’re one reckless woman,” Rufio retorts.

      “I’m not!” I yell stubbornly, knowing very well it’s a lie.

      Phoenix grabs my other forearm, forcing me to glance at him. His eyebrows are furrowed together, and his lips are nothing but a thin flat line on his face. “Never talk about dying in front of me, darling. Please.” He wipes my wet cheeks dry. “I love you so, so much. I can’t bear the thought of losing you.”

      “You’re not going to lose me.”

      “Is everything okay?” Travis asks from the open door.

      “Yes,” Bryce replies.

      The man’s gaze travels across the expansive room, perhaps searching for damage to the building.

      Phoenix becomes stiff in my arms when he looks over my shoulder and says, “Mom?”

      With hurried steps, she reaches us, holding Theo in her arms. “What was that noise? The children are frightened.”

      “It’s Chaos,” Phoenix replies.

      Her green eyes become rounder. “He’s found us? What can we do?”

      “Morpheus and the Zions are working on something. Don’t worry, Mrs. Westbrook. It will be all right.” Bryce smiles through the heartfelt lie. He can’t possibly know we’ll be okay.

      Her gaze darkens. “Call me Leticia. I don’t want anything to do with that name anymore.”

      “I can protect you all now that I’m a superhero,” Theo chimes in.

      Bless his heart, the kid is adorable. No wonder Phoenix’s mom won’t let go of him. Maybe he reminds her of Phoenix when he was little.

      The rest of our party trickles out of the studio and forms a circle around us. Xavier opens his mouth to say something but seems to become tongue-tied when his eyes land on Leticia.

      Felicity glances at the ceiling. “The storm has grown quiet. Do you think Morpheus succeeded?”

      She’s right—the noise from the thunder and wind has ceased.

      “He must have,” Bryce pipes up. “Not that I had any doubt he would.”

      Yeah, but at what cost?

      “The Zions are coming back,” Rufio points out.

      I follow his line of vision and see the old men in their red and gold robes making their way to us. They’re alone.

      “Where’s Morpheus?” Mrs. Malek asks the question that was on the tip of my tongue.

      I’d meet them halfway, but I’m afraid the news they have for us isn’t good. Phoenix, probably sensing the tension in my body, pulls me close to him, keeping his arm wrapped around my shoulders.

      My heart is stuck in my throat when the Zions finally reach our group.

      “What happened out there?” Rufio is the one who asks first.

      “Morpheus was able to ascend to demigod form,” Ismael replies.

      “Does that mean he managed to conceal the warehouse from Chaos?” Xavier asks.

      “That would be the case.” Iago nods.

      “So, where is he?” I ask.

      “That, we do not know. We didn’t speak to or see him after he did what he had to do,” Ismael deadpans.

      I’m getting seriously pissed at them. How can they stand there so peacefully when we don’t know where Morpheus went?

      “Do you think he simply abandoned us now that he’s uber powerful?” Renata asks.

      “No,” I say. “He wouldn’t. If he left, he must have a reason. He’ll come back.”

      The conviction in my tone is more to convince myself than anyone else. He’ll come back to me. He has to.

      Xavier pinches the bridge of his nose, exhaling loudly. “Now that we don’t have Chaos breathing down our necks, let’s assess our situation.” He turns to Travis. “What do you know about the Neo Gods’ attacks?”

      The man grimaces, then switches his attention to Leticia and Theo. “Maybe we should have this conversation back in the office.”

      Understanding dawns on her face. We shouldn’t remind Theo of those terrible events.

      “Before you go, we’re in dire need of medical supplies and food. When can we expect a delivery to arrive?” she asks.

      “I don’t know. Everyone is scrambling at the moment, and we also don’t want to lead the Neo Gods here.”

      “Maybe we can get supplies,” Renata suggests. “We have the van.”

      “Yeah, a stolen van. If you want to get arrested, be my guest,” Rosie retorts.

      “I don’t think the police are worried about grand theft auto at the moment,” Bryce replies. “We could go on a supply run.”

      “No, you kids are going to stay put,” Xavier butts in. “And don’t forget you have to recover, Bryce.”

      “I agree with Xavier. I’m sure there will be more people coming in who need healing,” Jodie adds.

      “If Bryce is up for it tomorrow, he can help Ellen with some of the other kids. Theo was the gravest case, but there are other children who could use your help.”

      Jodie turns her face into a scowl. “If they’re not in mortal danger, then we should let them heal naturally.”

      Bryce glowers at her. “Why? Because if they’re kids, even as Idols you can’t use them in your army?”

      Her eyebrows meet her hairline. “That’s absurd. Of course that’s not the reason. I’m only thinking about the toll healing has on you.”

      Yeah, like we believe her. I seek Toby’s gaze, our very own truth teller. As if reading the question in my eyes, he shakes his head, confirming what I already knew. Jodie is full of shit. I wish she had never found us.

      “Fine, we can rest for a day, but you can’t expect us to stay hidden here while the world outside burns,” Rufio pipes up.

      “No, but I also don’t want anyone running into a dangerous situation unprepared,” Xavier fires back.

      “Plus, we should give Morpheus a chance to come back,” I say.

      “Well, don’t count on him returning.” Jodie snorts. “He’s a demigod. His priorities aren’t the same anymore.”

      “Don’t you dare judge him by your moral standards,” I snap.

      “What about Delta? Since you didn’t let me kill him, shouldn’t the Knights have gotten information from him already?” Rosie asks.

      “You’ve apprehended Delta?” Jodie widen her eyes. “And you handed him over to the Knights without interrogating him first?”

      “We didn’t have the means to drag his sorry ass along while we were trying to escape. I did what I thought was best,” Xavier replies angrily.

      “Maybe we should find out if they have new information,” Toby says hopefully.

      “I wouldn’t count much on the Knights getting anything out of that fu—I mean, guy,” Phoenix replies, glancing apologetically at his mother for his almost slipup in front of Theo. “Bryce and Rufio had blocks, and only Daisy was able to breach through.”

      I can’t believe that didn’t occur to me until now. “I have to go see him.”

      A shadow crosses Xavier’s eyes. I’m afraid he’s going to say no, but he knows we desperately need information on the Neo Gods. If I can find their secret hideout in the mountains, even better.

      “I’ll make the call,” he replies finally.

      Travis, who had been listening to the exchange silently until now, chimes in. “There’s a secure line you can use in the studio.”

      “Thank you. I’ll do it right now.”

      “Maybe you should also try to reach Mr. Silverstone,” Toby suggests. “We’ve heard nothing from him for a while.”

      I don’t need to read minds to know the lack of news from Gunther is weighing heavily on Xavier’s shoulders.

      “Things are chaotic in Hawk City as well. There have been several attacks in Norm neighborhoods,” Travis replies somberly.

      “Also schools?” I ask.

      “No, not schools, but just as devastating.”

      “And let me guess, the Idol police are doing nothing to deter those terrorists.” Rufio’s eyes seem to flash bright blue for a second, but I must be imagining things.

      “Not with the chief of police being a top dog in their organization,” I reply, remembering vividly that he was one of my targets. Too bad I didn’t have the chance to take him down.

      “The cops here aren’t helping either. The Neo Gods’ hold is deep in every branch of the government,” Travis says with a deep frown.

      Felicity hugs her middle, appearing smaller. “How can we win this war, then?”

      “Just kill the big bad,” Theo replies calmly.

      “The big bad?” I ask, amused by his statement despite our dire situation.

      He nods. “Yeah. If you kill the main villain, then his followers will fall too.”

      “Where did you learn that?” Leticia asks.

      “From cartoons.” He shrugs.

      “That’s actually not a bad plan.” Bryce rubs his chin.

      “Okay, but who is the head?” Phoenix asks.

      Bryce and Rufio trade a glance, but it’s Rufio who replies. “The master.”
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      There was nothing to do but learn as much as we could from the situation and then come up with a plan. After we heard from Travis, Morty, Ellen, and her Norm girlfriend—who also happened to be a teacher in one of the schools attacked—we now know most of the attacks were carried out by a team of two high-level Idols and five or six Fringes. Every single one of the attackers was armed with lightning-glass weapons, but only the Idols had protective vests.

      The meeting took around two hours, and then Ellen showed us around and introduced us to the other volunteers who were helping with the injured. None of them were Idols, which didn’t surprise me.

      The majority of the wounds were burns and glass cuts, and I could tell it killed Bryce that he couldn’t heal them yet. It was hard to look closely at those poor children and teens and maintain a serene expression. I was torn between blind rage and the deepest sorrow.

      While we were helping Ellen, Xavier snuck out with Travis, Mrs. Malek, and Leticia to get the supplies. We couldn’t risk exposure, but it was apparently okay if the adults did. That rubbed me the wrong way, but I was too tired to fight Xavier about it. They came back safe, and that’s all that mattered.

      Nighttime has fallen with no sign of Morpheus yet. We’ve all settled for the evening in an area separated from the makeshift hospital by a pile of empty cardboard boxes. Comfort is not to be found, since every single mattress and sleeping bag are being used in the hospital. Our hosts offered the leather couches in their studio to Mrs. Malek, Leticia, and Felicity. No one bothered to offer Jodie the courtesy. It seems her reputation preceded her.

      But they didn’t want the perk, and it took much insistence from everyone to make them accept the offer. Theo, who has grown attached to Phoenix’s mother, also slept with them. As for us, we’re making do on the floor, turning our jackets into pillows and trying to ignore the cold bite of the hard surface. It’s still better than the bungalows in the camp from hell.

      Rosie has thawed out toward Toby—finally—and is cuddled with him in a corner. Both fell asleep within minutes. Renata picked a spot as far as possible from us to avoid another conflict. No one can say she isn’t trying. We’re by no means friends, but days of running for our lives together has created some type of bond between us. I no longer resent her for all the awful things she did in the past. Rosie is another story.

      I’m sandwiched between Rufio and Phoenix. They went down pretty fast too, but I can’t sleep. Worry gnaws at my insides, carving a hole in my heart.

      Bryce said he was going to use the restroom, but that was ten minutes ago. I suspect he’s with the children in the hospital. He knows better than to try to heal anyone now, but he can also be stubborn as hell. Since it’s not likely I can sleep, I decide to go look for him. Getting up without stirring my human blankets is difficult, and for a moment, I think Rufio is waking up. But aside from mumbling in his sleep, he doesn’t do anything else.

      On my tiptoes, I mince away from our sleeping camp and veer toward the makeshift hospital. The place is dim; the only lights are from the small lamps on the walls. Ellen is awake, doing her rounds, but there’s no sign of Bryce. Strange. Maybe he did go to the restroom.

      I turn around before Ellen sees me and chastises me for not resting, but I don’t return to where the others are. My feet take me to the back of the warehouse where Morpheus went with the Zions earlier in order to ascend to his demigod status.

      The word demigod leaves a stain in my mind. I can’t believe Magia was one who chose to become mortal. I wish I knew why she did that when the vast majority of her kind are selfish and capricious. And why that important fact is not common knowledge. Even those religious freaks believed she was an Idol. I wonder if that antique book I got from the school’s librarian had that information. But if it did, I’m sure Jodie would have known. She wouldn’t have told Mrs. Wilkins to give me that book without knowing exactly what it contained. It’s a pity that it’s now probably in the hands of the new Neo God principal.

      But we have the Zions, who seem to possess a plethora of knowledge. I didn’t have the chance to grill the brothers today, but tomorrow that’s my top priority. I’m glad they decided to stay.

      I finally reach my final destination. This section of the warehouse is completely separate from the used area by sheet metal walls that go all the way up to the ceiling. The entrance is an opening big enough to allow a truck through. The sliding door is half open, but inside is not as dark as I expected it to be.

      It’s much colder here than it was in the main section of the warehouse though, and the reason is the huge hole in the ceiling. There’s a charred spot right below it, and my guess is a lightning bolt struck here. That must have been the awful noise we heard earlier. Moonlight is pouring through the gap, creating a small silvery area. I stand under it, glancing at the starry sky.

      “Oh, Morpheus. Where are you?” I whisper.

      My question meets with silence, which only makes the choke in my throat grow larger. I drop my head in my hands, fighting the despair that’s beginning to take hold of me. Tears prickle my eyes, but if I let them fall now, I don’t think I will ever stop bawling.

      I hear footsteps approach, and a split second later, I sense Bryce. I turn around just as he’s within reach. We both freeze for a moment with our gazes locked. A thousand thoughts are exchanged in that single glance, and then I don’t know who attacks whom first. I’m in his arms and my fingers are in his hair, making a mess out of it. I’m not kissing him; I’m devouring his mouth as if he’s the only sustenance I need.

      We fly out of the spotlight, disappearing into a dark corner. My back meets the wall while Bryce presses his body against mine. Our hands become impatient, eager, as they try to get us out of our clothes as fast as possible. My jacket and top go first; then my jeans are the next to disappear in the darkness. It may seem like we’re two careless teenagers who can’t go a day without sex, but that isn’t what this is about. After the cruelty we saw, the ordeals we’ve gone through, connecting skin to skin is the only way we can feel human again.

      We haven’t stopped kissing since we started, but when I feel Bryce’s erection press against me, I tense, pulling away. “We need protection.”

      Bryce’s eyes are glowing, giving him an even more otherworldly appearance. Hooded like that, they’re sexy as hell.

      “Do we?” he whispers, giving me pause.

      “Yes, Bryce, we do. I’m not on the pill.”

      “I know, but what about the prophecy? What if the only way to truly end this war is to vanquish Chaos?”

      “Are you saying you believe our child would be the God-killer?”

      “I don’t know. It makes sense. And Morpheus had a vision about us being linked by the infinity band. What if our meeting was preordained?”

      “Preordained? I’m not sure about that.”

      “I never told anyone this, but I wasn’t headed to Poppy’s Joint that night we met. I didn’t even know it existed before I parked in front of it.”

      “But you said you came in because we’re notorious for our pies.”

      He shakes his head. “I got that from your poster on the window. I was driving aimlessly that night. Don’t get me wrong. I wanted pie.”

      “How did you know where to go, then?”

      “I had a vision of the place. It popped into my head unbidden. And somehow, I was able to find it without getting lost even though I had never been there before. It was as if a greater force was leading me there.”

      My heart is beating much faster now while I’m grappling with Bryce’s revelation. My mind whirls as it tries to connect all the pieces in this gigantic puzzle.

      “Why didn’t you tell me before?”

      “I didn’t think it was important. But then there were other details, such as how Gunther knew exactly how long to keep me locked away until you were in mortal danger, or how he and my mother knew I’d be able to heal you. I think a demigod or even a god is feeding them this information.”

      “And you think all that means those crazy fanatics were right about the God-killer?”

      He caresses my cheek. “I just think it’s not a theory we should ignore.”

      I bite my lower lip. “But what if it’s bullshit? I’m only eighteen. I’m not ready to… procreate. Besides, the world is crazy right now. It’d be irresponsible to bring a child into it.”

      He sighs against my lips, the hot air tickling my skin. “You’re right. We shouldn’t be reckless about this. Besides, I think if I knocked you up, Xavier would have my balls.”

      “Yeah, I think he would.”

      Bryce steps back and then picks up his jeans from the floor. “This is the last one.” He pulls a wrapper from the back pocket. “Maybe we should have asked Xavier to buy us more condoms.”

      Heat rushes to my face. “They risked their lives to get essential supplies.”

      “Well, I consider avoiding teen pregnancy essential.” He smiles cheekily.

      “I think Phoenix’s humor is rubbing off on you.”

      “Maybe.” Bryce tears the package with his teeth without breaking eye contact, then rolls the condom down his shaft. I’m still in the same spot with my back pressed against the wall when he cages me in by bracing his forearms on each side of my head. “Where were we?”

      I reach for his fine ass and pull his hips against mine. I’m so wet that he slides halfway in even in this awkward position.

      “About here,” I murmur.

      He grabs my hips, lifting me off the floor. I wrap my legs around him, hooking them at the ankles behind his butt, which grants him easy access for a home run. He fills me completely while searing my mouth with an ardent kiss. I dig my heels against his ass, squeezing him, which elicits a grunt from deep his throat.

      “Damn it, babe. Why do you always have to feel so fucking amazing?”

      “Would you rather I didn’t?” I pepper his jaw with kisses.

      “Hell no.”

      There’s no keeping the pace slow with us because the urgency from before has returned with a vengeance. Bryce pistons in and out of me like a man on a mission, quickly turning my body into mush. The delicious pressure between my legs builds up quickly, and I’m glad my mouth is currently busy or I’d scream from the top of my lungs. It feels so good, and I obviously have zero control of my body.

      Bryce’s grunts become louder as he increases his tempo. In this empty area, our lovemaking sounds, even if muffled, echo too noisily. I begin to worry Xavier is going to bust us, but my mind scrambles when the wave of cosmic orgasm finally hits me. Accidentally, I bite Bryce’s lower lip, drawing blood. Man, I’m savage.

      Bryce follows suit in the next minute, abandoning my mouth to hide his face in the crook of my neck. His body spasms almost violently as he empties himself in me, warm and sleek.

      Huh?

      I push him back with such force that he loses his balance and staggers back. “What’s wrong?”

      Ignoring him, I glance at the mess that’s trickling down my legs. “Bryce!”

      “What?”

      “Look!” I point at it. “What the hell happened to the condom?”

      He glances at his dick, which is still at half mast but also bare save for the ring of rubber around the base. “It broke.”

      “How could it break?” My voice rises to a pitch, ringing around us.

      “Shhh. Do you want to draw everyone here?” he hisses.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck. This can’t be happening.” I pull my hair back, yanking at the strands. Then I begin to jump in place.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Helping gravity.”

      “Do you think that will work?”

      “I don’t know, Bryce. I’m freaking out here, can’t you see?” I grab my discarded shirt from the floor and clean myself to the best of my ability.

      Bryce steps closer and takes the shirt from my hand. “Let me help you.”

      He drops to his knees and runs the cloth up my legs, sending tingles down my spine. Damn it. I’m not supposed to get aroused when there could be millions of sperm traveling up to my womb.

      “Maybe I could lick it clean,” he says with a smile.

      I hit his shoulder. “Bryce, come on. This is serious.”

      His grin wilts to nothing, and finally his expression reflects our predicament. He unfurls from his crouch, looking incredibly guilty. “I’m sorry, Daisy.”

      “You didn’t do this on purpose, did you?”

      He quirks both eyebrows. “Of course not. How can you even ask?”

      I shake my head, dropping my gaze to his neck. “Shit. I know you wouldn’t do it. It’s almost like we jinxed ourselves by talking about making a God-killer.”

      “Maybe we did.” He steps back, running his hand through his hair. “Or maybe we have zero control over our lives, and this was supposed to happen.”

      I hear voices just outside, and that prompts me into getting dressed. There’s nothing we can do about our situation in this moment. Bryce offers me his shirt since mine is unwearable now.

      “Daisy?” Ellen calls from the entrance.

      “Hey, Ellen.”

      “And Bryce. I’m not going to ask. I just came by to let you know that Xavier is looking for you, and he doesn’t seem happy.”

      Crap. “Okay. Thanks.”

      Her silhouette disappears from the door, but before I can take a step forward, Bryce takes my hand, halting me. “I want you to know that whatever happens, I’m here. We’ll face it together.”

      Tears fill my eyes as several emotions compete for space in my chest. I’m remorseful for accusing him of tampering with the condom, afraid we did make a god-killing baby tonight, and filled with unmeasurable joy that this amazing guy loves me so much.

      I rise on my tiptoes to kiss him softly on the lips. “I know. But first, we might have to face my pissed-off uncle.”
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      With my unrestrained demigod powers, arriving at my destination took a mere thought. Eris, my half sister, tagged along, but I could have come without her. I returned to the Church of the Bold and the Fearless camp to take care of loose ends. Those motherfuckers tricked us, tried to kill us. They deserve what’s coming for them. From my vantage point, I can see the miasma surrounding the area, but I can’t glimpse past the smog. However, the discomfort I felt when I was inside the cave isn’t present now.

      “Why did you bring me here?” Eris asks.

      “There are very wicked people down there who deserve punishment.”

      “Oh, you’re taking the wrathful god approach?”

      “When it comes to those people, yes.”

      “I love that you’re fully embracing your dark side, brother.” She scrunches up her nose. “But this place reeks!”

      She’s right. The miasma does have a smell. I didn’t notice before, but maybe it’s because I wasn’t a true demigod yet.

      “You know why that’s the case?” I quirk an eyebrow.

      She slings her arm over her nose and glowers at me. “Obviously. I may be your half sister, Morpheus, but I’m a full-fledged god, not a halfling like you. There’s a lightning-glass reserve down there. One of Magia’s last acts of rebellion before she turned her back on her legacy.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Magia was a difficult child, stubborn as hell. I should know, I gave birth to the brat. She hated the way Idols treated Norms and Fringes, so I gave her the power to unmake them.”

      “She wasn’t born with it?” My eyes widen.

      “No. She did use her gift to punish Idols who misbehaved, giving me great pride. But Chaos soon set his eyes on her, wanted to use her to further his wicked games of war. He tricked her into unmaking innocent Idols, including the man she had fallen in love with. When she found out, she was heartbroken, and the rage consumed her.”

      The vision I had of Daisy and Bryce linked to some mysterious people from the past comes to the forefront of my mind, and with it, the certainty that Bryce is a descendant of the Idol Magia loved.

      “Bryce Kent is related to that Idol,” I say.

      “Yes. He is.” Eris lets out a loaded sigh. “Chaos’s meddling cost their relationship. He loves to see his family suffer. That’s why he killed Magia’s father too.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Let me guess: that’s why you’re hell-bent on getting in his way.”

      She smiles in a chilling manner. “Naturally. I’m Strife; I wouldn’t be helping to bring peace to the world if it wasn’t to hurt that son of a bitch.”

      “So, gods can fall for mortals,” I mutter.

      She tilts her head to the side. “Of course we can. Where do you think all those demigods and Idols come from? It isn’t always about lust, you know?”

      “Hmm.” I gaze into the distance.

      “You’re still in love with Daisy, even if you’re a little numb to the feeling. You’re adjusting to your powers, and they’ve taken over completely. Once you get used to them, you’ll be back by her side in the blink of an eye.”

      I should feel relief, but the only emotion churning in my chest is the all-consuming desire for retaliation.

      “Right now, all I care about is destroying every source of lightning-glass in the world, starting with the one below us.”

      “Why would you want to destroy them? Magia created them so Norms and Fringes could protect themselves from Idols.”

      “Her intentions were good, but unfortunately, once Norms and Fringes have a taste of power, they want everything for themselves. Humanity is rotten regardless of which side they’re on.”

      “Chaos’s prison is weakening. If the war keeps raging, he’ll be set free, and then there won’t be a world for any of the races.”

      “It’s why I have to destroy him first.”

      “He’s a god, Morpheus. Even bound to the island, he’s still more powerful than you. Our father couldn’t take him down, and he tried several times.”

      “But Magia’s sacrifice weakened him, didn’t it? It’s what tethered him to the island.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “A hunch.” I shrug, not wanting to get into details about the bits of information Chaos let slip during our interactions. “Why else would he be obsessed with killing Daisy?”

      “Good hunch.”

      “What about the prophecy that Daisy and Bryce can create a God-killer? Is that true?”

      Eris grimaces and then tries to hide it, but too late. “The prophecy was a mistake.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “Do you want to destroy shit or what?” she tries to change the subject.

      “I want you to tell me the truth, Eris. Can Daisy and Bryce create the God-killer?”

      “Yes.” She crosses her arms. “Yes, they can. But the Fates didn’t tell me how.”

      I frown. “The Fates?”

      “Shortly after Magia’s mortal life ended, I made a mistake and went to see them. All gods know not to mess with those psychos, but I was grieving and not thinking straight.”

      “What happened?”

      “What do you think happened? They sealed Daisy and Bryce’s fate with this insane destiny by creating the prophecy of the God-killer.”

      “According to the lore, whatever destiny the Fates give to someone can’t be altered, but it usually has terrible consequences for the bearer. What’s going to happen to Daisy and Bryce?” My voice rises, sounding like thunder.

      “I don’t know. No one does.”

      The shadows manifest, circling around me like a dark tornado. The rage in my core expands at the speed of light. I want to wreak havoc in the world, destroy everything in sight. And I’ll start right now. I zap downward, piercing through the miasma with ease. I sense Eris is following me, which means Chaos could have done the same if he hadn’t been stuck on that island of horrors.

      It’s the middle of the day, so the miners are working at full speed in the cave. I come by the camp’s administration building first, and the first person I recognize is Artex, giving orders to men dressed in dark uniforms to load a truck with several wooden crates. I know exactly what is in those boxes. More lightning-glass weapons. I also notice there are way more people in the camp than before. The parking lot is full, and there are several tents near the bungalows.

      My first act as avenging demigod is to strike every single soldier down below with mind-shattering fear. They drop the boxes they were carrying and then collapse to the ground. Their hearts will give out in a minute or so. I save Artex for last. He aims a shotgun in my direction and fires, but in my dark smoke form, the lightning-glass bullet simply goes through me without causing any damage.

      But before he has the chance to reload, I become corporeal again and hammer into him, sending him backward. He loses the gun, crashing against a tree nearby. I leap forward, landing right in front of him.

      "Hello, Artex. Miss me?"

      “Get away from me, you freak.”

      “I warned you if you tried to harm Daisy, you would feel my wrath. Well, I’m here keeping my word.”

      “I’m not afraid of death.”

      “Oh, you will be.”

      I get into his head, knowing exactly what he fears the most. It seems the hippie fanatic is afraid of dogs. Shadows slither from my wrists, taking the shape of two hellhounds by my side. Artex’s eyes turn round as he attempts to get back up, but he can’t get traction on the ground to lift his body. My creations growl, ready to attack, which results in Artex soiling himself.

      “No, no. Stay away from me,” he begs.

      My lips split into a grin. “Sic, boys.”

      Snarling, they pounce, disappearing inside the man. But to Artex, those monsters are tearing him apart for real. He thrashes on the ground, trying to protect his body from the vicious attack that’s only happening in his mind.

      “That was absolutely brilliant, brother. Very creative.” Eris stops next to me.

      “Come on. We have a mountain to blow up.”

      “And how do you plan to do that? As far as I can tell, you’ve only inherited the shadows from Daddy, not his ability to control storms or fire.”

      “I can make those fanatics do it themselves. They must have explosives around.”

      She rubs her chin as if in deep thought. “That would take too long, and honestly, I bore easily. I can help you speed up the process.”

      “In exchange for what?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t know yet. I’ll think of something.”

      “Yeah, like I’m going to fall for that BS. You either help me without asking for anything in return or you can simply leave. I don’t care either way.”

      “You’re feistier than I expected.”

      “Don’t tell me you never spied on me.”

      She waves her hand dismissively. “Yeah, a few times, only to see if you had finally figured out you were a demigod.”

      Artex’s shrieks cease, and then he goes utterly still. I had already forgotten about him. His eyes remain wide open but are now unseeing. Good riddance.

      I head to the forest, and it’s only when I’m halfway down the path that I remember I could have zapped to the mountain. I suppose it’ll take a while to get used to my new reality. Eris seems fine to tag along in this manner. Damn. This whole situation is surreal. Not too long ago, I thought I was a freak, a weakling because I needed magical bracelets to contain my powers. And now I’m strolling through the woods with a god next to me.

      The moment of self-awareness lasts just a minute before I hear commotion ahead. By the tone and words used, my guess is that more hired soldiers are coming up ahead.

      “How did you end up here?” Eris asks.

      “Well, we had to go somewhere to hide from Chaos. This was the only option presented to us at the time. You have the uncanny ability to simply disappear at the worst times.”

      “I had no choice. Chaos was on my case, trying to suck me back to his island. That’s something you have to be careful about. If he pulls you there, it’s a bitch to get out.”

      “He already did that once,” I grumble.

      The forest is thinning out, so I mask my presence simply because I want to observe those motherfuckers first before I nuke them all. There is a group of mercenaries armed with assault weapons overseeing the mine workers, who are mostly members of the church. A woman comes out of the cave, pushing a barrow filled to the top with lightning-glass rough stones. She looks familiar. It takes me a second to recognize her as the person who was in charge of getting our accommodations more comfortable. Ophelia Sparks was her name. She doesn’t look happy now.

      “You’re too slow,” the mercenary says. “Our team is expecting a delivery by the end of the day.”

      “We’re doing the best we can, but most of these people aren’t strong enough to work for countless hours. We didn’t sign up to be slaves, especially for the likes of you.”

      He backhands her on the face so hard it sends the woman to the ground.

      “Boy, if Grandpa could see this. He’d love it,” Eris pipes up. When I don’t comment, she asks, “You’re not having second thoughts, are you? I mean, some of those miners are innocent.”

      I glance at her. “There are no innocents here. They would have killed us all if we hadn’t escaped.”

      “Okay then. So, what’s your plan?”

      “Can you tell me how many workers are in the mines?”

      “Yes, but so should you. Come on, Morpheus. It’s time to stretch your demigod powers.”

      I close my eyes, blocking out all the noise from the people in front of us. I let my awareness expand, searching for the low humming essence of those Norms. To Idols, they feel like empty shells. But that’s not true. They just don’t shine as bright as the others. I count at least fifteen people in there, which should be easy enough to manipulate. Fear can motivate people into doing the craziest shit.

      I form the thought in my mind, and then I send it to theirs. In an instant, panic takes hold of them. They drop their tools and go in search of something to deter the monster they’ve awakened from the bowels of the cave. They don’t flee, simply because doing so would be worse. Their only hope for survival is blowing up the cave, sealing the monster inside.

      Quickly, they place every single unit of explosives they can find against the walls of raw lightning-glass. The location is perfect, since it’s deep enough in the cave. Once the explosives go off, the entire ceiling will collapse on top of them. I just need to give them a final nudge, but I hesitate.

      “What’s the matter, little brother? Can’t pull the trigger?” Eris asks maliciously.

      I’m a demigod; I shouldn’t be plagued by human morals, but I am. The biggest sin those people have committed was being weak sheep who blindly followed two fanatics. Do they deserve to die for it? And could Daisy forgive me for killing them so cold-bloodedly?

      I ignore Eris and change tactics. I allow those miners to flee the scene. They’re out in less than a minute, and immediately the hired guns begin to bark at them. Those are the ones who don’t have one ounce of innocence in them. I can see their rotten hearts; I can read their amoral thoughts. I capture their conscience in my powers, twisting their reality, giving them no option but to go into the mine and carry out the mission.

      Released from the compulsion that kept them inside the cave, the miners run away as fast as they can.

      “Oh, Morpheus. You took pity on them.” Eris laughs.

      The explosion keeps me from replying. It shakes the ground violently. The blast would have sent us both flying back and debris would have torn us apart if we were mortals. A cloud of dust takes over the clearing, quickly covering us both.

      “Do you know where the other lightning-glass reserves are?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      “Let’s go, then. I want them all gone by the end of the day.”

      “Are we really doing this?” Eris asks.

      “Yes. At least I am.”
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      There’s no hiding what Bryce and I were up to from Xavier considering I’m wearing Bryce’s shirt, and most likely my face is red and my lips are swollen. I find my uncle pacing at the edge of the hospital, alone. I’m relieved that I won’t have to listen to his sermon in front of the others.

      He stops moving and drops his eyes to my feet; then his gaze slowly travels up the length of my body. His shrewd eyes narrow to slits, and his jaw is clenched tight. When he switches his attention to Bryce, his expression doesn’t improve. At least it doesn’t get worse.

      “You were looking for me?” I ask.

      “Yes. I should chastise you for not resting, but I’ll save that for later. I have news about Delta.”

      My heart skips a beat, and then it becomes tight as hell. “Were the Knights able to crack him?”

      “No. And that’s why I came looking for you. We’re running out of time. We have to find the location of their headquarters, and the only person who was able to remove the blockage from Bryce’s mind was you.”

      “I’ll do it. Are we leaving now?”

      “Yes, but I don’t want to make a big deal out of it.”

      “I’ll come with,” Bryce pipes up.

      Xavier shakes his head. “I’m sorry, son. You can’t come.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “Isn’t Chaos tracking you through the tattoo on your back?”

      Bryce grimaces and then drops his gaze to the floor.

      “Who is coming with me? Only you?” I ask.

      He nods. “It’s better this way.”

      “No. I’m coming too,” Rufio declares from behind Xavier.

      “If you were eavesdropping, you know why you can’t come.”

      “I’m no longer marked.” He pulls up his T-shirt and turns around. “Go ahead, Daisy. Touch my back.”

      I glance briefly at Bryce, and then I press my fingers between Rufio’s shoulder blades. Nothing happens. “How is that possible?”

      He pulls his T-shirt down and faces me. “You probably removed his mark when you unmade me.”

      I swallow the sudden lump that forms in my throat. If I was looking for a silver lining in this situation, I found it. But I can’t voice my thoughts out loud.

      “Fine. You’re no longer a human tracking device for Chaos, but I still don’t think you should come. It’s not safe out in the streets,” Xavier retorts.

      Rufio flares his nostrils, glowering at him. “You think that just because I’m a Norm, I can’t defend myself?”

      “He’s not saying that at all,” I butt in. “And I do think you should come.”

      “Daisy—” Xavier starts.

      “No buts. Facing that monster won’t be easy for me. I want Rufio there.”

      “You should bring Toby too,” Bryce suggests. “It’s always handy to have a mind reader when you want to get information from someone.”

      “He wouldn’t be able to read Delta’s thoughts if he has a block in his mind,” Rufio points out.

      “Maybe not, but it won’t hurt to learn what goes on in the heads of those Knight agents.”

      I get exactly what Bryce is implying. If the Knights were breached, who knows how many traitors they still have in their midst?

      Xavier pinches the bridge of his nose, sighing heavily. “And how do you propose we get Toby without waking your sister in the process?”

      We all glance in our sleeping camp’s direction. Rosie and Toby are still entwined. Her head is resting on his chest, and he has his arm around her shoulder.

      “I can separate them by levitation,” Bryce says.

      “Ugh. Fine. Do it. But if Rosie wakes up, under no circumstance is she coming with us.”

      “You don’t need to say that twice,” I reply. “I doubt she’s given up on getting revenge.”

      Bryce lifts his arm, furrowing his eyebrows in concentration. There’s a visible strain around his mouth. His nostrils flare, followed by a grunt. A few seconds pass, and when Toby doesn’t budge, he lowers his arm. “Fuck!”

      “You still haven’t recovered. Don’t push yourself,” I tell him.

      “This is maddening.” He yanks his long bangs back with a jerky movement.

      “I can try, but I might fuck this up,” Xavier says. “I haven’t gotten the hang of telekinesis yet.”

      “What are you doing?” Jodie finds us.

      Fucking great.

      There’s a moment of silence. Naturally, no one wants to include Jodie in anything.

      “We need to talk to Toby but without disturbing Rosie,” I say.

      “What do you want to talk to him about?” She eyes me suspiciously.

      With a sigh, Xavier replies, “We’re going to meet some Knight agents, and we want Toby to come with us.”

      Her cunning eyes become wider. “You’re going to see Delta, aren’t you?”

      “I’m not telling you anything, Jodie. Now, if you’re done interrogating us, I have a job to do.”

      “You’re going to mess up. Allow me.” She twirls her fingers, and a soft breeze stirs. It travels toward Toby and Rosie to gently move them apart. Controlling the air, Jodie brings Toby to us. He curls into a ball, which disrupts the bed of air keeping him hovering above the ground and causes a premature fall. Or maybe Jodie just dropped him on purpose.

      “What the—” He jerks to a sitting position, searching his perimeter for danger.

      “Shhh. Keep your voice down,” I say.

      “How did I get from there to here?” He rubs the arm that took the brunt of the fall.

      “We didn’t want to disturb Rosie.” I offer him my hand.

      He glances at our small gathering, leery. “What’s going on, guys? Why the cloak-and-dagger attitude?”

      “We’re going on a secret mission, and we need your special skills,” Xavier replies.

      His eyebrows shoot to the heavens. “You want me to mind read? You know I can’t do it properly if they’re Idols.”

      “But you can get general vibes, can’t you? On a scale of one to ten, how pissed off do you think my mother is?” Bryce asks casually.

      “Uh…” Toby glances briefly in Jodie’s direction, getting flustered at the speed of light. His cheeks are so red, it looks like he’s wearing blush.

      “How amusing.” She glowers at Bryce.

      “Eleven,” Toby replies. “Who’s coming on this mission?”

      “Just you, me, Xavier, and Rufio,” I say.

      “Is that… wise? I mean, Xavier and I are newly made Idols, and Rufio is…” Toby’s cheeks become even redder.

      “You can say it, Toby. I’m only a Norm.” He crosses his arms in front of his chest, twisting his face into a grimace.

      “That’s insane. I should come, at least. You need more protection,” Jodie butts in.

      “And I already said you’re not coming. That’s final, Jodie.” Xavier stares her down.

      She throws her hands up in the air. “Fine. Be my guest. I hope you don’t get caught by the Neo Gods.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t mind if they crossed our path.” Rufio’s eyes take on a dangerous glint, and I swear they flash brighter for a second.

      “I would,” Xavier retorts. “All right. Get ready. We leave in five minutes.”
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      RUFIO

      “Daisy, can you check if Jodie is truly not following us?” Xavier asks from the driver seat.

      “Can’t you look yourself?” I pipe up.

      “Rufio, cut it out,” Daisy chastises me.

      I’ve been picking on Xavier since we left the warehouse. Yeah, I’m still pissed that he didn’t want me to come because he believes I’m a deadweight. If I’m being honest with myself, the anger is also aimed at me. Most of the time, I think the team has no use for me, but I can’t live my life in self-pity.

      “She’s the most powerful Idol in this car, and her reach is greater,” Xavier replies calmly, but I don’t miss the underlying irritation in his tone.

      “My mother is not going to follow us,” I rebuff.

      “It doesn’t hurt to be careful,” he grumbles.

      “I’m not sensing her at all.” Daisy glances at the side mirror. “And there’s no car behind us.”

      “Where are we going?” Toby changes the subject. I’m not sure if he’s trying to defuse the tension or not, but he’s got my attention.

      “To one of the Knights’ secret locations.”

      “Is it that cabin in the woods Gunther Silverstone brought us to?” Daisy asks.

      “No, a different place. They’ve had to make several changes in the last few weeks. Still, I’m not sure who to trust in their group, to be honest.”

      “Have you heard from him?” I ask.

      “No. His radio silence is worrying me.”

      “You don’t think he was captured or killed, do you?” Daisy asks in a high-pitched voice.

      “Let’s hope not.”

      Xavier’s reply doesn’t comfort me, and clearly it doesn’t comfort Daisy either. Even without my Idol senses, I can tell she’s tense as hell.

      “When Morpheus returns, maybe he can connect with his half brother?” I suggest.

      “Do you believe he’ll come back?” Toby asks.

      “Yes,” Daisy and I reply in unison.

      She turns in her seat to look at me. “You really think so?”

      “Yes, sweetheart. He’ll come back. He loves you too much to stay away.”

      Xavier grumbles. “Can you please not do the gushy thing in front of me? I’m still getting used to my niece dating four guys at once.”

      I snort. “That’s pretty rich coming from the man who runs a strip club and allowed said niece to work there.”

      “Kid, you’re lucky I’m driving. But keep smart-mouthing me and you will get the ass-whooping of your life.”

      Toby giggles but tries to hide his amusement when I award him a murderous glance.

      “Rufio has a point though,” Daisy comes to my defense.

      “May I remind you that I didn’t want to give you the job? You begged me for it, and I saved you from humiliation in the end.”

      “Good times,” I mutter.

      “I don’t need any reminders.” She glances out the window, crossing her arms in front of her chest.

      My memories of that night are fuzzy, but what I do remember is bittersweet. I hated Daisy blindly back then. I can’t believe I harbored such ugly feelings, and now I can’t live without her.

      I press my hand against my leather jacket, feeling the hard shape of the lightning-glass dagger I stuffed in my pocket. Let everyone think I’m harmless just because I don’t have my Idol powers anymore. If anyone tries to harm Daisy, I’ll gut them like the pigs they are.

      “What’s your take on Phoenix’s mother?” Toby asks. “She looks so young. When did she have him?”

      “I haven’t made up my mind about her, to be honest,” Daisy replies. “I know what that monster did to her, but at the same time, she didn’t try to help Phoenix.”

      “You don’t know she didn’t, honey.” Xavier is quick to come to Leticia’s defense.

      “Someone is smitten,” I tease.

      “I’m not smitten,” he replies with indignation.

      “Yes you are.” Daisy laughs. “Totally.”

      “I don’t want to hear another word about that nonsense. And don’t go spreading rumors either. We’re in the middle of war. There’s no time for ridiculous gossip.”

      “It’s not gossip if it’s true. Besides, I think romance is exactly what we need in times of war.”

      “Yeah, I know you do. I hope you’re being careful.” Xavier throws Daisy a meaningful glance.

      She seems to sink against the leather seat, becoming smaller. “Of course we are. Jeez.”

      “And I trust I don’t even need to have this conversation with you, Toby,” Xavier continues.

      “What? Oh my God, Mr. X. You don’t have to worry about Rosie and me.”

      I smirk, taking great pleasure in watching the guy squirm in his seat. I bet his face is in flames right now.

      “How much longer until we get to the secret location?” Daisy asks, ripping my amusement to shreds.

      Delta killed her parents on the orders of my father. Now she has to face the motherfucker, probably get into his head. I wish I could do that for her, take away the burden. But all I can do is stand by her side and be anything she needs me to be.

      “Another ten minutes.”

      “What did they say when you talked to them?” she asks in a small voice.

      “They tried everything, but they couldn’t break him.”

      Her powers flare up suddenly, violent and angry. “But I can, and I will.”
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      This might be a different location, but the vibe is the same as the other secret hideout. Another cabin in the woods, far away from civilization. The building is not large by any means. Maybe there are two bedrooms max. If they’re using torture—which I’m sure they must—Delta’s screams could be heard from outside. Not that there’s anyone around to hear it.

      “This is it?” I ask.

      “That’s the address.” Xavier turns off the engine but keeps the headlights on.

      No sooner does he reply than an agent exits through the front door. He lifts his arm to shield his eyes from the glare, preventing us from seeing his face. When he stops next to the driver window, I find he’s not one of the agents who came to Poppy’s Joint.

      “Xavier, we’ve been waiting for you,” he says in a thick French accent.

      “Who are you?”

      “Marlon Boucher. Gunther sent for me.” He peers inside the car, immediately taking note of Daisy. “I see you’ve brought the Unmaker. Good, good.” He switches his attention to the back seat. “But who is the Norm?”

      “The name is Rufio Kent,” I grit out.

      Marlon’s eyebrows arch. “You’re Jonathan Kent’s son. I’m sorry. I didn’t know. Terrible thing he did to you.”

      The man steps back to allow Xavier to open the door. But Toby, Daisy, and I don’t get out immediately. I turn to Toby. “What do you think? Can we trust that guy?”

      “I don’t know. His mind is completely blocked off from me. It’s like he has a shield. I can’t even get a read on his true disposition.”

      “Fucking fantastic,” I mutter.

      “Are you armed?” Daisy asks me.

      I pat my jacket pocket. “You bet. Don’t worry, babe. I’ll keep my eyes trained on him.”

      Toby reaches for the door handle. “We’d better get going before he suspects we’re talking about him.”

      The air is much cooler in the forest. I’d close off my jacket, but I want easy access to the lightning dagger in the inside pocket. I have another blade attached to an ankle holster, flying stars in my side pockets, and I also grabbed a few small rough-cut lightning-glass stones.

      Once out of the car, I step close to Daisy, and together we follow Marlon, Xavier, and Toby into the cabin. Nothing inside screams that this place is a holding facility. It’s a cozy little cabin with rustic furniture, a small kitchen, and a narrow corridor that leads to the bedrooms.

      Another agent comes from that direction, and this one I recognize. He came to collect Delta from the diner.

      “Castro, have you made any progress?” Xavier asks the man.

      “No. The block inside his mind sends him into shock every time we get close to getting information. Not even Marlon was able to breach it.”

      “Why are you singling him out?” I ask.

      “Because breaking through people’s minds is my specialty.” He smiles in a cocky way.

      “Clearly you’re not very good,” I retort.

      The man narrows his eyes but then shakes his head, laughing as if I’m not worth a reply. Asshole.

      “I can breach Delta’s block,” Daisy says.

      “Are you going to unmake him?” Marlon quirks an eyebrow.

      Lifting her chin, she says, “Yes.”

      There’s no hesitation on her part. She’s putting on a tough front, but I know how much this situation is affecting her.

      “Let’s go, then. We’re running out of time.” Castro veers toward the corridor.

      Daisy glances in my direction, saying without words that she needs me to come with her. But I also read guilt in her eyes. I don’t know what more I can do to make her stop feeling that way.

      “I’ll be by your side the whole time, my love.”

      “I know, but maybe it’ll be too hard for you to watch.”

      I grin. “Not at all. It will give me great pleasure to watch you punish that son of a bitch.”

      Xavier, who had followed Castro ahead of us, stops in his tracks and looks over his shoulder. “Daisy, are you coming?”

      “Yeah.”

      Marlon waves his arm in a flourishing gesture. “After you.”

      Daisy steps in front of him, but the man cuts in front of me, following close behind her. I have every intention of pushing him out of my way, but Toby grabs my jacket sleeve. I tense on the spot. He must have sensed something.

      Daisy, Xavier, and Marlon disappear through a door, and my instincts are telling me to hurry up, but I have to find out what Toby picked up first.

      “Speak fast,” I tell him.

      “I just sensed something dubious from Marlon. He lied to us when he said he couldn’t breach Delta’s mind.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      Toby glances at the front door. “Shit. We’re not alone here. I sense at least five more Idols closing in on the cabin.”

      The small hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Pulling my lightning-glass dagger from my pocket, I whirl around. “This is a trap.”

      I run toward the room Daisy disappeared into, but when I try to open the door, it won’t budge. Fuck! Kicking the damn thing doesn’t help either.

      “Daisy!” I yell.

      There’s no response, which makes me more desperate. My eyes burn, filled with tears of frustration. I’m a fucking weakling, and I failed her.

      “Let me try.” Toby pushes me out of the way, but he can’t bring the door down either.

      Our time is up. The front door bursts open, and in come the Idols Toby sensed. Surprisingly, they aren’t carrying lightning-glass weapons like I expected.

      “Stop right there,” the man at the front commands.

      I take a step forward with my weapon ready. “Make me.”

      The asshole steps aside to allow a familiar person to enter.

      “Soren. Motherfucker. Where the hell have you been?”

      “Where is Daisy?” he asks with urgency.

      “Trapped in that room. Toby and I couldn’t break through.”

      “Shit. It’s because Castro is in there. He’s sealed the room from inside.”

      “Are you saying there’s no way to get in?” My voice rises to a shrill.

      “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying. Is Daisy there alone?”

      “No, Xavier is with her.”

      “Then let’s hope they realize this was a trap before the worst happens.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      DAISY

      The knots in my stomach twist more savagely when my eyes land on Delta. His arms are cuffed behind the chair, and his blond head is dipped low. The door closes behind me with a resounding click, sounding final. Rufio has yet to come in, but I can’t wait for him. My feet move of their own accord, bringing me closer to the monster who murdered my parents in cold blood.

      He lifts his ugly face, boring into me with the weight of his hate-filled stare.

      “I knew you would show up sooner or later.”

      “Why do you look so smug? Do you know what’s going to happen to you?”

      He laughs in a carefree manner. “Hmm, let me guess. You’re going to unmake me so that asshole over there can get the location of our headquarters.”

      “That’s right. But I don’t need Marlon to get the intel. I can do it myself.”

      I reach for his head, but he swiftly jumps from his seat, free from his restraints, and pushes me back. I crash against Xavier, and we almost end up on the floor. Marlon and Castro untangle us, but before I can use my powers against Marlon, he throws a lightning-glass net over me, dampening my powers.

      Fuck. Not again.

      Rufio pounds against the door, screaming my name. Xavier is also rendered powerless by the other agent.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he yells at Castro.

      Delta laughs maliciously. “You’re fools. Do you seriously believe Idols would side with Fringes and Norms? Only the mentally unstable would pick a race of insects over their own.”

      Marlon’s grip on my arm is painful, and the net is cutting off my connection to my powers. But looking at Delta’s glee, watching him take pleasure in our precarious situation, brings forth all the pain he caused Rosie and me. With it comes undiluted hate. I don’t try to fight it. I let it expand like a dark stain in my soul because it’s infusing me with renewed power. The strength in me doesn’t come from Magia, the Idol. It comes from Magia, the fucking demigod.

      I pull back the arm Marlon is holding and toss him across the room. Delta’s smug expression contorts into a fit of rage. He conjures up a sphere of blue energy, but instead of sending it in my direction, he tosses it in Xavier’s. Son of a bitch. He wants to kill every single member of my family in front of me. But the sphere crashes against the net and dissolves into wisps of harmless electric current. The lightning-glass annulled the blast.

      “You’re one stupid motherfucker.” I jump on him, sending him crashing against the chair with my hands wrapped around his head.

      Delta grunts as he tries to fight me off, but I’m much stronger than he is. My gift surges within me, more powerful than ever before. But as I pull Delta’s power into me, I also get the ugliness in his heart. I’m privy to his depraved thoughts. He was the one who suggested they begin their attacks at the Norm schools. He used to torture his victims before killing them. He’s the scum of the earth, and taking his powers away is not enough. He needs to fucking die.

      He tries to not make a sound as I unmake him, even though I know it’s painful. I dig my fingers harder against his temples, crushing his skull. Then he screams. My vision is blurry and tinged in red. There’s no power left in him, but I keep applying pressure, keep squeezing, until finally his skull caves in and his head explodes in my hands like a watermelon, splashing blood and gray matter all over me.

      Someone calls my name, but the sound seems to be coming from afar. All I can hear is the sound of my heavy breathing coming out in bursts. Then strong arms hug me from behind, pulling me tight against a hard chest.

      “Daisy. Fuck. You’re okay,” Rufio says, but he’s wrong, so very wrong.
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      I slept like the dead. Didn’t even dream, which is too bad because I wouldn’t have minded dreaming about Daisy since we have a tendency to share them and they’re hot as sin. Without opening my eyes, I stretch my arm, finding nothing but the cold floor. Still groggy, I peel my eyes open and discover Daisy is gone. Damn, she’s already up and didn’t wake me?

      I sense a pair of eyes staring at my back, and when I look over my shoulder, I find Theo standing super close, staring at me.

      “Hey there, buddy. What’s up?”

      “Did you know you snore?”

      I lean on my elbows, then cover my mouth with a fist as I try to hide my yawn. “I do?”

      “Yeah. Mega loud.”

      Rubbing my eyes, I sit up. Then I run my fingers through my hair. It’s pointless. It’s so dirty, only water and shampoo will make it manageable again. I rub my scruffy jaw and wonder if Daisy likes the rugged look.

      “What time is it?” I yawn again. I can’t believe how tired I am.

      Theo shrugs. “I don’t know.”

      Rosie minces toward me, sporting some terrible bed hair. “Where’s everyone?”

      “I don’t know. I just woke up.”

      “Toby’s gone. Where could he be?”

      “Maybe he went to the restroom. Speaking of which.” I jump to my feet because one, I gotta pee, and two, there’s no sense in sitting around and trying to guess where everyone went. I’ll just go look for them.

      Theo decides to follow me, and I wonder if he’s potty trained already. I don’t see the volume of a diaper under his pants, so I hope he is. The small restroom only has one stall and a urinal. While I’m busy doing my thing, Theo decides he has to use the bathroom too. That answers my earlier question. But when he doesn’t leave the throne, I go investigate.

      “Are okay, buddy?”

      “Yeah. I’m done dropping a deuce.”

      I snicker, almost choking in the process. “Dude, who taught you to say that?”

      “My dad.”

      “Well, if you’re done, then hop off.”

      “I can’t. You have to wipe my butt.”

      “Uh, come again?”

      “I can’t do it. My arms don’t reach that far.” He demonstrates by stretching his arm and twisting his torso.

      I step back. “Oh no, no. I’m not wiping your butt, dude. No way.”

      He shrugs and jump off the toilet seat. “Okay.”

      “What are you doing?” I ask when he reaches for his pants.

      He glances down and then back at me, sporting the cutest frown. “Getting dressed.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake. I can’t let you walk around with poop all over your butt.”

      He gasps, widening his eyes. “You said a bad word.”

      “Ah, hell. I did. Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I won’t tell your mommy.”

      “Thanks, buddy. Now come on. Let’s get you cleaned up.”

      Five minutes later, half of which I spent washing shit off my hands, we’re finally on our way back to find everyone. We meet with my mother first, but her attention goes straight to the kid.

      “Theo, where were you? I’ve been searching for you everywhere.”

      “I was with Phoenix. I had to go poo. He wiped my butt.”

      I throw my head back and groan. “Go ahead, say it a little louder so everyone can hear it.”

      “You helped him in the bathroom?” Mom watches me with eyes that are filled with amusement and surprise.

      “Yup. Didn’t have much choice in the matter. Have you seen Daisy?”

      “I believe she went out with Xavier.”

      “What do you mean, she went out? Where?” I raise my voice. “I thought we were supposed to stay put because it was too risky to go anywhere.”

      “Calm down, honey. I’m sure Daisy is safe. Toby and Rufio also went with them.”

      “What the fuc—I mean, what the fudge? Why didn’t they wake me?”

      Bryce walks out of the room to my right, eating a doughnut. Naturally, if there’s anything with sugar in the area, Mr. Sweet-tooth is the first to find it.

      “Relax, bro. They’ll be fine. Have a little faith,” he says.

      “I can’t believe you’re okay with this.”

      His carefree expression changes swiftly. “I’m not okay. I would have gone with them if I could. But you and I have a target on our backs. Chaos is tracking us through our tattoos, remember?”

      Almost as if the son of a bitch can hear us, the tattoo between my shoulder blades begins to burn. I’m so fucking angry, I could destroy things. I settle for stealing Bryce’s breakfast. Using a bit of telekinesis, I pry the treat from his fingers as he was about to take another bite, then stuff the whole thing in my mouth.

      “What the hell, Phoenix!”

      “Bryce! Language.” Mom looks meaningfully in Theo’s direction.

      His remorseful expression makes me laugh, but since my mouth is full of doughnut, I end up choking on it.

      “Serves you right,” he pipes up.

      Theo pulls on my sleeve. “I’m hungry.”

      “Come on, honey. Let’s get you something to eat.” Mom takes his hand and steers him into the room Bryce walked out of earlier.

      I swallow the huge lump of food and ask, “Do they have coffee in there? I could use a pick-me-up. I’m so fucking tired.”

      “Yeah, there’s some.” Bryce’s line of vision follows my mother and Theo. “It seems the little kid has stolen your mom’s heart.”

      “Yeah,” I reply, trying not to let the resentment take hold. I wish I’d had that kind of relationship with her when I was little. All my memories are tainted with pain. “We haven’t heard anything about his father yet?”

      “No. But I don’t dare hope he’s alive. There have been many losses among Norms.”

      My dark mood plummets completely, and it would have continued its spiraling descent into a pit of despair if I didn’t sense Daisy’s approach just then. Bryce’s spine becomes taut too as he whirls around, facing the front of the warehouse. A minute later, the larger gate opens, and the van we stole drives in. Another car follows. A quick scan reveals there are Idols inside, including a familiar signature.

      Bryce and I head toward the vehicles using our Idol speed. Xavier and Toby are the first to exit, but when Daisy finally follows them, my stomach bottoms out. She’s covered in blood.

      “Daisy!”

      We’re by her side in a flash but refrain from touching her.

      “Are you hurt?” Bryce asks.

      She shakes her head, not meeting his eyes.

      “She killed Delta with her bare hands,” Rufio answers for her.

      Rosie comes running and then collides into Toby. A bunch of mushy nonsense leaves her mouth, but I block her out.

      Soren and four other guys join our circle, looking grim as fuck.

      “Is anyone going to tell us what happened? Did you manage to get the Neo Gods’ headquarters location?’ I ask.

      “Yes,” Daisy replies, lifting her face. “I got that from Delta.”

      “We came back to acquire weapons and strategize,” Xavier adds.

      I crack my knuckles. “Awesome. I can’t wait to inflict some pain.”

      “You’re not coming with us,” Daisy says, then looks at Bryce. “None of you.”

      “The fuck we aren’t,” Bryce retorts. “I don’t care about Chaos. I’m not going to let you head out again to fight those men, Daisy.”

      “It’s not wise, Bryce. We’ve talked about this,” Xavier butts in.

      “No offense, Mr. X, but we need every man on this operation. You went alone last night and almost died,” Soren replies.

      “What?” I ask loudly.

      “It was a trap. Two of the agents were traitors. They had killed one of their own, Rick, and wanted to do the same to Daisy,” Toby explains.

      My nostrils flare as fury erupts from the pit of my stomach. “I hope you killed them all.”

      “Yes. They’re gone,” Daisy replies with a vacant glimmer in her eyes.

      Damn it. She’s not okay.

      Felicity, who joined us at some point, steps forward, pushing Bryce and me out of the way. “Let’s get you out of those filthy clothes, hon.”

      She steers Daisy away from us, and my instinct is to follow, but Bryce puts a hand on my arm. “Give her some space.”

      I’d bark at him if I didn’t read the sorrow in his eyes. It’s killing him too to stay away from her.

      “Is Daisy going to be okay?” Soren asks. “We’re going to need every single person on deck when we storm the Neo Gods’ headquarters. Going without the Unmaker would be a blow.”

      “I’ll go talk to her.” Rosie steps away from Toby.

      Xavier gets in her away, leaning down. “Please try not to put more burdens on your sister’s shoulders.”

      Rosie twits her face into a grimace. “I won’t. I promise.”
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      DAISY

      I let Felicity take my clothes off and then wipe the grime off my skin as if I’m watching the scene from far away. The numbness has taken over, and I don’t know how to snap out of it. My entire life I fantasized about killing Delta, and now that I’ve gone and done it, there’s no sense of joy or vindication. I’m empty.

      Rosie comes into the office space that Travis and Morty let us use. She watches me in silence for a moment, but I’m sure she has a lot of questions.

      “Go ahead. Ask away.”

      “Did you really kill him?”

      “Yeah. I did.”

      “You didn’t want to kill him before. What made you change your mind?” There’s no accusation in her tone.

      I take a deep breath, letting my shoulders drop.

      “Rosie, give Daisy a break,” Felicity chastises her.

      “No, it’s okay, Fefe. I don’t mind talking about it. Maybe it will help.”

      “At least get dressed first.”

      And by getting dressed, she means put on the oversized hoodie with The Freaks logo. We raided their merchandise closet. There’s still blood on my jeans, but we don’t have a replacement for them.

      Finally dressed, I sit on the leather couch, folding my legs underneath me. “My plan was to only unmake him, but when I was inside his head, I saw every single atrocity he committed in his life. It was horrible. Then the realization hit me that he wouldn’t stop his evil ways even if he didn’t have any powers. Unmaking him wasn’t enough. So I snapped and crushed his skull with my bare hands.”

      “Holy shit, girlie.” Felicity widens her eyes. “No wonder you had so much gunk on your clothes.”

      “Why do you feel guilty now?” Rosie asks.

      “I don’t think guilt is what’s swirling in my chest. I feel numb.”

      “It’s understandable, sweetie.” Felicity pats my shoulder. “To end a life, no matter how despicable that person was, is a heavy burden. It marks your soul forever.”

      “Well, I don’t care about my soul.” Rosie lifts her chin angrily. “Give me a lightning-glass dagger and I’ll gladly end as many Neo Gods as I can find.”

      “I wish you didn’t feel that way, but you’ll get your chance sooner rather than later,” I reply bitterly.

      Before she can reply, the foundations of the building begin to vibrate and the lights flicker.

      “What the hell” I jump to my feet while my heartbeat accelerates.

      Looking at the ceiling, Rosie asks, “You don’t think it’s Chaos, do you?”

      Expanding my senses, I attempt to guess who—or what—is approaching. All I see is a great mass of darkness. Shit.

      I run out of the office and almost collide with Bryce. “What’s going on?” I ask.

      “We don’t know, but something powerful is coming our way. We’d better brace for an attack.”

      Just then, the lights go out completely. The patients in our hospital shriek in fright. Ellen and the other volunteers attempt to calm the children down, but it’s pretty hard to do that when we’re shrouded in darkness. Monsters love the dark.
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      The lights return just in time for us to see a great vortex of black smoke build up near the ceiling. My body is as tense as a coiled spring, while my heart feels like it’s a fucking freight train. Bryce’s powers are also engaged to the max as he stares upward. The vortex converges down, not too far from where we’re standing. Slowly, a shape takes form. The shadows recede, and Morpheus appears in front of us in his demigod form.

      “What the fucking hell!” Bryce yells my exact thoughts.

      I can’t believe I didn’t recognize Morpheus’s signature. My heart demands that I run to him, but my brain is commanding me to stay put. And when another shape materializes next to him, a woman with pale skin and jet-black hair, I become even more leery.

      “Morpheus, you son of a bitch.” Phoenix strides toward him. “Did you want to give us a heart attack? What kind of bullshit entrance was that? We thought you were Chaos.”

      The woman smirks and glances at Morpheus. “I told you they wouldn’t recognize you.”

      Her tone denotes intimacy, which awakens the possessive side in me. “Who the fuck are you?”

      She arches her eyebrows, looking surprised. “Oh my. You don’t recognize me?”

      “Should I?”

      “Daisy.” Morpheus takes a step forward. “This is Eris, my half sister.”

      Magia’s mother. Shit. My anger deflates, but not completely. I’m still mad as hell at Morpheus for taking off. “Where have you been?”

      “I had to take care of something important.”

      “And you couldn’t tell us before you vanished?” Rufio steps next to me, glaring openly at Morpheus and his companion.

      “No.”

      “Don’t mind Morpheus. He hasn’t completely adjusted to being a demigod yet. He’ll be a cold asshole for a while,” Eris pipes up.

      He furrows his eyebrows, and his eyes, which were glowing like molten gold, return to normal. “Am I still acting like that?”

      “Yes,” everyone replies in unison.

      “Morpheus!” Mrs. Malek pushes through the crowd to get to him.

      She, unlike me, doesn’t hesitate to pull her son into a hug. He tenses for a second but then returns the gesture.

      “I was so worried about you,” she says, easing off to look at his face. Then she does something wholly unexpected. She pinches his arm. “Don’t ever do that to me again.”

      “Ouch! Mom, come on.” He steps back, rubbing the spot.

      “No way he felt that,” Phoenix whispers to me.

      Mrs. Malek glances over her shoulder. “Oh, he felt it.”

      Oh, motherly powers. Good to know someone can keep him in check, even if he’s a demigod now.

      “Sorry to interrupt the party, but we have an attack to plan.” Xavier approaches our group.

      “An attack? Where?” Morpheus asks.

      “We have the Neo Gods’ headquarters location,” I say.

      “Then tell me and I’ll take care of it.”

      “Alone?” My voice rises to a pitch.

      “Yes, alone. Don’t look at me like that. I’ve just destroyed every single lightning-glass mine in the world. I can level another mountain to the ground and bury Neo Gods with it.”

      “You did what?” Soren pushes through the small gathering to reach the front.

      “You heard me.”

      “Hold up.” Rufio raises his hand. “I must have misheard you.”

      “Am I not speaking English? I destroyed all the lightning-glass reserves.”

      “Why would you do that?” Jodie asks. “We needed those weapons.”

      “Exactly. My father spent years to gain the trust of the leaders of the church, and you’re saying you fucking blew everything up?” Soren yells.

      “I’m sorry that Gunther’s work was in vain. But destroying the reserves had to be done.” Morpheus glowers at him.

      “Why?” I ask.

      “Because they would do more harm than good in the long run. Surely you can see that. Those religious freaks had made an alliance with mercenaries. Their goal was to end all Idols, not only the Neo Gods.”

      “You had no right!” Rufio takes a step forward, shaking with fury. “Norms deserve a way to fight. You just took that option from us!”

      “I’m sorry, Rufio.”

      “Bullshit! You’re not sorry. You did it because you don’t fucking care about anyone else now that you’ve mastered your demigod powers. You’re just as bad as Chaos,” Rufio spits out.

      “I’m nothing like him.” Morpheus takes an aggressive stance, moving forward.

      Fuck. This is escalating too fast. I jump in between them with my arms raised. “Stop it! We can’t start to fight among ourselves.”

      “As far as I’m concerned, Morpheus clearly stated which side he’s on, and it’s not ours,” Rufio replies.

      “You’re acting like a spoiled brat. It’s not my fault you don’t have your powers anymore,” Morpheus rebuffs.

      Damn it. That comment hurt. It’s not his fault; it’s mine.

      Ellen marches in our direction, almost spitting fire from her nose. “You two!” She points a finger at Rufio and Morpheus. “If you can’t behave, get out. You’re scaring the children.”

      Bryce pulls Rufio back. “Come on, bro. You need to calm down.”

      “Let go of me.” He jerks free from Bryce’s hold, and for a second, dark veins appear on his face.

      “Rufio, your face,” Bryce points out.

      “What?” he snaps.

      The veins are gone, but if Bryce saw them too, then I didn’t imagine it.

      “You had markings, just like when your powers used to manifest,” I tell him.

      Jodie peers closely at her son. “He can’t possibly be regaining his powers, can he?”

      I glance at Eris, who must know more about Magia’s powers than anyone else. I notice she too is looking at Rufio with rapt attention.

      “Is it possible for an unmade Idol to recover their powers?” I ask.

      “No. It’s never happened to any Idol Magia unmade. There’s no reason to believe it would be any different with him.”

      “My powers aren’t returning. I’d know otherwise,” Rufio adds.

      “Something is definitely happening to you. Remember when that mattress you were lying on simply turned into dust?” Phoenix chimes in.

      Heat creeps up my cheeks remembering that night. God, he’d better not keep talking about it.

      “Okay, I’m bored,” Eris says. “I’m gonna go.”

      She vanishes in the next second, leaving me annoyed as hell. I didn’t have the chance to interrogate her.

      Morpheus is suddenly by my side. He can obviously move much faster than us Idols. “Daisy, I need that address.”

      “I’m not giving it to you.”

      He narrows his eyes to slits. “Are you serious?”

      “Yes, dead serious. This is not your personal fight, Morpheus. We should be working as a team.”

      “Why, when I can deal with the Neo Gods in the blink of an eye?”

      “Cocky much?” I raise an eyebrow.

      “No, just realistic.”

      “I liked you better when you didn’t know about your heritage. You’re an ass now.”

      I turn on my heels and stride away. I’m too fucking pissed to have a reasonable conversation with him. I’m being petty and immature by not giving him the address, but he can get it from Xavier anyway. I don’t realize I’m crying until my nose gets stuffed up.

      I head for the restroom, hoping it’s empty. I just need a moment alone to calm down. But apparently that’s not in the cards for me. When I enter, Morpheus is there, waiting for me. Naturally, he can now appear and disappear at will.

      “Why did you follow me?”

      “Because you’re angry, and I want to understand why.”

      “Were you always this thick, or is being obtuse a trait of your demigod status?”

      His eyes darken and his shadows coil around his body. “That was a low blow, Daisy.”

      “Was it? I mean, you must know why I’m angry. You left without saying a word, made the decision to destroy all the lightning-glass reserves without talking to the rest of us first, and now you want to go on a solo mission again. Did I miss anything?”

      “Yeah, you damn well missed something.” He flies across the room to invade my personal space. “I’ve done all this to protect everyone. You saw what those fanatics were up to. Lightning-glass weapons in the hands of criminals could be devastating. It was the right call to make.”

      “Maybe. But you should have talked to us first instead of letting your ego take over.”

      “My ego…” He steps back, threading his fingers through his hair. “That wasn’t it, Daisy. I wanted to make those assholes pay for trying to hurt you.”

      “Did you?”

      “I didn’t kill every single person in the camp if that’s what you’re asking. I’m not a monster.”

      Guilt pierces my chest. “I’m not saying you are.”

      “Really? Could have fooled me.”

      “Morpheus.” I step closer. “I don’t want to fight with you.”

      The angry storm vanishes from his eyes. “I don’t want to fight with you either.”

      “Then stop being so stubborn.”

      His eyebrows shoot to the heavens. “I’m being stubborn? Pot, meet kettle.”

      My anger returns. It’s clear we can’t have a normal conversation right now without arguing. I turn around before I say something I’ll regret, but Morpheus doesn’t allow me to take a step. He’s in front of me, blocking my path.

      “Don’t walk away from me.”

      “Like you did?” I lift my chin in defiance.

      His eyes are once again otherworldly, and the power radiating from him vibrates against my skin. Goose bumps break out on my arms, and crazy enough, wisps of desire curl around the base of my spine.

      His brows furrow while regret shines in his eyes. “I’m sorry.” He reaches for the back of my head, tangling his fingers in my hair. “I shouldn’t have left. I was… overwhelmed. I still am.”

      His confession deflates my anger. With a sigh, I move closer to him and cup his cheek. “Let me help you.”

      He leans down, pressing his forehead against mine. “I don’t know how anymore.”

      Rising on my tiptoes, I bring my lips to his. His response is immediate. He twists a lock of my hair, keeping my head in place while he invades my mouth with his tongue. My skin tingles all over, a reaction that’s completely new and exciting. My powers respond to his, flowing through my veins effervescently.

      I’m suddenly floating on air as light as a feather. I latch on to his body, wrapping my legs around his hips. Our clothes vanish like magic, and with the barriers gone, Morpheus’s erection teases my center.

      “How did you do that?” I ask against his mouth.

      “I’m not sure, to be honest. I just wanted our clothes gone, and poof.”

      “You’d better learn how to bring them—” My back meets the wall, and Morpheus slides all the way in, scrambling all my thoughts.

      He captures my lips again, unraveling me completely as his tongue teases mine. My head is light, as if it’s filled with cotton candy. Euphoria makes me feel like I’m high. Maybe I am. Kissing Morpheus is like tasting the nectar of the gods, literally.

      He’s moving between my legs, unmerciful, and with each trust, it becomes harder to maintain my grip on reality. I’m slowly but surely becoming detached from body, untethered to the constraints of the physical world. I know I’m forgetting something, but I can’t fathom what.

      Our bodies are slick, our breathing coming out in bursts but in sync. I’m terribly close to release, and I know Morpheus is too. When it finally hits us, it’s like we turn into smoke, quickly mixing together to become one.
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      I’m not sure how it happened, but somehow during our lovemaking, I was able to peer inside Daisy’s mind. It happened naturally, as if we were connected not only physically but on a spiritual level too. I didn’t mean to snoop around, but the knowledge I wanted was right there in front of me. I couldn’t avoid learning the location to the Neo Gods’ headquarters.

      Daisy can’t be angry at me for that, but she can and will be furious that I took off alone to do what I said I would. There’s absolutely no fucking sense or reason to risk everyone’s lives when I can destroy the place alone.

      Getting to the Sapphire mountain range where the secret hideout is took me no more than a mere thought. If we had come by car, it would have taken an hour. Another argument for why my coming alone was the right call.

      Then why the hell do I feel so guilty about it?

      I’m standing in front of the side of a mountain. There’s a narrow road that leads to a dead end, which means the entrance is there, hidden. I narrow my eyes, and with ease I can see the shape of a steel gate underneath the stony wall. It’s reinforced by lightning-glass, a precaution in case someone tries to use their powers to forcibly open it.

      Expanding my awareness further, I count around fifty people inside the facility, which has three levels. The majority of the Neo Gods are on the first level, right on the other side of the gate. I’m concealed from the security cameras, and I’ll remain like that until I can strike everyone in one fell swoop. For that, I want to be on the other side so I can witness their reaction when they die.

      I let the shadows consume me, taking their form, and then I zap through the cracks of the hidden entrance. When I rematerialize, I keep the shadows around me and observe the motherfuckers who will soon become dead meat.

      They’re busy loading trucks and vans with assault weapons and explosives concealed inside black boxes, and part of their uniform includes vests that I’m sure protects them from Idol attacks. There are no Fringes in the mix, meaning this is a high-level operation. I can’t imagine what kind of destruction was next on their agenda, but it’s clear they don’t intend to rely on their powers only. This is war.

      I’m about to unleash my wrath on them when the elevator at the far end of the room opens and an ancient creature walks out. He oozes power despite his age and the fact that he requires a cane to move. One of the soldiers turns his attention to him, saluting the man as if he was a general.

      “Everything ready for phase two?” the old man asks.

      “Yes, Master. All explosives have been loaded in the trunks.”

      “Good, good. I don’t want one brick left standing in any of the Norm and Fringe neighborhoods.”

      “Fringes too? Jonathan’s orders were to concentrate on Norm-populated areas,” the soldier argues.

      “Yes. That was the original plan, but there have been new developments.”

      I wonder if he’s referring to me destroying all the lightning-glass reserves.

      “We’ll lose the Fringe support if we turn against them now.”

      “They have served their purpose. And yours is not to argue with me. There’s no sense delaying the inevitable. It’s time for the Idol race to reign supreme.”

      His hatred snaps my self-control. I’ve heard enough. It’s showtime.

      I pull the shadows into me, revealing myself.

      “Is it though?” I cock an eyebrow.

      Several curses erupt among the soldiers, but none of them attempt to attack. They can’t while they’re trying not to soil themselves. I have everyone present in my grip save for the old fuck. The one they called master.

      Slowly, I make my way to him, grinning. The man holds his cane with both hands, stooping over it. He watches with me with curiosity but not fear.

      “So, you’re the one behind all this,” I say.

      He lifts his chin higher, defiantly. “I was expecting you.”

      “Oh? Is that so?”

      “He told me my life would end at the hands of a traitor.”

      I narrow my eyes to slits. “Who did?”

      “The god I serve, the one who shall be free before this is over. Chaos.”

      I grab the man by his neck, lifting him off the ground and letting my shadows slither free to cover the vermin’s body. “You’re one of his minions, then.”

      The old man begins to laugh. “Just like you are.”

      “You’re wrong. I serve no one.”

      “Ah, the arrogance of the young. Go ahead, kill me,” he goads.

      There’s no fear in his eyes, only malice. I feel like he’s manipulating me to do something I shouldn’t.

      “What’s the matter, Fringe scum? Can’t do it? It must be the blood of that whore mother of yours.”

      My rage takes over, clouding everything. I squeeze his throat harder, crushing it as if it were made out of butter. His blood spatters, covering my hand right before I drop him. He flops on the floor like a fish out of water. I watch him with detached curiosity as he slowly suffocates in his own blood.

      The head of the Neo Gods is dead, and yet I don’t feel an ounce of satisfaction. This was too easy. And Jonathan Kent isn’t here. Killing him would have been way more interesting, but Rufio or Bryce probably want the pleasure for themselves. It doesn’t matter. Without his boss and resources, smoking him out will be only a matter of time. I glance around, noticing I killed every single soldier around while the master was distracting me. Damn it. Who’s going to set up the explosives now?

      Someone behind me shouts, and then a scorching blaze comes barreling my way. I turn into smoke, rising out of its path. Two more Neo Gods have come out of the elevator and boldly decided to attack me. I should end them on the spot, but their arrival is providential. I have a final task for them.

      I land in front of the trucks filled to the brim with explosives, and then I tone down my powers.

      “It seems you missed,” I taunt them.

      Both Idols are fire elementals, level thirteen and fourteen respectively. I don’t know if pretending to be an Idol will fool them, especially considering the carnage I already left in my wake.

      “Where are your accomplices?” the tallest of the duo asks.

      I shrug. “Gone.”

      “So they left you behind, huh? They should have checked the rest of the facility. Can’t expect much from a bunch of dumb fucks.”

      His companion glances at the crumpled form of their boss, surrounded by his own blood. “They killed the master.”

      Both men twist their expressions in anger before attacking me with everything they’ve got. Perfect. Their fireballs converge, becoming a beauty of destruction. Like before, I turn into smoke and zoom out of its path. It hits the trucks that were behind me, setting off a massive explosion that pulverizes not only the Neo Gods’ facility but also the entire mountain. I continue my ascension to avoid the cloud of debris that quickly forms.

      I may not have felt anything when I killed the master, but my ethereal body tingles all over as I watch the entire mountain collapse. But my moment of pleasure is short-lived. I sense his dark presence behind me too late and can’t avoid being swallowed whole by Chaos’s cloud of doom.
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      DAISY

      I wake up alone in the restroom fully dressed. My ears are buzzing, and my head feels light. I’m not sure what exactly happened. Everything is foggy, almost as if I’ve been dreaming and can’t remember the details.

      I came here to run away from Morpheus, but he followed me. Did that really happen? I get back onto my feet and turn to the mirror. Besides my tangled hair, there are no other visible signs that I just had sex. That is, until I step closer to the sink and become painstakingly aware of the throb between my legs. I didn’t dream it, then.

      With the realization come a million questions, but the most important one is: Why did Morpheus leave me?

      “Daisy?” Phoenix asks from outside the restroom. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. You can come in.”

      He does, followed by Bryce and Rufio. They scan the small space, maybe to be sure I’m truly alone.

      “Where’s mummy boy?” Rufio asks.

      “Mummy boy?” I crinkle my forehead.

      “That’s what Rufio used to call Morpheus before we became friends. It used to piss him off to no end.” Phoenix glances at the ceiling. “If he’s not down here kicking his ass, he’s definitely left the building.”

      I run a shaky hand through my hair. “I don’t understand why he left in a hurry again. Unless…” I glance at the guys. “You didn’t give him the address to the Neo Gods’ facility, did you?”

      “We haven’t seen Morpheus since you stormed off and he followed you here,” Bryce replies.

      I laugh without humor. “I thought he’d come back for good. I guess he has truly become one of those asshole deities.”

      My heart breaks as I utter those words. I wanted to believe we wouldn’t lose him once he embraced his demigod status.

      “Don’t be sad, love. Maybe we just need to give him more time.” Phoenix pulls me against his chest and kisses the top of my head.

      “You’re right. It has only been a day.” I curl my fingers around his shirt, melting a little in his embrace.

      “If we want to catch those sons of bitches before they launch another attack, we need to go now,” Rufio urges, making me tense again.

      I ease out of Phoenix’s arms and stare at Rufio and Bryce. “Let’s go, then.”

      Outside, I immediately sense the high tension in the air. Xavier glowers at me from across the room. Shit. Disappearing for a quickie with my demigod boyfriend probably didn’t go down well with him. We’re in the middle of a war, after all.

      I try to come up with something to say, but everything sounds like a half-baked excuse.

      “We’re ready to go. We’ve only been waiting for you,” he says.

      Mortification makes my face hot. “I’m ready.”

      From the corner of my eye, I catch Rosie shoving a lightning-glass dagger in a thigh holster. It’s clear that accessory came from the Knights.

      “You’re not coming with us,” I tell her.

      “Don’t even try to keep me here,” she retorts. “Xavier already tried.”

      “Tried?” I quirk an eyebrow at him.

      “Yeah, but like you, Rosie is another stubborn child. I don’t have to time to argue. If she wants to fight, so be it.”

      “Exactly. Why can’t I fight for those I love?” she adds, glancing at Toby.

      The lights in the warehouse once again begin to act strangely, flickering on and off. For a second, I think it’s Morpheus returning, but the signature I pick up is not his.

      Eris.

      She appears in the middle of the hospital, frightening some of the children who were up. Ellen strides toward her, ready to tear the goddess down with a string of insults.

      “What are you doing here? Get the hell out!” Ellen points in our direction.

      Eris’s lips twist into a grin. “Sorry. I miscalculated.”

      Miscalculate, my ass.

      She saunters in our direction, swinging her hips from side to side as if she were a model on a catwalk. When she appeared before, she was wearing regular clothes—a pair of dark jeans and a vintage T-shirt. Today she’s going for the seductress vibe, wearing a low-cut snug black dress with slits on both sides of the skirt that go up almost to her hips. Her long silky ebony hair sways with the movement, and her ruby lips curl in a knowing grin.

      I check my guys to make sure they’re not falling for her games, but mercifully, their expressions are suspicious, as they should be. Soren’s jaw, on the other hand, is hanging loose, and I can totally picture his tongue rolling out cartoon-style. Dumbass.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask.

      Her grin vanishes when her attention switches to me. “I came to warn you that what I feared has happened. Chaos took Morpheus to his island.”
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      Everything else takes a back seat, including raiding the Neo Gods’ headquarters. Our top priority now is to save Morpheus from Chaos.

      “You must take us there,” I say.

      Eris shakes her head. “Absolutely not. If I take you, Chaos will trap me too. He’s been trying to put me in a cell for centuries. I’m not going to make it easy for him.”

      “You must! It’ll take days to get to the island by boat, and that’s assuming we can find it again,” Mrs. Malek argues.

      “I’m not taking you there, but there’s another way to get to Starlight Island fast.” Eris looks pointedly at Jodie. “Come on, darling. Tell them about our arrangement.”

      All eyes turn to Jodie, who has gone whiter than a sheet of paper. Her eyes are trained on Eris, wide and unblinking.

      “Mother, what the hell is she talking about?” Bryce asks.

      Jodie swallows hard, amplifying the visible tension around her mouth. “When William died, I vowed to avenge his death. Eris came to me and proposed a deal. She would help me bring the downfall of the Neo Gods and kill Jonathan in the process in exchange for my assistance.”

      “Assistance with what?” Rufio asks angrily.

      “With anything she needed.”

      “Son of a bitch,” Phoenix mutters.

      “Don’t look so shocked, guys. In comparison to Chaos, I was a pretty good boss. I helped more than I asked for stuff in return. Who do you think told Jodie Daisy was the descendant of Magia destined to receive her powers? Or that Bryce had the ability to make Idols?”

      “Oh my God.” I hug my middle, remembering the conversation Bryce and I had last night. He was right. We’ve been nothing but puppets this whole time.

      “That’s messed up,” Soren pipes up.

      Eris turns to him. “Maybe, but your father benefited greatly from the intel I gave Jodie.”

      “No offense, but can we deal with this revelation later? We have to rescue my son. How do we get to the island?” Mrs. Malek asks.

      “I gave Jodie a portal-key in case Chaos ever managed to capture me. It’s still in your office, isn’t it?” She raises an eyebrow at her.

      “Yes, which presents a problem since I no longer have access to it.”

      “I guess you’ll just have to find a way to retrieve it, then.” Eris shrugs.

      “But the school has been overrun by the Neo Gods,” Renata chimes in.

      “I can get you inside the campus, but I’m sure Chaos has his sight trained on it. I won’t be able to linger.”

      “That’s fine,” Xavier says. “How many can you tele-transport to Gifted Academy?”

      Her eyes flash with amusement. “All of you.”

      One moment we’re in the warehouse, and in the next we’re standing right in front of Gifted Academy’s main building. Eris is nowhere to be seen.

      “Fuck! A little warning would have been nice,” Phoenix complains.

      “Shit. We’re out in the open. Let’s look for cover,” Xavier commands.

      We scramble, splitting into two groups. I head for the right with Bryce, Phoenix, Rufio, Toby, Rosie, and Renata. Soren, the rest of the Knights, Jodie, Mrs. Malek, and Xavier veer for the left.

      “Man, it would be nice to have Morpheus’s concealing powers right about now.” Phoenix tries to become smaller by hiding behind the shrubbery next to the building.

      A moment later, a group of students exits the building. They’re relaxed and chatting animatedly, which means they don’t know we’re out here. Maybe the security cameras didn’t catch us after all. They stop suddenly when Jonathan Kent turns a corner. I tense for a split second before my brain grasps that he’s wearing the same clothes Xavier was.

      “Damn. Your uncle is good, Daisy,” Phoenix whispers.

      “Mr. Kent. How did you get here so fast?” one of the guys asks.

      Crap. So Bryce and Rufio’s father is around. That’s not good for us at all. Bryce’s anger flares like fireworks. He wants to make his father pay for what he did to Rufio, but we can’t deviate from the plan, which is to get to Jodie’s old office and retrieve the portal-key. Too bad we don’t know what it looks like. Damn, Eris didn’t give us a second to get organized.

      “Where are you going?” Xavier asks instead of replying.

      “We were headed to the gym.”

      “Fine. Get going, then.”

      The guys look at each other and then shrug. Phew, those aren’t the sharpest tools in the shed. We got lucky.

      Bryce steps out of his hiding spot and aims his index fingers at the two security cameras mounted near the entrance. A current of electricity whooshes from them, and I want to tell him not to fry them, only it’s too late.

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” Rufio tells him.

      Bryce glances at his brother with a frown. “I shouldn’t have done what? Change the feed to run in a loop?”

      “Oh, I thought you had destroyed the feed altogether.” Rufio shrugs, earning an eye roll from Bryce.

      “Please. This is not my first rodeo.”

      “Come on, guys. Let’s go before we bump into anyone else.” Xavier waves us over.

      “Do you think school is still in session, considering the current events?” Toby asks.

      “It’s hard to tell,” I say, trying to suppress a yawn.

      “Shit, you didn’t sleep at all last night, did you, honey?” Phoenix glances at me.

      “No. But it’s okay. I’ll rest when this is over.”

      If the school is operating as if nothing is amiss, then the students should be in class at this hour. Bryce takes the lead, tampering with the security feed of every camera along the way. My heart is beating savagely in my chest, and if this were a movie, there would be an ominous soundtrack in the background. The tension is high in our group, and in hindsight, maybe we shouldn’t have come all together. It’s easier to be inconspicuous in a smaller party. Too late now.

      We’re moving as fast as we can, but not at Idol speed because of Rosie and Rufio. Suggesting they be carried wouldn’t fly with either of them, plus it would hinder whoever had the load. Bryce flattens his back against the wall when we reach the final corner that leads to Jodie’s former office.

      Toby pushes forward until he’s right next to Bryce. “What are you doing? We can’t go that way.”

      “Why not?”

      “Are you seriously not registering all the Idols that are standing in front of the principal’s office?”

      “No.”

      “They must be masking their signatures,” Jodie chimes in.

      “I’ll draw them from there,” Xavier says.

      “No.” I grab his arm. “What if one of those Idols is the real Jonathan Kent?”

      “Why can’t he simply change into someone else?” Renata suggests. “Maybe a teacher?”

      “I’d have to know what the person looks like, and besides Jonathan, there’s no one else I know.”

      “I have a better idea,” Soren pipes up. “We’ll split into two groups. My team will drive those people away from the principal’s office.”

      An evil laugh echoes behind us, raising the small hair on the back of my neck. “Oh, that would have been genius if only you had the foresight to watch your backs,” Cherise says, standing only a few feet away from us flanked by four guys. Those numbers wouldn’t be bad if the bitch didn’t have a gun in her hand aimed at my head.

      Rufio and Phoenix step in front of me, creating a proactive shield. Damn it. Why do they think their lives are worth less than mine?

      “Oh, isn’t that nice? Daisy has gotten herself a human shield. You know what I love about guns? There are six bullets in it. One for each—”

      Before she can finish her tirade, Soren charges her, sending her careening down the corridor and taking two of her goons in the process. She fires the gun, missing Soren by a mile, but it alerts the other Neo Gods to our presence. Shouts of alarm echo in the hallway, and I foresee the situation getting much worse in the next few seconds. Rosie’s eyes have a wild glint in them as she holds her dagger up with trembling hands. Shit. I knew it was mistake letting her come.

      The other Neo Gods join the fray, and then it’s a matter of avoiding getting hit by their powers and their lightning-glass weapons. There are too many people fighting in this confined space. Freezing time without affecting everyone is impossible. But when one of the Neo Gods tosses a throwing star in Phoenix’s direction, I freeze the weapon mid-trajectory, stopping its motion completely. Phoenix turns around, plucks the star from the air, and shoves into the Neo God’s eyes.

      Someone grabs my jacket from behind, immediately turning it into ice. The cold blast continues on. If I don’t break free, I’ll become an ice statue. With a grunt, I twist my arm back and yank the person off me. It’s a short brunette not much older than Rosie. Her age and innocent-looking face don’t give me pause. Her eyes are filled with hatred and rage. It’s me or her.

      I reach for her head, digging my fingers into her temple. She grabs my wrists, trying to freeze them, but my powers are engaged. I feel nothing besides a lick of frost against my skin. She screams when I begin to unmake her, too caught up in her pain to fight my hold. Her legs give out from under her, but I keep my grip despite her fall. The sound of fighting fades to the background. My ears are buzzing with euphoria. Only when the girl’s eyes roll back in their sockets do I let go. She’s empty. My work is done.

      It takes me a moment to regain my focus, and when I do, I can’t find Rosie and panic. Soren yells “Duck!” and since I don’t know who he was talking to, I bend forward. The explosion happens across from me near where Rufio was standing. Dark smoke fills the hallway, only to be dissipated a second later by Jodie. I finally get a visual of Rosie fighting side by side with Renata and Toby farther down the corridor. I don’t miss the fact that her “nemesis” is trying her best to protect my sister. Maybe Rosie will finally get over her hatred.

      Everyone is giving their all, but the longer we stay here, the higher the chances we’ll be overwhelmed. I’m sure Neo God reinforcements are coming.

      No sooner does the thought enter my mind than I sense evil approaching. I turn toward the menacing presence while my entire body locks into aggressive mode. Jonathan Kent is here, looking smug as shit with a victorious grin on his odious face. He thinks he has us pinned down. Well, he can underestimate us all he wants.

      I take a step forward only to be blocked by Bryce and Rufio. Anger quickly bubbles up my throat, but then reason prevails. This is not my fight. It’s theirs. I stand back and let them deal with their father.

      “I knew brains weren’t your forte, but I confess you coming to Gifted Academy shows a new level of stupidity from you two.”

      Bryce lets out a battle cry and attacks. His energy blast hits Jonathan’s chest and fizzles into nothing. The son of a bitch is wearing a protective vest.

      “Nice try.” He smiles.

      The awful screech of metal bending catches my attention. The lockers lining the hallway are twisting out of shape, turning into clumps of distorted steel. Rosie and Renata scream as they’re trapped by the deadly shapes.

      “No!” I leap in their direction, ready to pry them loose with my bare hands, but Renata breaks free first and is already helping Rosie.

      My ears pick up the sound of a blade cutting through air. I turn just in time to freeze a piece of sharp metal that Jonathan sent my way. More shouts echo in the hallway, coming from behind the man. We’re seriously outnumbered here, so the only way out is to find the portal-key to Starlight Island.

      Jodie pushes Bryce and Rufio out of her way, bracing to deal with her husband herself. “Go! I’ve got this.”

      The man laughs. “Really, Jodie. You’re going to play the martyr now? Do you think that will buy your sons’ love and respect?”

      Without breaking eye contact with Jonathan, she yells again. “I said go, damn it!”

      It’s clear that neither Bryce nor Rufio intend to obey, but when my gaze drops to her hand, I understand then what Jodie plans to do. Phoenix, who is now next to me, has his eyes trained exactly where mine were a second ago. We look at each other, and then, without words, we know what to do.

      Using telekinesis, he sends Bryce and Rufio back all the way to the principal’s office corridor. I urge everyone on our team to follow them, freezing our opponents to the best of my ability. My trick only works on those who aren’t wearing protective vests. Unfortunately, the Neo God presently fighting with Xavier is a massive albino who is unaffected. Xavier has a lightning-glass dagger in his hand, but the man is able to easily avoid his attacks.

      I spare one fleeting glance in Rosie’s direction to make sure she’s out of the fray before I zoom around the man and fling two throwing stars at his ankles. He lets out a roar, arching his back. Instead of using the moment of distraction to stab his opponent, Xavier kicks him in the nuts, bringing him to his knees. Then, with chilling precision, he slashes the man’s throat. I guess that’s his MO.

      Wordlessly, he grabs my arm, and together we run to where our group has gathered. I notice Soren is the only one left on his team. Damn it.

      “Everyone to the office!” I yell.

      Rosie, Toby, and Renata run ahead with me close behind. Toby skids to a halt as we near the office’s door, holding his arms wide. “Wait!”

      His warning is too late for Renata, who, thanks to the momentum, crosses through the threshold without pause. A loud gasp follows, which twists my stomach into knots. Something awful has happened. I mince forward slowly, letting my awareness expand. Renata is on the floor, clutching her middle. Standing before her with a bloodied lightning-glass knife in her hand is Bethany Walkers, Jodie’s former assistant.

      “No!” I kick the woman in the stomach, sending her sprawling across the reception area.

      She releases her weapon, but the deranged smile doesn’t disappear from her face. “If I had known you would become the Unmaker, I’d have killed you the moment you stepped foot in here.”

      Bryce walks in, his body crackling with barely contained rage. “You’d have been struck down if you had tried. But don’t worry, I can take care of that now.”

      A bolt of white energy whooshes from Bryce’s outstretched hand, hitting Bethany in the middle of her chest. She cries out for a moment, but her agonized moans fade into nothing as her body fries to a crisp. I’ve never seen Bryce unleash that kind of deadly power before.

      The entire building shakes on its foundation when the grenade in Jodie’s hand detonates. Bryce looks over his shoulder, shock etched on his face.

      “Mom,” he murmurs.

      I step closer and touch his cheek. “I’m sorry, babe.”

      He peers into my eyes. “I can’t believe she did that.”

      “Come on, kids. Don’t let her sacrifice be in vain,” Xavier urges us.

      I lace my hand with Bryce’s and steer us into the principal’s office. Immediately, I seek out Rufio. His gaze is downcast, and his shoulders are hunched forward. I can’t begin to imagine what he must be feeling right now.

      “Does anyone know what the portal-key looks like?” Phoenix asks, drawing my attention to him.

      “No,” Rufio replies.

      “It must give off some kind of energy,” Soren replies.

      “What about Renata? She’s been stabbed by lightning-glass,” Rosie says.

      “Don’t worry about me,” the girl replies weakly.

      Bryce starts to go to her, but Phoenix stops him. “You can’t do it, Bryce. We need you on the island.”

      “I can’t simply let her die,” he argues.

      “It wouldn’t work, son,” Xavier interrupts. “Only the antidote against its poison will help Renata now.”

      I doubt there’s any at Starlight Island, which means the girl is doomed. It’s clearly the conclusion everyone in the room has come to judging by their grim expressions.

      “We need to find the portal-key.” Mrs. Malek veers for the big desk and begins to look inside drawers. But an object on it catches my attention. It’s the pyramid-shaped paperweight I threw at Phoenix on the day he cornered me here. It drew blood.

      Son of a bitch.

      No ordinary object would have been able to hurt him like that unless it was made out of lightning-glass… or something else god-made.

      I run to the desk and take the object in my hand. A small light flickers inside as a low vibration sends tingles up my arm.

      “I think I found it,” I say.
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      The portal-key took us to the idyllic beach of Starlight Island in the blink of an eye. When I touched the object, I knew exactly what I had to do to open the portal. Maybe it unlocked a memory from Magia. Anyone connected to the portal-key—even indirectly—would be transported to the island.

      The place looks exactly as it did in my dream. This is where Morpheus was as well, when I invaded his memories by accident. Warm waves lap at my ankles, and a soft summer breeze caresses my skin. Despite the picturesque beauty, there’s something awfully wrong in the atmosphere. A wicked presence humming underneath the white sand.

      I take stock of our group, noticing with relief that everyone made the trip. Renata doesn’t look great though. Mrs. Malek is offering her support since the girl can’t even stand upright on her own anymore. The bloodstain on her shirt has already changed to dark brown, almost black. I’m not sure if at this point the antidote can help her.

      I catch Bryce looking in her direction too, which makes my anguish grow. I wonder if what Xavier said about the antidote being the only thing that could help Renata is true. If Bryce can bring me back from certain death, then surely he could heal Renata. But if he does that, he’ll be too weak to fight against Chaos.

      I bite my lower lip, deciding to keep my suspicions to myself. The guilt over Renata’s death—if that comes to pass—I’ll carry alone.

      “What now?” Soren asks.

      “We look for Morpheus,” I say.

      Phoenix stares hard in the direction of the jungle. It looks unwelcoming even under the bright sunlight. Ironic that Chaos’s prison would be in such a beautiful place.

      Rosie ambles forward. “Oh my God. This is just like the legends said. This is indeed paradise.”

      “What are you talking about?” Toby glances at the wall of verdant but oppressive trees and then back at her. “You think an ominous jungle is paradise?”

      “What jungle?” Her forehead crinkles.

      Apprehension runs down my spine. I trade a worried glance with the guys and then move next to Rosie. “What can you see?”

      “She must be looking at the village. When Erebus brought me here, that was the view from the beach,” Mrs. Malek explains.

      “But why is Rosie seeing the village whereas we’re all seeing the jungle?” Rufio asks.

      “Wait. Something is happening.” Toby points at the distance.

      Like magic, the jungle shimmers and then fades away, allowing me to see the village too. “What in the world?”

      “We should go there. Maybe they’ll have an antidote for Renata.” Rosie walks ahead without pause.

      “No! Nobody move,” Bryce interjects. “It’s probably a trap.”

      “I’ve been to the village. It does exist,” Mrs. Malek tells us.

      “Well, the jungle is gone. We only have two options. Stay here and wait for Chaos to find us, or head to the village and try to find Morpheus,” I say.

      Rufio shakes his head. “Morpheus won’t be in the village, Daisy.”

      “Well, he has to be somewhere!” I snap.

      In my distraction, I can’t stop Rosie from sprinting ahead. She’s almost at the edge of the village. How the fuck did she get there so fast?

      “Rosie! Wait up.” Toby scrambles to follow her.

      I try to follow too, but it feels like I’m walking through quicksand in slow motion. I can’t get traction. Everyone else seems to be suffering from the same problem.

      The village vanishes again, and the jungle takes its place. The tops of the trees begin to sway as if something large is making its way through. Rosie is on a collision path with it.

      Raising my arm, I try to freeze her, but she keeps running without pause.

      “Someone stop her!” I yell.

      “I can’t move!” Soren shouts in frustration. “Something is messing with my gift.”

      The trees and shrubbery at the edge of the jungle part for a giant were-worm. Its flower-shaped mouth opens, revealing long sharklike teeth. Rosie finally stops, looking up at the monster in front of her. She screams in horror right before the giant worm strikes. She vanishes before our eyes as the monster swallows her whole and disappears into the sand.

      “No!” I drop to my knees with my arm outstretched. My ragged scream comes from deep in my chest, raw and filled with agony. “Rosie, no.”

      Toby clutches his head, staring at the gaping hole the worm left behind.

      The sky turns pitch black as Chaos’s storm gathers above us. His evil laughter echoes in my ears, whipping my already bleeding soul raw.

      The ground begins to tremble, announcing something terrible is coming our way. A rough pair of hands lifts me up. Rufio’s. “Come on, Daisy. We have to get out of here.”

      “I can’t leave. We have to go after Rosie.”

      “She’s gone, my love. She’s gone.”

      I pull free from his grasp. “No! Don’t say that. I won’t give up on her.”

      A patch of sand explodes in front of us as the were-worm returns, roaring savagely. The sight should propel me to run in the opposite direction. But something inside of me snaps. Rage and pain erase my self-preservation instinct. Instead, I face the beast with shoulders squared and my bare fists as weapons.

      “Give me my sister back, motherfucker!”

      The monster shrieks in response, a sound so high-pitched it hurts my ears. The giant worm coils its body back, preparing to strike. I brace for the impact, not knowing how I’m going to avoid those sharp teeth. It stops midmotion when a net of electricity wraps around it. Bryce is at the opposite end of that string of energy. The white-blue light from his blast emphasizes the strain on his face. He’s giving everything he has to kill the beast. It coils and thrashes violently, screeching loudly.

      But as it dies, more worms erupt from the sand, quickly surrounding us. The wind is howling viciously. My hair flaps wildly around my face, blocking my visibility even more. Nevertheless, I sense when one of Chaos’s creatures approaches me from behind. I whirl around and then jump as high as I can out of its path. It hits the spot where I had been standing, and then it slithers away into the sand.

      A path opens up for me, allowing me to see Rufio attempting to protect Mrs. Malek and Renata on his own with the help of two lightning-glass daggers. They look puny and pointless against the beasts that are fast approaching them.

      No. I won’t let those monsters take him from me too.

      With a war cry, I break into a run. I’ve recovered from the lethargy from before. Maybe it’s the fury propelling me. Or desperation. Either way, I have no idea how I’m going to stop those monsters from devouring them or me. All I know is I have to try.
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        * * *

      

      MORPHEUS

      I regain consciousness bound to a giant tree trunk in a jungle I know all too well. It’s Chaos’s preferred territory, where he lets his beasts wander free to terrorize anyone who is unlucky enough to venture in. Seven years ago, that was us.

      I push against my restraints, surprised when the vines break easily. The drop is ten feet, which I can’t stop from happening. What the hell! I search inside my core for my newly awakened demigod powers. They’re there, alive and kicking, but also trapped behind an invisible force. This didn’t happen when I was here before.

      Duh, Morpheus. You’re in his prison. Of course he tampered with your ability to break free.

      I must be deep in his realm. It doesn’t matter. I’ll find a way out of here. Daisy and my friends need me.

      “Hello?” I call out. If there are monsters here, I’d rather face them now.

      My voice echoes in the emptiness of the forest. It’s quiet, eerily so, just as it was when we ventured here seven years ago to battle for our lives. Little did we know that surviving Chaos’s wicked games would bind us to him. Suddenly I realize I haven’t felt his mark on my back in a while. Does it mean that by ascending to demigod status, I broke free from his shackles?

      With careful steps, I begin my exploration. Sweat dots my skin, and I’m painfully aware of my heart beating in staccato rhythm. Little rays of sunlight are able to penetrate the thick canopy, but they do little to change the grim sensation that hangs in the air. I hear the crack of a twig snapping behind me, which spikes up my adrenaline levels. My heart is stuck in my throat as I whirl around, ready to fight whatever creature is coming.

      There’s a dark silhouette of a man hidden partially behind a thick shrub. His breathing is coming out in bursts, as if he’s been running for miles. I swallow the lump in my throat, knowing without a shred of doubt that this is one Chaos’s fiends. And here I am without access to my powers and no weapon on me. His eyes glow an unnatural fiery red, and his fingers are contorted into claws. With a roar, he breaks into a run straight at me. Without my ability to smoke out of the way, I brace for the impact. It’s not until he crosses a ray of light that I recognize him.

      “Stephan?”

      My words have no impact on him. He leaps to tackle me, and at the last second, I finally snap out of my surprise. I jump out of the way, pivoting so my back is no longer to him. Stephan staggers forward thanks to the momentum but recovers fast.

      “How did you get here, and what the fuck happened to you?”

      There’s no sign of recognition in his eyes. He’s gone berserk. And worse, he’s in possession of his powers, unlike me. He rips a massive tree out of the ground and hurls it at me with the strength of a giant. It happens too fast, and I can’t get out of its path. A large branch hits me in the stomach, sending me flying back. I hit my head on a boulder when I fall, getting stunned for a moment. Stephan flies in my direction, carrying in his hands a large piece of rock. He raises it above his head with the clear intent of smashing my face with it.

      Before he has the chance, a dark mass of smoke collides with him, removing him from my line of vision. I get back up, trying to ignore the throbbing in the back of my head. I touch the sore spot, and my fingers come away smeared in blood.

      Stephan is now pinned to a tree nearby by a man dressed in black from head to toe. He looks over his shoulder, clearing the shadows that were covering his face before.

      “Erebus,” I murmur.

      “Hello, son.”

      “How did you find me?” I mince toward him.

      “You’re my son. I’ll always find you. I sensed the moment Chaos whisked you here.”

      Stephan keeps trying to break from the hold Erebus has around his neck.

      “What happened to him?”

      “He’s been bewitched by Chaos. I don’t know how he got here, but I know why. Nathaniel and Andromeda are on the island, and he came after them.”

      “Andromeda is here? Is she in danger?”

      “Everyone on this godforsaken island is.”

      “Can you help him?”

      Erebus faces Stephan. “Possibly.”

      He touches his forehead, and immediately Stephan stops struggling. A moment passes before his eyes are no longer glowing nor his expression contorted in rage. When his gaze returns to blue, it’s confused.

      Erebus releases him and steps back.

      “Who are you?” he asks, covering his neck with his hand.

      “I’m Morpheus’s father.”

      My spine goes taut as I whip my attention to him. Several emotions swirl in my chest, but the strongest one is satisfaction. I don’t know him at all, but I’m happy that he claimed me.

      Fuck. Am I that starved for acceptance from a father figure?

      Stephan then acknowledges my presence. “What are you doing here?”

      “I could ask you the same thing.”

      He threads his fingers through his hair while his gaze darkens. “I came after Andy. I have to find her before Nathaniel fucks things up.”

      I open my mouth to demand a better explanation, but the ground begins to shake, and the forest turns much darker as the rays of sunshine disappear.

      “Chaos. Something is happening,” Erebus says.

      “Andy,” Stephan murmurs before taking flight. He disappears in the gloom of the jungle in the blink of an eye.

      “We have to help him,” I say.

      Erebus visibly tenses and then levels me with an intense stare. “We will, but not by going after him.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The destiny the Fates laid upon you and your friends is about to come to fruition. You must prepare.”

      “The creation of the God-killer, but for that we need Bryce and Dai—no. They’re here, aren’t they?” Fear grips my insides, twisting them savagely.

      “Yes, they came to rescue you. We need to act quickly and stop Chaos before he gains too much strength. He’s about to break free from the island.”

      “How the fuck do we stop him? How can Bryce and Daisy create a God-killer in such a short time?”

      “With your help.”

      My eyebrows shoot to the heavens. “My help?”

      A myriad of absurd scenarios flashes through my head, and none of them are something I want to take part in.

      “They must be linked by the infinity band, son. Just like you saw in your vision.” He pauses, cocking his head to the side as if he’s trying to listen to something in the distance. “Blood has been spilled already. We’re running out of time.”

      “Whose blood?”

      He steps into my personal space, grabbing me roughly by the shoulders. “Don’t you get it, son? The stars have aligned so you can finally defeat Chaos. Everything that’s happened to you and your friends was preordained.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Your friendship with the Kent brothers and Phoenix, your meeting Daisy and falling in love with her, it was all part of it. The five of you had to form an unbreakable bond for the impossible to come to pass.”

      “Are you saying we were all pieces on this damn gameboard of the gods?” I shout.

      Regret shines in his eyes before he glances away. “We’re all pieces. I’m sorry.”

      “Was that why we were lured to this place when we were kids? So Chaos could have fun with us?”

      “No, he wanted to destroy you. He too knew about what the Fates had done. He couldn’t, so he thought to control you instead.”

      I press a closed fist to my forehead, trying to hold back my anger. “I get Daisy’s, Bryce’s, and my role in the prophecy. But what about Rufio and Phoenix? How do they come into the equation?”

      “Daisy and Bryce are the Maker and the Unmaker, opposites. You’re the link. When their powers unite, they’ll forget who they are. They’ll turn into pure energy for a moment, dangerous and unstable. They’ll need a tether, a reminder of their humanity, a heart. That’s Phoenix.”

      “What about Rufio?”

      “Isn’t it obvious, son? Rufio, the Idol born with the power of destruction, now an empty shell. He’s the vessel. He’s the God-killer.”
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      “How can Rufio become the God-killer?”

      “Don’t ask me, son. But whatever the Fates decide, it will pass, no matter how crazy it is.”

      My heart becomes tight all of a sudden. I press a closed fist against my chest, trying to massage the phantom pain away. Cold dread licks the back of my neck, and then I see the vision of the beach. It’s swarmed by were-worms, Chaos’s preferred beasts, and they’re attacking my family.

      “No!”

      “You’ve seen them too. They need your help, son.”

      “I can’t help them if I can’t reconnect with my powers,” I shout, frustrated.

      “You can break free from the shackles Chaos put on you like I did. Have faith, Morpheus. It’s your destiny.”

      I point a finger at his face, shaking with anger. “Don’t fucking talk about destiny to me. I don’t want to hear another word.”

      Erebus’s eyes flash bright orange while the shadows gather around his frame. “Sticking your head in the sand is not going to solve your problems.”

      “The boy is weak,” Chaos’s disembodied voice echoes in the forest. “That’s what you get from procreating with scum.”

      “My mother is not scum. You’re the disease in this world.”

      Chaos laughs. “Your insults mean nothing to me. You’ll never be able to save your loved ones. Just take a seat and enjoy while I obliterate them one by one.”

      The image of Rosie running straight to one of his monsters and then being devoured by it fills my mouth with bile. That’s the blood spilled that Erebus mentioned. Motherfucker. My heart aches for Daisy, knowing how hard she fought to protect her sister. Chaos needs to be stopped.

      The wrath swirling in the pit of my stomach erupts like a volcano, taking over my entire being. I hear a distinct snap inside my core. The block Chaos placed around my powers broke, and my gift is unleashed. My roar echoes in the jungle, raw and savage, before I become the dark.
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        * * *

      

      PHOENIX

      I’ve just torn a giant worm in two using telekinesis when I hear Daisy’s war cry. Rufio, Mrs. Malek, and Renata are surrounded by the monsters, and Rufio is their only line of defense. Fuck. He doesn’t lack gumption, only the means to fight them.

      From the corner of my eye, I catch Toby having trouble with a worm of his own. He’s found a broken tree trunk that he’s using as a club. But I can tell he’s running out of steam. I can get him out of danger and then run to assist Daisy and Rufio, but then Xavier joins Toby, and together they impale the beast.

      A blur zooms across the white sand, piercing through the worm that was flanking Renata and Mrs. Malek from the left. Soren erupts from the other side of the beast, covered in gore. Savage. My appreciation for the Silverstone grows.

      Daisy is still in trouble though. I run at breakneck speed toward her. She’s slowed the worms’ advance, but not by much. They seem to be partially immune to her gift. Damn it. Following Toby’s example, I acquire a piece of wood, but mine comes straight from the jungle. Drawing the tree to me takes more effort than normal. It seems everything is much harder here. Chaos is not fucking around. But neither am I.

      The tree becomes a spear in my hand. I leap over the closest worm and shove my improvised weapon into the back of its ugly head. It jerks with a roar, sending me off its back. It squirms violently as it dies, and I almost get hit by its tail. I roll off to avoid a deadly blow, then jump back to my feet, ready to face another monster. But just then, the tattoo between my shoulder blades begins to burn. The pain is excruciating, debilitating.

      In the distance, I hear Bryce holler as he drops to his knees. Heavy rain falls down on us and then come the fucking lightning bolts, striking the beach in rapid succession. Eventually, it’ll hit one of us. Fuck.

      No sooner do I think that than one falls right where Rufio was standing. It misses him when a shadow pushes him off.

      Morpheus!

      No, that’s not him. It’s Erebus. He reaches for Daisy and Rufio, gripping their arms roughly. He’s saying something, but I can’t hear the words. Regardless, I don’t fucking like what I’m seeing. I take a step toward them only to be blocked by lightning striking my path. I glower at the sky, doing my best to ignore the burning pain in my back. Chaos’s ugly face forms in the clouds, his green eyes glowing with malice. I flip him off, then run.

      Bryce joins me, but before we reach Daisy and Rufio, we’re swept off our feet by a giant tornado that appeared out of nowhere. The pressure is immense as the wind tries to tear our bodies into pieces. How the fuck are we getting out this one?
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        * * *

      

      DAISY

      “No!” I pull my arm free from Erebus’s grasp as I watch a dark tornado engulf Bryce and Phoenix. They disappear from my view immediately, while in the background, Chaos laughs.

      “Let go of me, fucker!” Rufio struggles to break free.

      Erebus steps back, releasing him. “Go after them. Now!”

      Rufio’s eyes are frantic when our gazes collide. If that’s dangerous to me, it’s suicidal to him. But I know he won’t stay behind. My eyes are burning already, knowing the outcome of our act, but nothing will deter him. I offer him my hand. He squeezes it tightly, and together we run toward the tornado.

      The howling of the wind is deafening, and the debris swirling around the vortex is deadly. I force us to a halt right before we get sucked into it and hug Rufio, using my body as a shield.

      “I love you,” I say next to his ear, not knowing if he can hear me at all through the noise.

      He curls his fingers around the fabric of my jacket and replies, “Till the end of time.”

      The tornado catches up with us, lifting us off the ground in an instant. The force of the wind is tremendous, and it tries to rip us apart. But I hold tightly to Rufio, refusing to let go. Suddenly, the pressure eases off, and the noise of the howling wind fades. We’re in the middle of the tornado, inside the eye of the storm.

      I sense their presence before I get a visual. Bryce and Phoenix are flying near us, slowly coming closer. They’re unharmed and I could weep for joy, but we’re so not out of the woods yet.

      Still holding on to each other, Rufio and I stretch out our arms, reaching for Bryce and Phoenix. I curl my fingers around Phoenix’s hand and yank him toward me as Rufio does the same with Bryce. We form a circle, suspended in air as if we’re a group of skydivers. How long until Chaos realizes we’re in a safe location inside his wicked twister?

      “What now?” Bryce asks.

      “Now we kill him,” Morpheus says, approaching us from above.

      “Morpheus!” I exclaim. “You’re okay.”

      My heart fills with joy despite our dire situation.

      “Fuck a duck. Are you doing this?” Phoenix asks.

      “No. My father is keeping Chaos distracted while we do what we have to.”

      “And that is?” Rufio asks.

      “Daisy and Bryce must be linked by the infinity band, and then they make you a God-killer.”

      “What?” we all ask in unison.

      “I don’t have time to explain. Just follow my lead. Daisy and Bryce, get in the middle of the circle. Quickly!”

      I do what he says, unsure of how this will play out. It’s the only chance to get out of this alive though. Bryce and I join hands and wait for Morpheus to continue. He’s joined our group and, together with Rufio and Phoenix, reforms the circle around us.

      He closes his eyes briefly and starts to chant in a foreign language. As the strange words pour out of his mouth, I sense a new type of energy surround us. It tingles against my skin, connects me to Bryce more than ever. Morpheus’s eyes fly open, glowing a warm yellow that reminds of the sun. My skin gets warm, and then the sleeves of both my jacket and Bryce’s catch fire. Only they don’t burn.

      Now our forearms are bare, and on them, peculiar symbols glow the same color as Morpheus’s eyes. Gold energy billows from my wrists and Bryce’s, forming a lasso around our joined hands. I lose the sensation of my body, almost as if my soul detached from it. Bryce and I are soaring above the circle below, still linked through our hands but now also through our essences. He’s glowing like a star, so beautiful and radiant. He smiles at me, making me burst with joy.

      “We’re finally together now for all eternity,” he says.

      “For all eternity,” I repeat in awe.

      Our spirits inch closer, meeting in the middle. His ethereal face leans into mine, and when he kisses me, an explosion of lights takes place. We’re enveloped by a vortex of raw, primal magic. I close my eyes to feel every single emotion coursing through me. The moment only lasts a few seconds before we’re jolted back into our bodies as if the elastic band connecting us to them stretched too far.

      My eyes fly open at the same time that the tornado becomes violent again. Bryce is torn from my hands. Our circle breaks, and each one of my soul mates disappears from view.
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        * * *

      

      BRYCE

      The time Erebus bought us is up. The ritual of the infinity band must have alerted Chaos of what we were up to. My body is spiraling out of control. I’m tossed around like dirty laundry inside a washing machine. Pieces of debris hit me, and every time they do, it sends me in a different direction. I can take those blows, but my brother can’t.

      “Rufio!” I call out. “Where are you?”

      I hear no response besides the deafening howling of winds going at two hundred miles an hour. Then Chaos gets into my head.

      “You’re too late. He’s dead.”

      “No!”

      “Your little vow means nothing. You can’t defeat me. Nothing on this planet can. I’m everything and nothing. I’m the void.”

      “Bryce!” I hear Daisy’s voice. It’s muffled but strong.

      The link of the infinity band flares up, and I use it to guide me to her. She collides with me in the next moment, going so fast that she almost slips through my hands.

      “We have to find the others, but especially Rufio,” she says.

      “I know. I can do it. Don’t let go of me.”

      “Never.”

      I close my eyes and focus on the connection I’ve always had with my brother. I thought my ability to sense him was linked to our powers, but it didn’t go away after he was unmade. It’s hard to concentrate when there’s so much noise in the background and Chaos keeps laughing perversely in my head, the sound akin to nails against chalkboard.

      I’m giving my all, stretching my awareness to the max, when a burst of power enters my body, enhancing my reach. It’s Daisy, infusing me with her energy. Together we go much farther into the mayhem until I sense Rufio’s life force, close to the ground. He’s not alone. Phoenix and Morpheus have found him.

      “I see him. Let’s go!” I shout over the cacophony.

      We fly downward, swerving left and right to avoid the shit that’s inside the vortex. I have a visual of them, but before we come within reach, a bolt of lightning arcs down the funnel and hits Rufio straight on.

      “No!” I shout, or maybe Daisy does. I don’t know.

      His body convulses as the energy blast crackles around his body. Morpheus and Phoenix keep holding him, but Rufio’s head already hangs low, and the charred hole in his chest is unmistakable.

      As if our thoughts are also connected, Daisy and I reach our arms forward and attempt to pull the energy from the lightning blast from Rufio. The electric current converges back to the point of impact and then shoots straight to us. The blast is jarring, and it makes all my muscles spasm. I end up biting my tongue, drawing blood in the process, but those sensations are nothing compared to the raw agony of not sensing Rufio’s essence anymore. I feel Daisy’s pain as if it were my own, which is amplified by her still-raw feelings over Rosie’s passing.

      Everything is so rotten; it has to end.

      Chaos has to end.
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        * * *

      

      RUFIO

      I’m in a tunnel made of light. The translucent walls keep rushing by, becoming a blur. There’s a bright glow ahead, beckoning me. I want to answer the call, but something holds me back. I glance down, noticing a gold cord wrapped around my waist. It’s taut, keeping me in place as my body is sucked forward.

      Something is coming to me, and at first, I can’t make out its shape. As it gets near and the brightness fades, I see my mother floating in front of me. She’s washed-out, transparent.

      “You have to go back, Rufio. You aren’t done with your task yet.”

      “What is this place?”

      “An in-between.”

      “So, I’m dead?”

      “Not yet. You must return to the island and do what I couldn’t.”

      The cord yanks me back, but I can’t leave, not yet. There are so many things I want to tell my mother, so many questions I didn’t get to ask.

      “What about you? Can’t you come with me?”

      Her expression falls. “Oh no, darling. I can’t come. I’ve completed my mission. My time is done.”

      My eyes burn and I don’t understand why. I’m so fucking confused. There was a time when I loved my mother unconditionally, but I’ve hated her for too damn long. And yet my heart is breaking, knowing if I go, I’ll never see her face again.

      “Go now, Rufio. Your brother needs you. The whole world needs you.”

      “I’m sorry, Mom.”

      “I know you are. I am too. Tell your brother I love him. I love you both. Now go.” She lifts her hand, palm facing forward, and creates a gust of wind that sends me back.

      The tunnel begins to move again, this time in reverse. I lose the feeling of my body for a moment as I’m sucked into a vortex. And then I’m back in the middle of Chaos’s hell. But instead of being half dead, I’m filled with a primordial power that runs through my veins with the strength of lightning and the fury of thunder. I release it, and it emerges from my body in beams of light. His odious laughter ceases abruptly when a ray of pure energy pierces through his darkness. Instead of being consumed by the void, it cracks it down in the middle.

      “You won’t defeat me. I am everything.”

      “You’re nothing.”

      “If I end, your friends die. The love of your life dies.”

      “You’re a liar.”

      I give everything I have, and the first crack multiplies to thousands, spreading rapidly through his mass. He roars savagely, the sound like an earthquake destroying an entire city. But there’s nothing he can do to save himself.

      I’m the God-killer.
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      It’s done. Chaos’s malevolence has vanished in the aftermath of an explosion of pure energy, leaving me in the vacuum. Bryce’s hand slipped through my fingers, and now I’m floating in the middle of nowhere, suspended in time and space. It’s neither dark nor light. It’s nothing. But my powers, my ability to unmake Idols, is flowing out of me unrestrained, and I don’t care.

      I’m not sure how long I stay floating, disconnected from everything and everyone. It feels like I’m slowly fading. But then a featherlike touch brushes my cheek, infusing my body with warmth. The beautiful face of Phoenix appears in front of my eyes. He tells me to come back to him, kickstarting my heart once again. I hadn’t realized it stopped beating.

      I begin to spin rapidly while I regain the feeling in my body. Tingles spread all over my skin, eradicating the numbness from before. My mind is whirling as my scrambled thoughts try to come together into something that makes sense.

      The crash comes suddenly, leaving me breathless. My eyes fly open, but almost immediately I shut them again, unable to handle the brightness. I swing my arm over my face, covering my eyelids. It feels good to be solid once more. Warm sand cushioned my fall, or maybe that didn’t happen for real. The impact was only in my head, just like in a dream.

      “Daisy, my love!” Phoenix brushes a strand of hair off my forehead. “Are you okay?”

      I uncover my eyes and slowly open them. Phoenix is hovering above me, blocking the sun. His face is shadowed, but it’s impossible to miss the frown marring his forehead.

      “I’m okay now.”

      He helps me to a sitting position, allowing me to see the aftermath of our battle. Only there’s nothing to see but the peaceful white sand beach. The monsters are gone, and the jungle that felt foreboding and evil is not as dense or dark. It’s normal.

      Bryce, Morpheus, and Rufio walk over, coming from different directions. My heart expands, finally released from the barbed wire wrapped around it. I jump to my feet, glad my legs are stable enough to hold me upright. Phoenix’s hand is on my lower back though. My boyfriends surround me, and for a moment, all we do is stare at one another in awe.

      “Is it truly over?” I ask.

      “Yes, I killed him,” Rufio says.

      “I thought you died,” I reply through a choke.

      “I almost did. But then my mother sent me back. She told me I wasn’t done with my mission.”

      “You saw Mom?” Bryce’s eyebrows arch.

      Rufio nods. “I’ll tell you more later.”

      It’s impossible to miss their sadness. Morpheus steps closer to Rufio with eyes narrowed. “Your powers. They’re back.”

      Rufio’s brows furrow. He presses his hand against his chest, dipping his chin. “Shit. You’re right. I hadn’t noticed it until now.”

      “Daisy!” Xavier is running toward us. There’s a gash on his forehead that bled and dried. His clothes are torn in some spots, but other than that, he’s in one piece.

      He pushes the boys aside and engulfs me in a bear hug. “You’re okay. God. I thought I had lost you too.”

      I hang on to his last word. Too. Rosie. It wasn’t a nightmare. She’s gone.

      I suppress a gasp, burying my face in his chest. But I can’t fight the tears that are burning my eyes and drenching my face. I broke my promise. I didn’t keep her safe.

      Guilt and shame take me over. I pull away from Xavier’s arms, avoiding eye contact with him. Slowly, I head toward the edge of the jungle, to the exact spot where I last saw my sister. My heart is heavy and bleeding again. My throat constricts, making it hard to breathe.

      I’m almost at the end of my trek when the jungle parts, revealing the peaceful village I saw before. Children run freely near the small lake the village surrounds, laughing and splashing water around. I see a familiar blonde head in the middle of the fun.

      “Rosie!” I take a step forward, ready to break into a run, but Eris appears, blocking my way. Her hair is as black as ever, but today she’s wearing white clothes, and her face isn’t so pale.

      “You can’t follow your sister, honey.”

      “Why not?”

      “She’s gone beyond the veil. She’s at peace now.”

      Eris steps to the side and allows me to see Rosie running toward our parents. They look exactly as they did seven years ago; the only difference is that they’re happy, worry-free. They hug Rosie fiercely. The vision pulls at the strings of my heart. Jealousy mingles with yearning. I miss them so much.

      The village disappears, shimmering out of sight. I wonder if I truly saw that or if it was all a figment of my imagination.

      “Where did they go?” I wipe my wet cheeks with my fingers.

      “Mortals aren’t meant to see Starlight Island until they’re ready to become part of it. I let you see, hoping it would ease the pain in your heart.”

      “The pain will never go away.”

      Eris eyes shine with empathy. “I know.”

      “How could you possibly? You’re a god. Immortal.”

      “But not without feelings. It broke my heart when Magia chose a mortal life.”

      I turn away, unable to withstand her stare. Magia was her daughter, and I’m her descendant. So I’m related to Eris, but I can’t summon an ounce of emotion toward her, and that makes me feel guilty.

      “You’d better return to your boyfriends. Bryce is about to do something foolish.”

      I whirl around. Bryce is kneeling next to Renata, who somehow hasn’t passed away yet.

      “We’ve defeated Chaos. He can try to heal her now.”

      “Oh, Daisy. Can’t you see? Every time Bryce heals someone, he’s shaving off years of his life. If he keeps it up, he won’t live past thirty.”

      “No,” I breathe.

      “You can stop it, you know. You could take away his ability to heal.”

      “Do you mean I could unmake him?”

      “No. Just that part of his gift.”

      I shake my head. “I can’t do that to him. It’s wrong. Besides, we’re the same level. He can block me.”

      “There’s always a way around that.” She shrugs. “If you change your mind, I can help you.”

      I watch her through narrowed eyes. Now that her archnemesis is gone, she has no reason to spare us her mischievous ways. She’s Strife, after all.

      “I’ll pass. Thanks,” I snap.

      She rolls her eyes before vanishing. I glance back where the magical village was, feeling the sharp pang in my chest.

      “Daisy?” Toby calls out.

      He’s walking over, and seeing his devastated expression is akin to a steely knife piercing my chest. He loved Rosie so much, and he didn’t even get to see her at peace like I did.

      “Are you okay?” I meet him halfway.

      His eyes are filled with tears. He shakes his head, trembling from head to toe. I pull him into my arms, and then he breaks down. His cries are desperate and heartfelt. It amplifies my own sadness. I don’t hold back. I let it all out, knowing this is the first step of the long recovery process, even if deep down I know this wound will never heal completely.
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        * * *

      

      MORPHEUS

      “Should we go after her?” Phoenix asks.

      “No. Daisy and Toby need time to process their feelings,” I say.

      From the corner of my eye, I catch Xavier staring at the ocean with a fisted hand covering his mouth. My mother steps close to him and places a hand on his back in support. They remain silent for a long while, just looking ahead. My eyes begin to prickle, forcing me to look away. I can’t become overwhelmed by my emotions. I need to remain strong for Daisy.

      I sense Erebus’s presence near the jungle. He’s watching Mom from the shadows, and for the first time, I wonder if he ever loved her.

      “Yes I did. I still do,” he answers in my head.

      “I didn’t know you could read minds,” I reply, annoyed.

      “I can when you ask me a question directly.”

      “Did she love you back?”

      He doesn’t answer right away, but when he does, it’s not what I expect from a fucking god. “It’s complicated.”

      I snort, earning questioning glances from Rufio and Phoenix. I raise my index finger, asking for a moment.

      “Well, her husband is a piece of shit. If you still love her, maybe you should do something about that.”

      “What makes you think I’m better than him?”

      “I know you are.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Shit. Is that Andromeda and Stephan?” Phoenix points in the distance.

      I glance toward the duo, who are walking toward us with difficulty, clutching each other. Stephan looks worse for the wear, with lacerations all over his face.

      “What are they doing here?” Soren takes off to meet them halfway.

      I want to know as well, since I didn’t have time to ask Stephan why Nathaniel brought Andromeda here. But Daisy and Toby are finally heading back to us, and that gets my undivided attention. They veer in Bryce’s direction, who’s sitting next to Renata, hugging his knees with his head hanging low. She’s asleep but alive. Bryce was able to heal her, which means he must be on the verge of passing out.

      The ground shakes suddenly, and the small hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

      Xavier and Mom let out gasps of terror. I follow their line of vision, getting caught in their distress. A giant tsunami wave is fast approaching the island. It’ll hit us in less than a minute. My stomach bottoms out. Fuck!

      “You need to go,” Erebus tells me. “Now that Chaos is gone, there’s no need for this island anymore.”

      “What about the village?”

      “It doesn’t exist on this plane. It won’t be affected.”

      “Can’t you send us back like before?”

      He sighs heavily. “Yes. So can you.”

      “I don’t know how, and we don’t have time for me to learn!”

      “Fine. I’ll do it this once, but you have to practice, son.”

      “I need a teacher,” I say, hoping he knows I’m talking about him.

      “We’ll see. Now gather your friends.”

      “Come on, guys. Form a circle.” I wave them over with urgency toward where Bryce and Renata are.

      “What are you doing?” Soren asks.

      “Getting us out of here.” I look in the distance, locking gazes with my father. He nods, and a moment later, we’re standing in front of Poppy’s Joint.

      It’s still in one piece, even though it’s smack in the middle of Norm territory. I can’t believe it survived the destruction and looting whereas every single building in the vicinity was raided. When a beacon of light shines over the diner’s neon sign, I recognize the deity responsible for the preservation of this place. Gaia.
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      Five days have gone by, during which I didn’t leave my assigned room in Xavier’s real home except to eat. Without Chaos at our backs, and with the Neo Gods’ movement pretty much extinguished, there was no need to go to a safe house.

      Begrudgingly, Xavier procured a second queen-sized bed to squeeze in the room so I could sleep with all my boyfriends. Then he muttered something about obtaining noise-canceling earphones stat. We did sleep, but we also made love a lot. I guess his grumpiness was kind of warranted.

      I wake up on the sixth day of my reclusion, knowing it’s time to face the world. I’m literally surrounded in the middle of the bed by the loves of my life, which means I can’t get up without waking them. Bryce and Rufio are on each of my sides, sleeping at ninety-degree angles from me so Phoenix and Morpheus could get a piece too. Bryce’s arm is across my breasts, and Rufio’s curls around my waist. Morpheus and Phoenix are using my legs as pillows.

      I squirm, trying to get my upper body free, but the slight movement disturbs Phoenix’s sleep. With his eyes still closed, he kisses my thigh and then slowly slinks upward. My sex clenches in anticipation. I know where this is going. But I’m suddenly antsy to find out what’s going on in the world. Mind-blowing sex will have to wait.

      I press my hand against Phoenix’s shoulders, stopping his caresses. He lifts his head and glances at me through half-open sleepy eyes. “What?”

      “I have to use the restroom.”

      “Oh.” He slides off me and then, using his gift, pushes everyone else off me too.

      There are groans of complaint, but I don’t stay in bed long enough to hear them all. I jump off and then hide in the bathroom. I do have to pee, but it’s not an immediate need. Instead, I put on the bathrobe that’s hanging behind the door, then sneak out through the adjacent guest room that also connects to the bathroom. The pink décor makes it quite obvious this was supposed to be Rosie’s bedroom. A terrible ache flares in my chest, almost turning me into a sobbing mess again. It’s like this every morning. I wake up happy, and then I remember that Rosie is gone, and the pain becomes fresh again.

      Fighting back the tears with a clench of my jaw, I head out. Xavier is sitting by the kitchen counter, nursing a coffee mug while he stares at his phone with a stupid grin.

      “What’s on that phone that made you so happy?” I ask, making a beeline for the coffeepot.

      “Nothing.” Embarrassment washes over his face. He turns the phone facedown so I can’t peer at the screen. Very suspicious.

      “Riiight. How is Leticia doing?” I smirk.

      Xavier opens and closes his mouth without saying a word. I shake my head and grab a cup to pour some coffee.

      “She’s fine. Still helping Ellen with the injured. We’ve now moved them to a proper hospital.”

      “Oh, that’s good to know. And what about Theo? Any luck finding his father or other relative?”

      Xavier’s face falls. “Not yet. I’m beginning to fear we won’t find anyone to claim him. He’s staying with Leticia for now.”

      I close my eyes, trying my best to keep my shit together, but it’s so hard when I hear about more deaths and more kids left without parents.

      “Anyway, Leticia and I are going out to dinner tonight.”

      My eyebrows arch. “Oh? Is this your first date?”

      “Yes, but I’d like to keep that between us. I don’t want Phoenix to know yet.”

      My amusement grows by leaps and bounds, making me forget the pain in my chest. “And why is that? Are you afraid he’s going to give you grief?”

      “No. I just don’t want to give him leverage over me. I’d like to be able to bust his balls about you for a little longer.”

      I snort. “Oh my God.”

      “Anyway. How are you feeling today?”

      The question is loaded and brings forth the darkness. “No better than yesterday, or the day before. I miss her so much.” I stare into my cup of coffee.

      “I know, honey. I do too.”

      I could say something ugly to him, like he can’t possibly miss someone he didn’t know or spend any time with. But hurting Xavier won’t make me feel any better.

      “What’s going on in the world? Is it still in shambles?”

      Xavier’s gaze turns hard in a flash. “Wow, I can’t believe those boys managed to keep their mouths shut. I’m in awe.”

      I frown. “What do you mean?”

      “I didn’t want to say anything while you were recovering, but there’ve been new developments.”

      I move closer to the counter, clutching the mug tighter. “You’re making me nervous.”

      The doorbell rings, interrupting our conversation. Xavier moves to rise from his seat, but a second later, Felicity’s voice echoes in the entry foyer. “Hello? Everyone still asleep here?”

      She joins us in the kitchen, carrying bags of delicious breakfast food. I smell bacon, cheese, sausage, and pancakes. My stomach grumbles, but I won’t let food distract me from Xavier’s imminent revelation.

      “Hi, hon. It’s nice to see you up so early.” She smiles kindly at me.

      “Yeah,” I reply half-heartedly.

      The guys slowly trickle down from the bedroom, drawn by the smell of food. They’re always hungry. Bryce stops behind me, wrapping his arm around my waist to lean his chin on my shoulder. “What do we have here?”

      “I brought everything we have on the menu,” Felicity replies.

      “Including pie?” Bryce asks hopefully.

      “Pie is not breakfast food, bro.” Rufio reaches for a bag.

      Bryce steps around me. “Whatever. Hand me one of those.”

      “Will you boys wait until I can unpack everything? Geez,” Felicity says, exasperated.

      I cut my eyes to Xavier. “What were you going to tell me?”

      Everyone freezes, and a sudden tension fills the air.

      “Somehow when Chaos was vanquished, all the Idols not on the island were unmade.”

      I feel the blood drain from my face. “What?”

      “We don’t know how it happened, but the reports keep coming in. Every single Idol hospital has been overrun with people freaking out that they can’t use their powers anymore.”

      “Oh my God. I did that.”

      Xavier narrows his eyes. “Oh no, honey. No one is blaming you for it. It was most likely Chaos’s last evil act.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. “It wasn’t him. It was me. I lost control of my powers for a while. They were unbound.”

      “Is it that bad if Idols don’t have powers anymore?” Felicity asks. “Now everyone is equal. Isn’t that what the Knights wanted?”

      “But not everyone has been ‘normalized,’” Rufio replies. “I’ve recovered my powers, and everyone in this room still have theirs.”

      “Theo hasn’t been unmade either, and he wasn’t on the island,” Xavier chimes in.

      “Maybe because he was turned into an Idol by me,” Bryce replies. “We don’t yet know if the entire Idol population has lost their powers.”

      Morpheus, who was quiet till now, glances at me. “No, they have. This was all part of the destiny the Fates bestowed upon us.”

      “How do you know that?” I ask.

      “I’ve been talking with my father.” He shrugs.

      “Dude, you didn’t tell us you’re hanging out with Erebus,” Phoenix pipes up.

      “I didn’t want to make a big deal out of it.”

      I pass a hand over my face. “If they hated me before, now I’ve truly become anathema.”

      Phoenix pulls me into a side embrace. “Those who knew the identity of the Unmaker are either your friends or dead. No one will harm you, babe.”

      “I’m not worried about that. I just feel so wretched. Not all Idols were evil, and now they were punished along with the bad.”

      “Daisy, this was preordained. There was nothing you could have done that would alter the course set by the Fates. Don’t feel guilty about it. It wasn’t your fault,” Morpheus says.

      I glance around the room, noticing immediately that they all agree with him. I get what he’s saying. We’re nothing but pawns on the gameboard of the gods. But that doesn’t make me feel better.

      I take a deep breath, pushing the feeling aside for now. “All right. There must be tons of things to do. Where do we start?”
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      Two months later

      “Daisy, come on. Let us in,” Phoenix whines.

      “No. And if you keep asking, you’re sleeping in the guest room,” I reply as I continue my pacing, staring at the various white sticks on the counter.

      It’s been two months since Bryce and I had the condom accident, but with everything that happened in the aftermath of Chaos’s defeat, I didn’t notice I hadn’t gotten my period until today. Then it was panic mode galore. The guys went out and bought every single pregnancy test on the market.

      Now my stomach is in knots as I wait for the damn results. In the end, the God-killer didn’t turn out to be a child Bryce and I conceived, but that doesn’t mean I’m not knocked up. Fuck. I pull my hair back, yanking at the strands. I can’t be pregnant. I’m only eighteen. Plus, Xavier will kill me.

      A faint pink line begins to appear on the first test. I hold my breath until it turns magenta. But it remains single, which means the test is negative. I wait until the other results come in, and when they all display the same thing, I breathe out in relief.

      Then I open the bathroom door and yell, “I’m not pregnant!”

      Relief washes over Bryce’s, Rufio’s, and Morpheus’s faces. Only Phoenix seems disappointed.

      “Come again?” Xavier asks from the now-open door, looking absolutely livid.

      My face becomes as hot as lava. I couldn’t be more embarrassed, and if I had Morpheus’s gift, I’d use it to run away from my uncle’s wrath.

      “Daisy, why did you believe you were pregnant?” he asks in a low voice. “I thought you were being careful.”

      Bryce jumps from his seat on the bed, standing in between Xavier and me. “We are, Mr. X. We totally are. We had an accident a couple of months back. You see, the condom, uh… broke.”

      I cover my face with my hands. Someone kill me now.

      “Uh, hello? Why is everyone in the kids’ room?” Leticia asks.

      I uncover my face and notice she’s touching Xavier’s shoulder in an intimate way. Phoenix notices it too and narrows his eyes. Oh man, they haven’t come out to him yet about their relationship.

      He rises from the bed slowly. “Mom, what’s going on between you and Mr. X?”

      Xavier still makes all the boys call him by Mr. X. It was his way to try to maintain the façade that he’s the boss of the house. I appreciate him stepping into a parental role, but I’ve been on my own for too long. I do indulge him though, since we’re all living under his roof. It’s a temporary arrangement until Bryce and Rufio can touch their parents’ money. Phoenix gave his inheritance to charity.

      Most of the public schools are still closed after the attacks, and none of us were inclined to return to Gifted Academy or enroll in a different private school. For now, we’re studying at home and helping with rebuilding our new world. We’ve been volunteering at the hospital too. Well, we all have besides Bryce. I told him the toll his healing ability has on his life force and begged him not to heal anyone anymore. I can’t bear the thought of losing him in only a few years.

      Leticia trades a glance with Xavier, then replies, “Why don’t we all go into the living room?”

      The moment we step outside, Theo, the little boy Leticia adopted, comes running and crashes into my legs. “Daisy! I’ve missed you.”

      I pick him up, squeezing him tight. “I’ve missed you too, little man. What have you been up to?”

      “I’ve been learning new tricks.”

      The front door opens, and in come Toby and Renata, plus a new addition to the team. Theo’s eyes bug out when he sees what’s in Toby’s arms.

      “Puppy!”

      He wiggles free from my hold and flies toward the dog. Toby sets the puppy down, and now we won’t have to entertain that kid for hours.

      “Hey, guys. It’s been a while.” I take turns hugging them both.

      To say Renata and I have come a long way is an understatement. She’s the living proof that people can learn from their mistakes and change. She and Toby have become fast friends, and she’s helped him a lot to deal with his grief.

      “So, who else is coming tonight? Can we expect to see the Silverstones and Andy?” Toby asks.

      “No, they’re too busy in Hawk City. They won’t come down here for another couple of weeks,” I reply.

      “So, are you going to answer my earlier question or what?” Phoenix glowers at his mother and Xavier.

      “Well…” Leticia looks at Xavier. “Should I tell them, or do you want to?”

      “No, go ahead, honey.”

      Honey? Oh, dear.

      “Xavier asked me to marry him, and I said yes!” she squeaks, showing us her sparkling engagement ring.

      “Oh my God. Congratulations!” I say.

      “What?” Phoenix replies a second later. “How can you be engaged? You barely know each other.”

      “We’ve been dating for a while,” she replies.

      “Behind our backs?” His voice rises to a shriek. “And you have the gall to give us grief over Daisy’s pregnancy scare?” He points a finger at Xavier.

      “Phoenix!” I yell. “What the hell!”

      “Dude. Seriously?” Morpheus makes a what-were-you-thinking gesture with his hand.

      He glances sheepishly at me. “Oops, sorry, babe.”

      I throw my hands up in the air. “Ugh. Never mind. Let’s eat dinner before I die of embarrassment.”

      Xavier’s phone rings, killing the tense moment. Leticia walks over to Phoenix and touches his face. “Are you mad at me? I didn’t want to say anything until I knew it was serious.”

      “No, I’m not mad at you. I’m mad at him for busting my balls about Daisy all this time when he was sneaking around with my mother.”

      Leticia giggles like a schoolgirl. She’s a completely different person from when I first met her. “He makes me happy, honey. I didn’t expect I’d ever get the chance for that.”

      Phoenix’s expression softens. “If he makes you happy, then I am too.”

      They hug, and fuck if a tear doesn’t roll down my cheek.

      “Guys, sorry to ruin the evening, but Felicity has an emergency at the diner. The fridge isn’t working, and I need to find someone to fix that ASAP.”

      “What’s the problem?” Bryce asks. “Maybe it’s something I can help with.”

      “I don’t know if it’s an electrical problem, but you know you can’t display your powers in public.”

      We all groan in resignation. It’s been confirmed that the entire population of Idols and Fringes have lost their powers. Some blame the Unmaker, but other theories have surfaced, such as they were punished by Gaia for being so wicked. Regardless, we can’t flaunt our gifts or they’ll suspect I’m the Unmaker, and then I’ll have a target on my back again.

      “If the fridge isn’t working, what’s going to happen to all those frozen pies?” Bryce asks.

      “You know about them?” I arch my eyebrows.

      “Yeah, I caught Felicity with a load of them. It’s no biggie.” He shrugs. “They’re still delicious.”

      “Okay, we all know where Bryce is going with that. Let’s all go to the diner and have dinner there,” Rufio suggests.

      “It sounds good to me,” Renata chimes in.

      “Me too,” Toby agrees.

      “Super. Let me get my jacket.”
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        * * *

      

      Since there was no need anymore for Xavier to pretend to be Poppy, his solution was to retire the old man. He posed as the new owner who kept everything the same. No one suspected a thing.

      He was able to find a technician to fix the fridge, but even so, Bryce claimed the integrity of the frozen pies had been compromised. His so-called logical solution was to bake and eat them all. At least he shared one with the rest of us.

      I excuse myself from the table to use the restroom, but when I return, I stop at a distance and observe my new family for a little bit. I can’t believe all that has happened to me in such a short period of time. I’ve found the biggest love in the world with four amazing men. My own magnificent four. I’ve made new friendships that will last a lifetime. I have Xavier, the protector and father figure I didn’t know I needed. And now with him marrying Leticia and, my guess, adopting Theo, everything is coming into place. The only person missing in this picture-perfect scenario is Rosie. I miss her so damn much every day, but slowly, I’m learning to cope with her absence. Knowing she’s reunited with my parents helps.

      Bryce is laughing at something Theo said when I catch his gaze. His smile changes from amusement to a sexy grin that makes my toes curl inside my shoes. Then he winks at me, turning me into a puddle. Soon, Rufio, Phoenix, and Morpheus notice where his attention is diverted, and hell and damn, I’m literally on fire under their scorching gazes.

      “You’d better get back to your seat, girlie, before you orgasm where you stand,” Felicity jokes.
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, I don’t want to go home right now,” Rufio pipes up from the shotgun seat.

      “Why not? I’m dying to get Daisy out of her clothes.” Phoenix squeezes my thigh.

      “Do you seriously want to perform an orgy under Mr. X’s roof right after the pregnancy test incident?” Morpheus asks.

      “No,” I say with regret. “Definitely not.”

      I’m burning with desire, but I really don’t want to get it on tonight where Xavier can hear us.

      “I have a suggestion,” Bryce says from the driver seat.

      “I’m listening,” I say.

      “Isn’t Unearthly Desires closed until further notice?”

      “Yeah.” I narrow my eyes. “You want to go there?”

      “Why not? It has couches.”

      Phoenix rubs his hands together. “And stripper poles. Oh, I like this idea very much. How about a lap dance, babe?”

      I turn my face to glare at him properly. “Really?”

      “What?” he asks with innocent, round eyes.

      “Don’t try to make him understand, love.” Morpheus shakes his head, grinning.

      An idea forms in my head. “Okay, sure. Let’s go there.”

      “Uh-oh. I don’t like that tone.” Rufio turns in his seat. “You’re plotting something, aren’t you, my little demon?”

      “Maybe.” I smile.

      It’s strange to be at Unearthly Desires at this late hour and see the neon sign turned off and the parking lot deserted. The windows have been boarded up to avoid looting and break-ins. Getting the alarm disabled and the door unlocked is child’s play for Bryce. Although Xavier’s told us several times to not use our powers out in the open, there’s no one around here.

      Once inside, Bryce turns on all the stage and bar lights but keeps the overhead ones dimmed. I take a seat in front of the main stage, propping my legs up on the table and linking my hands behind my head.

      “All right, guys. Here’s the deal. To get some love tonight, you’ll have to earn it.”

      “I knew you were up to no good.” Rufio points his finger at me, trying to keep a serious face, but the upturn of his lips gives him away.

      “That’s right, babe. I’m a bad girl tonight, and I want to see you all strip for me. Work that pole.”

      They trade glances and, with a collective shrug, hop on the stage. Bryce turns the music system on. What do you know, the boy has moves.

      It’s funny to watch them dance at first, but then it gets really hot. Fuck. It’s no fun to simply sit back and not participate. I jump from the chair, already yanking at my clothes.

      “Wait, Morpheus. You’re doing that move wrong, babe. Let me teach you,” I say with a grin.

      I join them on the stage, hoping Bryce didn’t accidentally turn the security cameras on because tonight, I’m not holding anything back.

      

      
        
        *** THE END ***
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        Not ready to say good-bye to this world yet? Read Andromeda and Stephan’s story in RECKLESS TIMES. Available now.
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      ANDROMEDA

      The crowd is clamoring, calling my name. I can feel the vibration of their loud voices and violent energy from the locker room. I’m alone here. After so many victories in the pit, I’ve earned the right to privacy. Little butterflies flutter savagely in my belly. I’m not nervous; these are just the jitters before a performance. I curl my hands into fists, letting the power of my invisible chains run freely through my veins like a surge of electricity.

      For a fleeting moment, I wonder what my parents would do if they found out their precious disabled daughter is fighting against the meanest and strongest Idols in the biggest underground tournament in Hawk City. They’d probably have a heart attack. For starters, my family is one of the most prominent and wealthiest in the country. We don’t mingle with the lower classes. 

      I snort. 

      Yes, they’d be appalled, but mostly they’d be worried sick. Despite my being a high-level Idol, they think I’m defenseless thanks to my blindness. They know nothing about me, but they never made an effort either.

      I push thoughts of my parents to the side and focus on the here and now. I’m the current champion in the pit, and as such, I’ll only step foot in the small arena when all fights are done. This is something new that management implemented. I’m facing whoever wins the rounds. 

      A smile blossoms on my lips as I remember my first time here. They thought I was an easy target. My disability was all they could see, never mind that I didn’t try to conceal my powers then. Strategy was not in my mind that first night. It didn’t matter. The fight was over before I could break a sweat. 

      Heavy steps approach from outside my locker room. It’s Dick Santos, the arena’s manager.

      He knocks once before he opens the door. “It’s time.”

      I jump to my feet, shaking my arms to loosen up. “Who am I fighting tonight?”

      “The Boulder. Mean fella. Level fourteen. He can con—”

      “Let me guess. Rocks?” I raise an eyebrow.

      “Yeah, and he’s faster than most despite his size.”

      “What are the odds?” I stretch my arms.

      “Six to one.”

      “Six to one? That’s it?”

      “In his favor,” Dick continues.

      My jaw drops, and it’s not an act. I’m genuinely offended. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Nope. Our little performance last night worked. You’re the underdog again. But don’t worry, kid. He’s got nothing on you.” Dick puts his hand on my shoulder, which I promptly push off. 

      “I’m not worried. I’m pissed.”

      He laughs from deep in his belly, grating on my nerves. “I’m not. Tonight, I’m making bank.”

      Yeah, you and the guys.

      I stride out of the room, focusing on the fire burning in the pit of my stomach. What did The Boulder do to make people think he can beat me? I only received a couple of hits yesterday from Stone Man, and that was because Dick told me to. 

      It doesn’t matter. I’ll show them. 

      The two security guys at the end of the corridor tense when they see me approach. It’s funny how I can pick up subtle changes in people more easily than those who aren’t visually impaired. Without missing a beat, they open the double doors for me. I usually take a deep breath to get rid of the jitters. Not tonight though. I’m more than ready to do some damage.

      When I step out, the crowd roars, “Blind Fury! Blind Fury!”

      I don’t bask in the glory. Only one out of six think I have a chance to win. I’m surrounded by traitors everywhere. 

      There’s only one person I can trust. 

      Me.

      Dick announces my name as the defending champion, and once again, people go wild. But when he mentions the name of my opponent, the cheers are louder. I search for Leroy and Ezekiel in the crowd, my fan club. It’s easy to locate them as I’m already familiar with their auras. At least they aren’t rooting for the other guy. 

      I let my chains loose to get a sense of The Boulder but keep them invisible for now. That’s how I see the world through my chains. They pick up on the vibrations of everything around me: people, objects, obstacles. It’s not a perfect view, but it’s better than being completely in the dark. Quickly, I understand why the majority of those present think I’m going to lose. My opponent is massive, almost seven feet tall, and packing muscles. Now I know where his stage name comes from. 

      “This is the famous Blind Fury?” He laughs. “I don’t know how I feel about fighting a helple—”

      I shoot my right chain out, wrapping it around his throat and cutting his tirade off. He chokes, clutching at the links in a vain attempt to break free.

      “You were saying?” I yank the chain hard, bringing the cocky idiot to his knees.

      Dick remains outside the ring. The first thing he told me when I stepped into the pit for the first time was that there were no rules. Losers can either forfeit, pass out, or die, and the choice always relies on the victor. The Boulder’s grunts tell me he must be getting purple by now. I could easily kill him, and no one would think less of me. On the contrary, the crowd would love me more. I’m tempted, and my chains are as bloodthirsty as I am. 

      This is not who you are, Andy. 

      At the last moment, I retract them. There’s a collective gasp of disappointment.

      The Boulder is still coughing as he staggers back to his feet. But instead of leaving the pit, he pulls all his energy to his core. He’s going to attack again, even though the fight’s pretty much over. Son of a bitch. Some people just don’t know when to give up. 

      Strong vibrations concentrate around the man just before the floor cracks right under my feet. A huge mass forms in front of him. The fucker created a rock, which he launches in my direction. I have ample time to move out of the way, but I hold my ground. My chains form a protective circle around me, and in the next second comes the sound of rock shattering.

      “What the fuck is that?” he asks, shocked.

      I can’t tell exactly what he’s seeing, but when my chains are in full display, awe is the most common reaction I get. They must look badass. 

      He doesn’t get another chance to attack before I send both chains in his direction. One pierces his right thigh, and the other wraps around his body, squeezing him in a bone-crushing hold.

      “Aargh! My leg. What did you do to me, bitch?” 

      Slowly, I walk in his direction, stopping when I’m in front of his collapsed form. “You should have forfeited when you had the chance.”

      “Never. I’d rather die.”

      It’s the first time I’ve faced someone with a death wish. I’d never truly considered killing anyone for sport, but today, the temptation is huge. 

      “Careful, buddy. I’m feeling quite murderous tonight.” 

      My chains squeeze him until the first crack of bone breaking echoes in the pit. The Boulder screams and curses, but he won’t relent. I won’t have a choice. If I don’t kill him, I’ll never be allowed back. The crowd will boo me out of the pit if they don’t do something worse like ask for my head.

      Suddenly, there’s no more resistance coming from him. Ah fuck. Did I kill him? I listen closely, something hard to do when everyone around is talking and cheering. Then I hear it, the faint sound of his breathing. He’s not dead, simply passed out. Relief washes over me, but I can’t let anyone see. Maintaining the cold mask, I pull away and walk over to my side of the pit.

      Dick tsks as he joins me in the ring. When his attention diverts to me, I sense the difference in his demeanor. He’s beaming, probably counting his profits already.

      “What an evening, am I right, folks?” he addresses the crowd.

      They respond with cheers and screams.

      “How about we make it even more exciting?” 

      The yelling goes up a notch, making me wince. Sometimes having enhanced hearing is a curse.

      “Blind Fury has remained undefeated for five weeks straight. I’m doubling tonight’s grand prize. If there’s anyone here brave enough to challenge her, come forward now.”

      Immediately, the noise lowers until only murmurs can be heard. I frown, glowering in Dick’s general direction. I didn’t agree with a final challenge. It’s not that I can’t do it. It’s the fucking principle. I’m not his bitch to do as he pleases. I’d storm out of the pit if that didn’t brand me a coward.

      Minutes go by without anyone stepping forward. Dick keeps egging on the crowd. I don’t know why he wants another fight so badly, but my patience is wearing thin. I stretch my arms and fake a yawn, ready to get the fuck out of here, when I sense a familiar presence nearby. My blood runs cold. I came here to forget he exists, to unleash my wrath on strangers, wishing it was him.

      “I’ll do it. I challenge Blind Fury,” Stephan declares.

      A myriad of emotions washes over me: rage, longing, shame.

      Damn everything to hell. What is he doing here?

      

      
        
        *** END OF SAMPLE ***

        RECKLESS TIMES is available now.
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